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                     For my mother, Wang Jinxiang;
         and my wife, Yuan Weijing
       
     




 



 In the world as we know it, are there things that are difficult, as well as things that are easy? Through action, those things that seem difficult become easy; with inaction, things that are easy become difficult.


 Peng Duanshu (1699–1799), from On Studying


 Bring forth all that is good in the world, and expunge all that is bad.


 Mencius (372–289 BCE), from Universal Love III


 One who is shut indoors may come to know the world; one who cannot look out the window may understand the Way of Heaven.


 Laozi (fifth century BCE), from the Dao De Jing
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 Foreword


 BY THE DALAI LAMA


 I welcome this publication of Chen Guangcheng’s memoirs of his life so far. It’s a story that should be told because it shows clearly that with determination, confidence in yourself, and a concern for others you can overcome adversity. Chen Guangcheng overcame the significant setback of blindness and social prejudice and gained an education. He put that education to use by helping and advising the poor people in rural areas who have no one else to turn to.


 In the clarity of his motivation Chen Guangcheng reminds me of the first generation of communist leaders I met in China sixty years ago, who at the time impressed me with their genuine concern for the welfare of the mass of ordinary people. When his barefoot activism attracted the attention of vested interests he was tried and imprisoned on the contrived charge of disturbing the peace. When, on his release, he discovered that his own and his family’s normal life activities were restricted by the authorities, he decided to escape. He succeeded, in as much as he and his family have been able to start a new life in the freedom of the United States; however, he continues to champion for the rights of his fellow brothers and sisters, especially the rights of the rural poor.


 During my meetings with Chen Guangcheng I was impressed by his drive and warmheartedness. Helping people help themselves as he did is no threat to the peace and order of society, but can instead contribute to its harmony. I look forward to a time when China is able to embrace and accommodate inspiring and well-motivated people like Chen Guangcheng and Liu Xiaobo; people like them have a positive role to play.


 [image: ]


 October 18, 2014


         [image: ]
   
 


 





 PROLOGUE


 Escape


 We watched them as they watched us. We studied their every move and every habit. We had been planning my escape for over a year, going over the details again and again in muted whispers. We assumed that the house was bugged, that our captors could hear every word we spoke.


 If I could just get beyond the village—beyond what had once been a home and was now a private hell, beyond the seventy or more guards laying siege and blocking every possible exit. “Home will be no better than prison,” a warden had told me shortly before I was released from jail after being confined for over four years. And he was right: once back in Dongshigu, I had been kept under brutal house arrest, an epicenter within the vast prison that all of China had become.


 By now I had already attempted to escape my home numerous times. My wife, Weijing, and I debated and discussed the hazards and benefits of each plan endlessly, and I went through each possible route in my mind, over and over. I was desperate to escape: my life, not just my spirit, depended on it. Gravely ill since prison, I was not allowed to see or even speak to a doctor. My isolation in my own house was almost total: no going out, no visitors, no news, no contact with the outside world. I had severe diarrhea, often with bleeding, and I constantly felt exhausted. Recently I’d been spending about two weeks out of every month in bed, too sick to move. If I finally lost my battle to live, the authorities would say that I had died of such and such illness, at home in my own bed, and who would know the difference? Resolve was all I had.


 On April 20, 2012, Weijing and I spent the morning resting in the main room of our house, which was one of four small buildings around a dirt courtyard that made up our family compound. A few days earlier we’d realized that the neighbor’s dog was gone. I’d often said that one dog was more dangerous than a hundred guards, and now, with this one away, we focused our attention on the escape route that would take me past that neighbor’s house, to the east.


 That morning, as usual, I went through the route in my mind, dwelling on every detail—exactly where to turn, the distances between things, the walls, all the minutiae that Weijing had gathered during her daily routines over a period of months. Only she and I knew of our plan, though we agreed that when attempting to get past the guards, I should try to find help in the village, from either a close childhood friend or another good friend who was a carpenter. Both lived along my path of escape, but we had no way of communicating with anyone outside our house. It was too dangerous to tell even my mother about the plan; she strongly objected to the notion that I should try to escape.


 Weijing and I had often talked about how I would get word to her once I was safe. We couldn’t use written or spoken communication, so the only possibility was to send a sign, a signal. Eventually we decided that if I got out alive, I would have someone deliver six apples to Weijing; in Chinese, “six” can signify success, and the word for “apple” is the same sound as that for “safe.” I imagined having someone bring her six big red apples once I got away from our village, and if there were none to be had, I figured I would find a way to get her six of something else so she would know that I was free.


 All that morning, Weijing observed the guards from inside the house, watching for an opportunity. Earlier, up on the roof of our flat kitchen building, where we dried corn and aired out our clothes, she’d noticed that the car belonging to the head of the group of guards on duty was gone. There were usually six guards stationed in our yard, perched on tiny stools just outside the door to our house. The crew on duty today sat near our main gate, and only two of them had a direct line of sight to our door. A little before eleven a.m., the moment suddenly came: the guard closest to us slowly stood up, a tea mug in his hand. He was off to fill it with boiled water from one of the thermoses the guards kept outside our yard, and he didn’t seem to be in a hurry. On his way, for just a few seconds, he would block his partner’s view of me. I would have to hurry out the door and dart across the courtyard to the eastern wall, a distance of about fifteen feet. After a moment, the guard would have his sight line back.


 “Let’s go!” Weijing whispered, squeezing my arm. I followed her out the door, walking quickly, carefully, across the yard, skipping ahead of her and passing the old millstones where we used to grind grain and other staple foods. I scurried to a stone staircase I knew was hidden from view, then stood at the bottom of those six rough-hewn steps, breathing hard and listening with all my might, straining for any sign of disturbance or recognition from the guards.


 My heart raced. The snap of a twig could betray me, resulting in a fresh round of beatings, or worse. For some time, Weijing had been picking up any potential obstacles from the path of my escape, though she was careful not to clear away too much at once and risk arousing suspicion. Every rock, branch, leaf, water bucket, or pan in my way could make a sudden noise that would attract the attention of the guards.


 As I stood by the stairs, I heard Weijing gathering dried leaves and grass from our woodpile, only a few steps away; a moment later, she headed back into the kitchen building to light a fire. By then the guard was already back at his post, putting his tea mug on the ground and chatting with his fellow guards as he settled onto his stool again. Then Weijing came back out of the kitchen building to fill our kettle from the outdoor faucet—all pretext, of course—and soon enough I heard the kettle clanking on the stove. Again she came out, this time walking back to the woodpile for larger sticks and branches. Each time she passed me, she whispered a few words, telling me what she was seeing, saying that so far I was safe.


 I didn’t move. Weijing was extremely anxious, but now that I had made it past the innermost ring of guards, how could I give up? “We have to go forward,” I whispered. “We can’t fail.”


 The next time Weijing came out of the main house, she carried an armload of clothes. “I’m going up to take a look,” she whispered as she passed. I knew that meant she would climb up to the roof of the kitchen building, where she would have a panoramic view of all the activity around our yard. Over the past few months, she had spent countless hours up there on various pretexts, scouting my initial escape route. A few years back, these “square buildings” had become popular in our village. Now the flat roof gave Weijing an invaluable way to observe my escape route.


 A few moments later, she came down and said it was safe for me to go up. By now my breathing had slowed and my nerves were calmer. I walked quietly up the steps, which I knew by heart, and soon I was crouching atop the east wall of our yard, just below the roof of the kitchen building. East was the direction of my freedom, beyond the adjoining courtyard compounds of my neighbors. Fortunately, I knew every inch of the neighbor’s yard below, each detail clear in my mind from experience and memory. Aware that the guards patrolling the perimeter just twenty feet away might spot me if I stood up on the wall, I kept low. Moving slowly, I found the bottle Weijing had mentioned, an obstacle placed on top of the wall by the guards. I picked it up, scuttled forward, and put the bottle to one side before straddling the wall. Careful to avoid the least suspicion, I then placed the bottle back in its original spot. Bracing myself between the wall and the side of my neighbor’s house, I slowly climbed down into a corner of her yard.


 Moving as fast as I could, I scrambled past my neighbor’s main house, toward the concrete steps that led to the roof of her kitchen building, whose position in the yard was much like ours. I was conscious now of another set of guards—the ones just outside my neighbor’s yard, who might catch a glimpse of me through a crack in my neighbor’s main gate. After climbing up the steps to the roof of my neighbor’s kitchen and onto the eastern wall, I planned to descend into the next neighbor’s yard. Up and down the walls, one yard after another: this was the only way to make it beyond the cordon of guards to open space. I carried nothing, but every detail of the route was clear in my head.


 I took my chances and started up my neighbor’s steps, feeling for the objects Weijing had warned me about. Here, on the second step, were the two metal buckets, which I passed without a sound. A little farther up, I found the snarl of electrical cables, attached to the equipment that the guards had been using to jam our cell phone signal. Then, a couple steps beyond the cables, I came upon the pan full of bricks Weijing had described. Feeling my way with both hands, I discovered an unstable section of the wall; it was immediately obvious to me that if I tried to climb down the other side of it, the wall would not be able to support my weight and would crumble.


 Just then, I heard my neighbor’s main gate squeak open. I slipped up onto the roof of the kitchen building and lay flat on my back. If she saw me, she would almost certainly report me. I knew that the guards had been bribing her to keep an eye on me, sharing their extra food with her and maybe giving her money.


 For a few minutes I lay there silently, forcing calm on my pounding heart. So far, so good: my deep familiarity with my home’s immediate surroundings had served me well. Although blind since infancy, I knew every bit of the terrain around my village in a million ways besides sight: the patterns of sounds, the mix of smells, the organization of space. Memory would play an essential role in my attempt to escape—when you’re blind, there’s no taking things in at a glance—and I knew that this dependence on memory would only increase as I made my way toward Xishigu, the next village over, where I hoped to get help. The distance was short, but the obstacles were many. In the years before my arrest and imprisonment, I had come to know the walls, roads, and fields of my village in all their elaborate detail and almost infinite complexity. But that was long ago, and now, after seven years in bondage, memory would be my guide.


 We had been talking about the escape from the very day Guangcheng came home from prison, and for over a year we had been working on a plan. I often consulted the lunar calendar, scouring its pages for an auspicious day, if only to ease my fears and make the endless days pass just a bit faster. The guards had previously seized almost everything we owned, fearing that we would turn even the smallest scrap of paper to our benefit; we now had only this small calendar for 2012, which Guangcheng’s mother had been allowed to purchase while under the watchful gaze of our captors.


 I knew the guards might grow suspicious if I spent too much time looking at the calendar, so I would write the number of eggs we gathered from our chickens on the page for each day. Having planned for a protracted period in captivity, we encouraged our hens to sit on some of their eggs. Once the brood finally hatched, we had more than forty chickens to supplement our meager diet. If all else failed, we could kill and eat the chickens; we had to be completely self-reliant. When the guards finally asked me why I consulted the calendar so often, I described my habit of recording the day’s harvest of eggs. They accepted the explanation and said nothing more.


 Over time, I realized that spring would be the ideal season to attempt an escape. The new leaves on the trees would cover Guangcheng’s movements; light winds moving through the trees would muffle the noises he would inevitably make. As I flipped through the calendar, I saw that April 20 would be a chengri, a day of success. The God of Wealth, who brings luck and opportunity, would be facing east, one of the possible directions of Guangcheng’s escape. On that day, the pig would overcome the snake. This detail had a special significance: Guangcheng was born in the Year of the Pig, and the head of the crew on guard that day was born in the Year of the Snake. On a more mundane level, we had analyzed the different shifts of the guards, and we knew in advance that this group usually sat a little farther off than the others, giving Guangcheng a better angle for escape.


 The calendar broke the day into two-hour blocks, auspicious or inauspicious. The block between eleven a.m. and one p.m. would be ideal, but I had no way of knowing exactly when an opportunity would present itself, if at all. Guangcheng himself did not know that I was consulting the calendar; nor was he aware that this day was of particular significance. But as it happened, the guard stood up and went for tea just before eleven o’clock.


 I was lying flat on my neighbor’s roof, wondering what to do and listening to the guards just outside her yard. I could hear their conversation, as well as the noises from the games they were playing on their phones. I considered the wall in front of me: the drop into the next yard was a sheer twelve feet, and I would have to find a way to climb down. This would have been easy enough when I was younger, but years of captivity had weakened my body—it would be too dangerous and noisy to jump from the top of the wall to the ground. I knew that a tree grew close to the eastern side of the wall; it was only about six or seven inches in diameter, Weijing had told me, but if I could somehow determine its exact location, I could climb down its trunk instead of jumping.


 As I lay there, trying to remember precisely where the tree was, I heard a hissing noise from the direction of our house. It was Weijing, up on our kitchen roof with a scoop, under the pretext of gathering some dried corn, which we stored in a sack there.


 “Hurry,” she whispered frantically. “Get going before they spot you!”


 I held my arm out straight, waving my fingers toward the next yard, mimicking an effort to locate the tree. She immediately knew what I was asking.


 “It’s right near your feet,” she said, speaking as softly as she could. Though guards surrounded us on all sides and were never more than a few yards away, they didn’t hear her.


 After crawling to the edge of the roof, I turned around and started easing my legs over the far side of the wall, feeling for the tree with my toes. Clutching the spaces between the stones in the wall, I had descended just a short way before my arms began to shake with fatigue. I reached back with my foot in hopes of finding the tree. For an instant I felt my toes graze the trunk, but I was too feeble to hold on. I lost my grip, missed the tree, and hit the ground hard. Fortunately, I wasn’t seriously hurt, though my dark glasses were broken.


 I sat up, bruised but all right. But now I confronted a new problem: the moment I’d fallen, my second neighbor’s dog, which was chained in the yard, had started barking. I needed to find a place to hide before the guards came to see what the noise was about. I kept low, crawling across the neighbor’s yard, trying to stay out of sight of Chen Guangfeng, my neighbor’s mentally ill son. This man, no longer young, lived in a prisonlike room in the yard with bars on an open window. He had been locked up that way for as long as I could remember, and he bayed from morning until night for his mother, who had no choice but to go about her daily routine, as though deaf to his cries. Sympathetic to his plight, I had tried to help him in the past, but now I feared that if he saw me, he might shout my name and give me away.


 Moving on all fours, I did my best to stay below the man’s window. Just beyond his room, Weijing had told me, stood three animal pens in a row, each one six or seven feet wide. She had mentioned that a gate to the closest pen was on one side of the low wall surrounding the pens, only when I ran my hand along the wall I found nothing. But with the dog barking wildly, I needed to get out of view immediately. By now, I was shaking uncontrollably with fear. I quickly scaled the four-foot concrete wall and fell flat on my back in the pen, exhausted—my frail body was no longer accustomed to such exertion. The front of the pen was closed, as Weijing had described to me, so at least the guards wouldn’t see me if they happened to glance into the yard.


 Inside the pen were several goats, and I heard them retreat in unison, bleating and shoving one another at the far end of the stall, alarmed at my sudden appearance in their midst. As I lay in the pen trying to make no noise whatsoever, the goats slowly mustered their courage and moved toward me, and after a time two or three of them were chewing on my clothes. Since I’d grown up around goats, this didn’t bother me at all. One of them put its front two feet on my chest and bent down to smell my face. When I shifted a little, the startled goats once again retreated to the rear of the pen.


 For the moment, I was too anxious and tired to do anything but lie there trembling. I decided to rest for a while—once my nerves had calmed and my shaking subsided, I would look for the chance to make a move.


 After trying to help Guangcheng locate the tree, I didn’t dare stay up on our roof, and I couldn’t risk going up to look for him anymore. A little later, when I heard the barking of the second neighbor’s dog, my heart skipped a beat; I was terrified that the animal would give Guangcheng away. With a morsel of food I teased our own dog, chained in the yard, hoping to make it bark to cover the noise and draw attention to us instead. Then, trying to be as casual as possible, I went to have a chat with the guards. Like us, they were farmers and the sons of farmers, and we’d come to know them a little. We exchanged a few words, and I went back inside, my heart racing. Luckily, our chickens chose just this moment to steal the dog’s food, which caused such a commotion that the guards paid no attention to the racket two houses away.


 For the rest of the day, I listened for the slightest sounds, hoping to hear something, anything that might tell me where Guangcheng was. I was crazed with fear, but I tried to behave as if it were just another day. Each time a guard entered our yard, I would anxiously study his face, looking for some sign that Guangcheng had been captured.


 Early that afternoon, my mother-in-law returned from working in the fields. It was her habit to come in for a rest, have something to drink, and check in on Guangcheng. At first she didn’t notice that he was gone. She drank some water and then walked to the bedroom and looked in, expecting to see Guangcheng.


 “Is Guangcheng sleeping?” she asked me.


 I couldn’t lie to her. “Ma, Guangcheng has gone,” I whispered.


 She looked at me in surprise and anger. “How did he leave?”


 I didn’t answer.


 “Isn’t this just asking for the worst?” she said. “There’s layer upon layer of guards out there. Do you really think he can get away?”


 “What could I do, Ma? He’s so sick—how long do you think he could go on like this?”


 “They’ll beat him to death for sure,” she said, her voice full of reproach.


 “He’ll die if he stays here,” I replied.


 “Once he leaves this house,” she said, “we have no way of knowing what will happen to him. They could beat him to death and dump him somewhere and we wouldn’t even know it. If we’re going to die, we should at least die together.”


 I covered her mouth and asked her not to speak of such unlucky things. “He’ll be fine,” I said, trying to reassure her. “There won’t be a problem. But we should say some auspicious words and ask the gods to protect him.”


 My mother-in-law would not be appeased. She felt certain that the escape was doomed, and she held me responsible. “I go out for just a little while and you allow him to leave,” she said bitterly. Then she picked up her stool and sat out in the courtyard, watching the chickens and refusing to eat or drink.


 I usually don’t believe in luck or God or any higher power, but on that day I believed in anything that might help us. As the afternoon went on, I returned to the kitchen several times to pray to the image of the Kitchen God on the wall, beseeching him to protect Guangcheng. I would glance through the door to see if any of the guards were watching, then quickly prostrate myself in front of the image. “Kitchen God, I beg you,” I said. “Please ask all the other gods to watch over Guangcheng.”


 Leaning back against the wall of the goat pen, I listened hard for any indication that the guards had noticed my absence and were pursuing me. The dog was still barking; now, suddenly, Chen Guangfeng began to yell for his mother. The rhythm of his periodic cries had long since become a natural part of the village landscape, like the calls of birds and insects. I relaxed a little, hoping that his yelling might mix with the dog’s bark and return a sense of normalcy to the late morning sounds.


 After a while it went quiet again. As my nerves eased I began to collect my wits; wondering about the time, I realized that my talking watch, made especially for the blind, had broken in my fall. I sat up straighter and allowed my head to rise just to the top edge of the wall, but the dog began barking frantically again. Guangfeng immediately noticed me as well, and his cry changed from “Niang! Niang!” (“Mother! Mother!”) to “Li Hong! Li Hong!” (he seemed to think I was his little brother). I quickly ducked back down.


 An hour or so later, I heard the guards taking lunch. They shifted in their chairs, chopsticks clinked on metal bowls, and then came sounds of them getting up—they were going to wash their dishes. A post-meal quiet settled over them, and I could tell that the guards’ attention was now elsewhere. More than a dozen of them were stationed on the other side of my neighbor’s wall, in an unused space between this home and another.


 Sensing an opportunity, I scrambled as quickly and quietly as possible over the wall between the first and second animal pens; except for a little stove, the second pen was empty. I explored the space, found a door on one side, and then listened for a while, trying to determine when to move and also what was in the third stall. I threw a handful of sand over the wall, and the sound the sand made revealed to me the basic contents of the pen: scattered corn stalks and a collection of farm tools. I took my chances and scurried into the third pen.


 Once there, I came up against another wall, this one much more challenging. On the eastern side of this wall was a whole other family compound, one I happened to know very well. For a couple of hours I bided my time, calculating, listening. I heard the guards going about their business only a few feet away, chatting aimlessly, flicking open lighters, smoking cigarettes. As far as I could tell, they’d seen nothing amiss.


 My watch was broken, but I had grown up using nature to tell time and I could still guess it accurately down to the hour, sometimes the half hour, by being alive to temperature, sounds of the natural world, and, above all, the human routines around me. About three p.m., four hours after I’d left my house, I heard Guangfeng’s mother come home and begin to work in the yard. He continued crying, “Niang! Niang!” and eventually she brought him food, which I knew she would pass to him through a space in the bars. Soon after he finished eating, he began to shout for water and cigarettes.


 I crouched in the pen and felt up and down the contours of the old and crumbling wall with my hands, trying to determine the best place to cross over. There was a shed along the northern side of the pen; just beyond it sat a guard, and I knew he would see me if I climbed to the top of the wall. The stones on the eastern side of the pen were very loose; I was sure they would not support my weight, so I decided to move close to the southeast corner, where I would have better handholds. Testing the wall, I put my palms flat on the rough surface and slowly pulled myself up, using my toes to find the best crevices. I explored every inch of that part of the wall, memorizing the exact location of each hold—where the first step would be, then the second, then the third. Once I reached the top, I would be completely exposed, so I could make no mistakes while climbing. Any noise at all and the guards would spot me. It would be over.


 As the afternoon wore on, I heard a neighbor who lived across the road from Chen Guangfeng and his family open the door to her yard and roll her motorcycle into the road; a moment later she drove off. I knew she was going to pick her daughter up at school, which meant that it was now about four-thirty. Twenty minutes later, the motorbike came back down the road.


 Soon the guards would be eating dinner, and my original plan had been to try climbing over the wall while they ate. Then I remembered that earlier in the morning I had heard a tractor coming from the north, the noise of its engine getting louder as it rumbled along the narrow road. The tractor had turned east, and the guards posted just outside the wall of the shed had scooped up their stools and made way as it passed. The tractor would almost certainly come back the same way, probably this very evening.


 No distraction could be better for my attempt to climb this dangerous wall; the guards would inevitably turn their attention to the tractor. My chance would come, I reckoned, just as darkness was falling.


 Our daughter Kesi, almost seven years old at the time, came home from school that afternoon a little before five. (At the time, our nine-year-old son, Kerui, was living with my mother in another village and going to a different school.) I worried that Kesi would be shocked and upset by her father’s sudden disappearance—every day after returning home, her habit was to call out, “Baba! I’m back!” and go looking for him.


 As she entered the house and dropped her school bag, I pulled her close to me and whispered in her ear: “Kesi, don’t call for Baba or ask why he’s not here. Your baba has left.”


 “Where did he go?” she asked, her voice loud with alarm.


 “Quiet,” I whispered urgently. “Your father has escaped.”


 I asked her to behave as if nothing had happened. Understanding, she nodded her head. Kesi knew about our previous attempts to escape, and sometimes she would even give us ideas. She talked to us about the tunnel we had dug the previous year, imagining which route it should follow and how we should run quickly once we all emerged from the other end. And she had watched the guards beat both of us, so she knew how serious the situation was.


 Around five-thirty, I made noodles for dinner. Kesi nibbled at the food in her bowl, but neither Ma nor I could eat a thing. I continued to go through all the usual motions, at times talking out loud as if Guangcheng were there. “Let’s wash your feet,” I said, having filled a basin with water from outside. I took out the chamber pots and emptied them in the outhouse. Later, we turned in for the night, but none of us could fall asleep. By now Kesi was terrified of what might happen to her father; she sobbed in her grandma’s bed and covered her head with a quilt to muffle the sound. “I miss Baba,” she whimpered quietly. I tried to comfort her, saying, “We’ll see Baba very soon.” Eventually she cried herself to sleep.


 The hours seemed endless, but finally, just before dark, I discerned the sound of the tractor off in the distance. As it approached the intersection, the guards began to move their stools, just as I’d hoped. This was my chance. I had only a few seconds to climb the wall while the tractor, my unknowing accomplice, distracted the guards and masked any noises I might make.


 As quickly and quietly as possible, I climbed the wall’s cobbled surface, picking my way up the rough footholds. At the top, I turned my body and hung my feet over the other side. I knew that the drop to the ground was around six feet, a manageable distance. And once I got beyond this wall—as soon as I landed—I would find myself in a familiar courtyard.


 Long ago, my own family’s home had stood in this spot. I had been born here, and for years I had lived in this compound with my parents and four older brothers. The house and courtyard now lay in ruins, but every detail, every memory I had of the spaces around me would be vital once I landed on the other side of the wall.


 I let go and dropped. Instantly a stabbing pain exploded in my right foot. The tractor’s noise had drowned out the sound of my fall, and somehow I managed to stifle the wail that rose up inside me. Sprawled out on the ground, I discovered that a pile of large rocks lay at the base of the wall, precisely where I had just landed. The pain was overwhelming, but I knew I had to move beyond the opening between the walls, so I rolled along the ground until I came to yet another wall, this one on the north side of the courtyard. Again I tried to rise to test my foot, but the pain was too intense. In agony, I fell back to the ground.


 If my escape had seemed risky before, now it could only be utter madness. Lying there, I sized up my situation: I was blind, alone, and beyond the help of my family or friends. In the hours since I had left home, I had traveled only a hundred feet or so, and my foot was almost certainly broken. Though it was nearly dark, there were still more guards at the edge of the village, and they would be patrolling all night.


 The world was too rough, too full of hazards. How could I make my way to the next village, still almost a mile away? And why had fate made my escape yet more difficult? But I was determined not to yield to the pain or my fears; no matter what, I would not give up. Instead, I concentrated on the way forward, thinking only of how to overcome the obstacles that lay ahead. Somehow, I would find a way to send those six luscious apples to Weijing.


 





 CHAPTER ONE


 A Child Apart


 I cup my hands together, cradling a hard-boiled egg my mother has given me. It’s still warm. I am three or four years old and rarely given my own egg, so I hold off as long as I can before eating it. Wandering outside, I find the millstones where we grind our food, feeling for the top stone, carefully placing shell and rock together. I listen to the sounds of the village children laughing and playing in the yard, relatives and neighbors coming and going. I head back inside, climb onto a stool, and gently set the egg on the table. It begins to roll, but I can’t see it well enough to stop it. I hear the dull crack of shell against the dirt floor, then silence. If something bounces, rolls, makes a sound, I can use my ears to locate it, often with ease, but now I am at a loss. I strain my eyes, hoping to spot the egg, but all I can see are undifferentiated shapes. The neighbors and the children in the room don’t come to help me; instead they gawk at my trouble. Only my mother hurries over. She peels the egg, then folds it inside a jianbing crepe with some salted pickles and places it in my outstretched hands.


 I was born in a remote Chinese village called Dongshigu on November 12, 1971, in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, a time of hardship and great bitterness. I was healthy at birth, but after five months a terrible fever set in, and we had no money for the hospital. Despite being acutely worried about my condition, my mother also had to feed and care for my four older brothers, aged five, eight, eleven, and fourteen. My father was working far away at the time, and we had no access to telephones; her in-laws, meanwhile, were consumed with their own affairs.


 Making do on her own, my mother attended to every aspect of our lives. Each day she had to fetch water from a well near the Meng River, carrying buckets that swung on a pole over her shoulder. Before dawn she spent hours grinding food at our mill wheel to make the batter for the day’s jianbing. During the day, when she was not out working in the fields, she gathered wood and kindling for the cooking fire up in the hills. And always, she adhered to the strict work orders from the commune that organized how we worked, lived, and ate.


 Her heart torn by my wild crying after I came down with the fever, my mother wrapped me in some old cloths and nestled me in a basket in the yard near where she worked. She would need two yuan to take me to a doctor at the local hospital, the only place with real medical care. But that was a substantial sum, for we had almost no money—my father earned only eighteen yuan a month at his job. In desperation, my mother set out to borrow the money from the head of her production team, who sent her to the bookkeeper, who sent her to the man responsible for financial matters. “How can you borrow money from us?” the man asked her incredulously. “You owe us money, and you haven’t earned enough grain points.” The communes were divided up into production brigades and even smaller production teams, and within the production team you earned points based on how much work you got done. You had to contribute at least as much as you ate, but with my mother the only adult working full-time, our family often fell behind. No points, no money, no doctor. The man told my mother to get a letter from the head of the production team, but she knew he was just trying to get rid of her.


 Discouraged and distraught, she went to friends and relatives and tried to borrow money, but there was none to be had. The village “barefoot doctor,” a farmer who had received very basic medical training to provide care in remote rural areas, had no idea how to bring down my fever.


 I cried for two whole days and two whole nights, my tiny body burning and squirming in my mother’s arms. On the third day, my mother was up at her usual early hour, preparing food for the family, when she heard my terrible wailing begin again. She picked me up to breast-feed me but recoiled in terror when she saw the blue masses clouding my dark eyes. She rushed me to an old woman in a nearby village who had some experience with home remedies. Her cure, after examining me, was to blow on my eyes; of course, there was no change in my condition.


 My parents never knew the nature of my illness or why my fever caused me to go blind. After returning home a month later and learning what had happened, my father arranged to take me to the local clinic. By then it was too late for my eyes, but my father was determined to find a cure, and over the next several years my parents took me to doctor after doctor, each time in vain. One said it was keratitis, another said glaucoma, but they all concluded that there was nothing they could do.


 Whatever the cause of my fever, the results were unforgiving. In my earliest memories I see only splashes of color, and only if an object is right in front of my eyes. Sometimes I like to say that I was blinded by communism—or, more specifically, a wave of unrealistic, empty propaganda that swept the country continually for decades. The Communist Party, the bringer of “scientific development,” liked to boast about its hospitals and its free health care, about how well people were treated and how much better things were now than in the past. But the truth is that we lacked the most basic medical care and were always at the mercy of illness. Death came for us often. Two years before I was born, in fact, my mother had given birth to a baby girl, the daughter she’d been longing for after bearing four sons. When the baby sickened, she had no money for the hospital, and finally there was little my mother could do but wait and hope. My sister had what the villagers called “the seven-day sickness,” and, indeed, she was dead after eight or nine days. If the girl had survived, my mother later told me, I would probably never have been born.




 

 

 

 Now four years old, I am hanging suspended between heaven and earth. As my brother pulls from above, I rise in the air. Three, five, ten feet up—no fear, only joy. Higher up in the persimmon tree, I can hear everything, every sound etched in the air. I hear the reverberating calls of birds, their overlapping, melodic lines spinning through the trees, and the sounds at a spring nearby, where the villagers are using ladles to scoop up water, the liquid splashing into the buckets and jugs; I can distinguish the minute changes in pitch, from the first plashing into an empty bucket to that quickening sound when it’s almost full. All around I hear a chorus of life: songbirds trilling, animals lowing, bleating, barking, each one with its particular intensity, its own pattern of rising and falling, each moving in and out of rhythm with the others.


 We have done this before, Third Brother and I. He loves to climb trees and catch birds, and this is how he takes me with him. He secures one end of a rope around my waist; holding the other end, he climbs up the tree and ties the rope tight at the fork of two sturdy branches. I stand beneath the tree, waiting. He strains to pull me up, little by little, until I reach that fork in the tree, where I can sit in perfect contentment. At first I simply hold the branch, but soon I grow bold, touching everything around me.


 Above me are persimmons, branches lined with them. I ask my brother to pick one for me. “You know you can’t eat them,” he says. “They’re not ripe yet, and you can die from eating an unripe persimmon.” “I know,” I reply. He climbs up to a higher branch to pick out the biggest and roundest one he can find. My hands are so small that I can barely hold the persimmon in one hand while still hugging the tree with the other. My enchantment is complete—I stare at the brightness of the fruit’s reds and yellows, feeling in my palm its smooth and finely textured skin. I hold the persimmon close to my face, almost touching my lips. The feel and smell are so enticing that I can no longer help myself: I take a small, secret bite off the pointed tip. At first the taste is sweet, but when I take a second, larger bite, my lips pucker, and I remember my brother’s warning. I spit out the second bite quickly.


 Seeing that something is wrong, Third Brother climbs down to me and asks, “Did you eat it?” I am afraid he will be angry with me, so I hold the part I’d bitten inside my palm, out of sight. In a small voice I lie, saying I hadn’t. “Let me see your persimmon,” he says, prying open my hand and finding it. “Why did you eat it?” he asks. I had promised not to, so I don’t know what to say.


 “How do persimmons grow on branches?” I ask my brother a few minutes later, when he is once again scampering up above me. He bends a branch laden with fruit toward me, close enough to touch. With one hand I hold the fruit I’ve already bitten; with the other I feel my way across the slippery bark, finding two glossy persimmons that are growing together. I grab one of them and twist it, but my brother warns me not to pick it and tells me to let go. As soon as I do, the branch snaps back into place, the persimmons trembling.


 Someone approaches from along the road, footsteps shuffling rhythmically on the packed dirt. “How on earth did that child get so high up in that tree?” a woman calls out. “Don’t you know that’s dangerous?” Third Brother replies, “It’s okay. We’ve done this many times before at home.”


 When I’ve finally had enough, I shout, “Let’s go down!” My brother slowly uncoils the rope, length by length. I reach out to touch the tree bark one more time. When I am close to the ground, I start swinging and spinning back and forth. I am not afraid—I am thrilled. I feel nothing but freedom, all the way down.


 


 

 

 

 Dongshigu Village, Shuanghou Township, Linyi Prefecture, Shandong Province, China. A bow in the Meng River embraces the village along its east and north sides; to the south is a landscape of rolling hills, and to the west is a stream that winds down from the hills into the Meng. The Menglianggu Mountains rise in the distance to the north. We liked to say that water flowed on three sides of us, with hills on the fourth. A patchwork of walled yards enclose thatch-roofed or clay-shingle cottages and kitchen buildings, woodpiles, dogs, goats, chickens, mill wheels, and outhouses. A short walk through the crooked dirt lanes and footpaths between yards brings you quickly to the edge of the village; continue past the family garden plots and through a forest of young poplars and you will come to the quiet waters of the Meng, the gateway to our village. The river is our lifeblood, our source for everything from drinking and irrigating to laundry and bathing water, at least for part of the year. Flip off your shoes and roll up your pants to cross the river—which is what we all did until a bridge was finally built in 1996—and you come to the road that connected us to the outside world. Walking north, south, or west from the village, you will come to our crop fields, which stretch out across the floodplain in a checkerboard of corn, sweet potatoes, tobacco, and sorghum.


 Summer and fall were the preferred seasons for farmers, in part because after a long day in the fields we could take a trip down to the river to bathe. As the days shortened and the temperature began to drop, the river water turned icy, leaving people with no way to get clean. Until 1980, the only public bath available to villagers was in the county capital, thirty miles and a prohibitive bus fare away. Heating water in a pot for a bath wasn’t a good alternative, either, as it was just as frigid inside as outside. As the cold weather descended, the dirt settled in bit by bit, layer by layer; given the time and the price, people simply stayed home, not taking a single shower or bath the entire winter, until well after the New Year—celebrated in January or February—or even past late April, when the trees began to bud and new grass first greened the hillsides. By late May, the river would still be chilly, but by then people were finally willing to brave the cold water to get clean.


 I have exquisitely vivid memories of that first bath of the season. The feeling of lying on the riverbank with the spring sunshine warming my body is almost indescribable: tingling, relaxed, wonderfully alive.


 I don’t know when my ancestors first settled in Dongshigu, but I know that we’ve been there for generations. Around half the roughly five hundred villagers share the surname Chen. Besides our family name, my brothers and everyone else of our generation in the village share the “generation name” Guang, or “Light,” chosen and recorded by our village ancestors centuries ago. My parents didn’t bother to give me my own name at birth or as a child, so I chose one for myself when I was a teenager: Cheng, or “Sincere.” Before that, I was simply Little Five, since I was my parents’ fifth son.


 From the time I was a boy, Dongshigu felt like an extended family, a village of people I would call “Uncle” and “Grandma” and “Cousin” whether they were actually kin or not. This was partly out of closeness and partly out of respect for elders and an understanding of where each stood in relation to others. When I was small, every home was open, and only two families had wooden gates to their yards. In greeting each other we most commonly said, “Did you eat yet?” reflecting years of hardship and common concern for our family, friends, and neighbors. Almost no one said “please” or “thank you”—it wasn’t the custom—but we expressed gratitude and warmth in other ways, such as the simple exclamation “Oh, you’re here!”


 In spite of the close-knit relationships, the people in my village lived on a knife edge of survival until the last few decades. For generations, wars and social upheavals ignited famines, and famines led to power struggles and political battles, wrenching the common folk along a path of scorching instability. Dongshigu was no exception.


 Like many rural Chinese, our family owned just a tiny sliver of land, not enough to let us scratch out even a basic living, and we endured the most desperate sort of poverty. When he was young, my father possessed a single pair of pants, and they were badly torn—until his teens, a neighbor once told me, he went around “with his ass hanging out.” When my father heard this description, he laughed and said, “Where could you get clothes in those days?” In the cold winter months, my grandmother stuffed the legs of his pants with cotton wads to keep him warm, as many people still do in the Chinese countryside. The villagers made what they wore, and they wore what they’d made until their clothes were completely threadbare, often going without shoes even in the dead of winter.


 When he was about ten, my father was considered old enough to help with the family mill wheel, getting up every morning as soon as the cocks started crowing, well before dawn. For two or three hours each morning he walked in a circle, straining to turn the family’s millstones. Pouring water through a hole in the top stone, he ground sweet potato or a bit of corn—or, in lean times, grass or even tree bark—into batter for the day’s jianbing. My grandmother would then spread the batter onto a convex ao griddle about three feet in diameter, frying up a huge, paper-thin crepe, our local comfort food. Her jianbing were often the family’s one consistent meal, so they ate as much as they could at the start of the day.


 When there was no food, my father and his siblings sometimes grew so weak that they couldn’t get out of bed. Scouring the land for anything edible, the people in our village stripped the trees bare, devouring the leaves of elms and poplars and locusts, gnawing the bark to ease their raging bellies. This only made them sicker. When he was eighteen, my father nearly died of starvation, suffering gravely with edema; at one point, he became terribly ill after eating cotton seeds, a desperate measure. Nobody spoke of education or the opportunity for a better life; sheer survival was all anyone could hope for.


 Occasionally, when her children were especially hungry, my grandmother would swallow her pride and beg a few jianbing from the neighbors, a somewhat better-off peasant family. It was a time of incredible bitterness. When my father told me stories from those days—tales of poverty, affliction, and upheaval in which any relief was short-lived—he always wept.


 My mother grew up in Sangyuan, a village about five miles from Dongshigu, a significant distance at the time. She never learned to read or write. After losing her mother at age sixteen, she was raised by her father. In the late 1940s, when the civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists reached Sangyuan, he took her and her surviving brothers up into the mountains. They hid under a rock cliff by day and returned to their village at night to get food. The sight of a soldier who’d been blasted by a missile, tumbling across the mouth of their cave, was seared in her memory forever.


 Liberation—that’s the name the Communist Party uses for its victory in 1949, when the Communists grabbed power and the Nationalists retreated to Taiwan—brought yet more trouble to Dongshigu. With its policy of land reform, the party began its rule by inciting the people to antagonize the landlords in a massive class struggle. They distributed all land to the farmers, in tiny but truly independent parcels. That independence didn’t last long—in effect, all the little landlords were replaced by one big monopolistic landlord, the Communist Party, which soon took back the land, along with villagers’ possessions, in the name of collectivization. The result was even worse than the feudalism that had come before; under the old system, if a landlord treated you unfairly, you could always try to go work for someone else. Under communism, there were no alternatives.


 My mother met my father through her aunt, who, a few years earlier, had married into our village and come to live with her husband’s family, as the bride always did. My parents married in 1955 and had my eldest brother in 1957, on the eve of the Great Leap Forward, a political campaign launched by Mao Zedong that became a man-made catastrophe on a massive scale.


 Today, both Chinese and Western experts estimate that roughly forty million people died premature deaths between 1958 and 1961, primarily due to starvation as a result of the party’s policies. Mao called for China to “walk on two legs,” which meant developing agriculture and industry simultaneously, but he quickly brought the country to its knees. His announced goal was for China to surpass the United Kingdom and America in industrial output within a matter of decades. A slogan at the time went, “If you think big, your crops will be big.” The effort to keep up with his program for development pushed people to absurd levels of competition, with production brigades, villages, and towns all reporting wildly inflated agricultural output. In some regions the production brigades claimed that they were reaping up to 800,000 pounds per acre, even though the most fertile lands could produce no more than 4,500 pounds per acre. When illusion finally met reality, the economy responded by contracting. The collectivization of society and the establishment of people’s communes were an unmitigated disaster.


 In 1958, three years after my parents married, the harvest promised to be outstanding, with bumper crops of grain, corn, soybeans, and sweet potatoes growing in the fields. But everyone’s energy and labor were focused on producing steel: Mao had ordered every village to set up its own “backyard furnaces” to smelt steel, gathering anything with the least bit of iron—woks and door locks included—for the communal collection, and no one could avoid the countless hours of work this involved. The people of Dongshigu were pained to see the unharvested crops rotting on the land, even as they went hungry. Some people tried to gather up the harvest, but if you took anything from the fields, you were punished. The next year people dug up and ate the buried, rotten sweet potatoes, which poisoned some of them. For three years there was almost no food, and sometimes people were forced to eat tree bark, which itself became scarce. Full-fledged famine began.


 The party served what food there was in the communal canteen, everyone eating from the same big pot, everything shared. If smoke was seen coming from your house, you fell under immediate suspicion and your house might be searched. Were you cooking in secret? Were you hoarding food? Harsh punishment followed for those who took the “capitalist road” by trying to feed themselves.


 Access to food was power. One time, my mother told me, she stayed up until the early morning hours making jianbing for the commune; then, around dawn, she went to the canteen to cook. There were few clocks in the village, and people had to rely on signs of nature to keep time. Because my mother hadn’t heard the rooster crowing, she arrived late. She was interrogated by the party secretary, who put food in her bowl but withheld it from her with a taunt: “What were you doing this morning?”


 “I was up cooking until very late last night,” she replied.


 He poured her bowl of food back into the pot. It didn’t matter how hard she had worked or how exhausted she was. Arriving after the appointed hour meant getting nothing to eat, and staying up late while cooking for the commune was no excuse. My mother had no choice but to go hungry and hope that she would finally be given some food later in the day.


 

 

 I am five, and Fourth Brother is ten. We have been out playing in the fields while our mother works. When it’s time to go home, my brother and I race ahead. “Let’s get some guobing!” he cries as we run. I know the village so well that I have no fear of running into anything.


 We have no money, so we search for something to trade. My brother takes the top off the ceramic vessel where we keep our family ration of grain: we can use wheat. He makes me scoop out the grain to give to the person at the shop who makes the delicious wheat cakes called guobing; since I am so much younger, I am less likely to get in trouble. The supply meant to last our family a full year is nearly gone, but we pay no heed, now salivating at the thought of the guobing.


 At the shop, the baker swears and laughs at us for bringing such a meager offering. She weighs the wheat, calculating the size of the slice it will buy us.


 By then our mother is almost home, and she meets us on the road. “How dare you give away our wheat for guobing!” She is furious, and bends down to pick up a stone to throw at Fourth Brother. I know she won’t hit me—I am the baby in my family. My brother runs back to the house, crying. My mother feels bad, knowing how thin and hungry we are. She calls to Fourth Brother, but he stands his ground, angrily staring out the window. She breaks the guobing into two pieces, one for each of us, but I balk, wanting to first feel which piece is bigger. She gives him the smaller, and I am pleased. My mother has worked all day in the fields, but she takes nothing for herself.


 


 

 Sighted people take so many things for granted. What does a bird look like? What’s the difference between a sparrow and a swallow? How does a kite fly? What makes two trees different? Other children were able to understand these things in the blink of an eye, but I had to find alternative ways to take in the world. Since my mother worked in the fields and my father was often away, my brothers played an important role in my education, helping me develop a full breadth of knowledge about how things work, about animals, and about life itself. They never failed to bring me along on their adventures, whether those trips involved climbing trees, catching insects and birds, or exploring the woods beyond our village. Whatever they wanted me to know about, they would put directly in my hands. Thanks to my brothers, I learned as a child what other blind people may not learn over an entire lifetime.


 We made our own toys—there were no others to be had—by packing mud and clay from the fields into balls or cars, or crafting bows and arrows and slingshots from bamboo and wood we found in our yard. Sometimes, to entertain or comfort me, Third Brother would take me up a tree. After breaking off a branch, he would hand it to me, and I would hold it, feeling the softness of the leaves and the roughness of the bark, understanding from the texture and shape how this tree was different from others. Often I would taste the leaves, and after long experience I could tell many trees apart and give their names confidently. When I was older, my brothers taught me to trap fish using a plate and a piece of cloth; later, as I learned the life cycles of fish, I became quite skilled at catching them. My knowledge of these things was intimate and physical; I came to know the world in a way that most sighted people could never comprehend.


 Once, when I was about three or four, Third Brother and I were swimming in the Meng River near the village when my brother spotted a woodpecker landing in its hole in a great willow tree on the opposite side of the riverbank. Third Brother climbed the tree, grabbed the woodpecker, and brought it back to me. I held its wings in my hands, amazed at its huge beak and its smooth tongue, which came slithering out into my hand. It escaped when we got home, but my brother went after it, running through the village, through the fields, until he finally caught it and brought it back, triumphant. The story of his perseverance became legend in the village, but in fact we would often chase a single bird over the course of an afternoon, desperate to cradle it in our hands, in all its softness and vulnerability.


 I grew to love the songs of birds and to admire their habits, and for years every spring I would climb into the trees to be with them. Some fledglings I took home to raise myself, feeding them insects or wheat and teaching them tricks—I did everything I could think of to make them sing and stay with me. At night we kept the birds in little pots we left partly covered to keep the mice away. As the birds got older, we let them fly around the courtyard and the house; we laughed when they perched on chairs and tables and shoulders, a natural part of our home.


 Swallows built exquisite nests under the eaves of the houses in the village, daubing mud collected from the riverbank one beakful at a time. I had a special love of swallows because of their tireless method of building, the way they worked day after day to create something both durable and beautiful. Farmers also treasured swallows, as they ate harmful insects and bugs. Sparrows, on the other hand, made flimsy nests of straw taken from the thatch in our roofs, often leaving holes that leaked in a hard rain. They also ate grain from the fields and plundered the elegant swallows’ nests, grabbing and pecking the swallows, forcing them to abandon their homes. The sparrows would then push the swallow eggs or their young out onto the ground and lay their own eggs in the nest. In my heart I loved all birds, but as children we grew incensed at this injustice and often tried to catch the sparrows, climbing up to the roof to reach into their nests.


 Some birds ate corn or millet, not insects. That made it much easier to raise and care for them, and they would fatten up nicely. Even after I got married, I loved raising birds such as the banjiu, or turtledove. I liked to keep them for a while; when they seemed healthy and strong, I would let them go. I felt a joy in setting them free but also sadness at losing them, feeling their wings brush my hands for the last time as they took off in flight.


 

 

 This time I’m five or six years old. It’s summer, and boys my age don’t wear any clothing: we stay naked all day long. In the morning I spring out of bed, quickly tear at a jianbing, then head out to find my friends. I run, the wind rushing over my skin, my bare feet hitting the ground rhythmically. On the open roads and paths around the village, I have nothing to fear, and my speed gives me freedom. I don’t mind the small rocks or twigs.


 If there is a wall, I climb it. Any wall is a challenge and a joy, my fingers seeking pockets in the rocks, the moisture cooling my toes. Short walls, high walls, old and new: I come to know them all. Sometimes I climb a neighbor’s roof and shimmy down the tree on the other side. People seem surprised at my ability, and this makes me happy.


 As my friends and I head to the river, the older men scything grass on the side of the road joke with us, pointing between our legs. “Hey! You’ve got something growing there! What is it? I’ll cut it off for you!” They pretend to come after us with their scythes. I learn to swim with my friends, first with their help; later, when they go off to school, I move through the cool waters on my own, reaching down to the bottom of the river to feel the smooth layers of sand between my fingers.


 


 

 

 As a boy, I encountered evidence of nature’s laws all around me and found that many of these laws applied to people, too. If you buy a pig and put it in a pen and then it escapes, even just once for a day or two, you’ll have a very hard time getting it back in again. Rural people know this instinctively, and it’s true of cows, horses, dogs, chickens, and many other animals—including humans, as I came to understand as an adult. There are rhythms of the natural world that should not be ignored, and the habits and customs of everything from birds to insects and plants should be respected.


 Of course, when we were children, upsetting the natural order meant excitement. Our parents used a familiar phrase to warn us to behave: “Whatever you do, don’t go after wasps’ nests,” meaning that we shouldn’t look for trouble that could be avoided. But we loved doing precisely that, opening up wasps’ nests just for the thrill. Wasp and bee larvae are delicious (especially when fried up in an omelet), and they made excellent nutrition for the birds we kept at home, particularly since we didn’t always have anything else on hand to feed them with. We knocked the nest down with sticks and rocks, shrieking with excitement as dozens of wasps swarmed straight at us. They could easily overtake a child, but we learned to run in zigzag patterns and make sudden turns to throw them off. We discovered that they see bright, contrasting colors more easily than dark ones, and that we could escape from them in the mottled shade of a corn or sorghum field; older children who sometimes wore shirts knew not to wear white.


 With a nest in hand, we set about divvying up the larvae, counting how many compartments in the comb were open and how many had been blocked off. If a compartment was still open, that told us that the wasps had still been delivering food to the larva within, which meant that the larva’s digestive tract contained feces and so was unclean. When the larvae develop to a certain point, the wasps close off the compartments and stop bringing food; the larvae then starve into “cleanliness,” eventually metamorphosing into adulthood. We split our spoils according to who had shown the most bravery and fortitude in the struggle to bring down the nest.


 Our parents berated us when we returned home covered in stings; because I was blind, my mother was often particularly worried about me. She would say, “Every day you come home with new cuts on top of the old ones!” But no matter how many times I hurt myself opening nests and running from angry wasps, I could never get enough of the excitement that came with it.


 As a boy I loved all kinds of animals; at times I turned our home into a small menagerie. When I was around six years old, I got a little black dog from an uncle who was moving away. Especially with my mother off in the fields and my brothers all in school, my dog was my constant partner and playmate. We would often lie together in the yard, and I would gently touch her belly, her ears, her mouth, her teeth; sometimes I’d pick up her hind legs and we’d race together across the dirt. I put a bell around her neck, so I could hear her wherever she went. “You’re closer to that dog than you are to your mother,” an aunt said to me once, only half-joking.


 After Mao’s death, in 1976, the party followed the Two Whatevers policy, the leaders announcing they would “resolutely uphold whatever policy decisions Chairman Mao made, and unswervingly follow whatever instructions Chairman Mao gave.” This included murdering dogs, on the pretext that they spread rabies. In 1978, when I was seven, the party stepped up its barbaric anti-dog campaign. “Every family with a dog should kill it or sell it,” blared the village propaganda. Almost every family had a dog; they were a part of our lives. Some villagers stalled, hoping the campaign would end, while others went ahead and sold their dogs. But few were willing to kill their own dogs themselves.


 I continued to insist that we had to keep my dog, but one day my mother finally said, “We have to sell it!” I lay on the ground, weeping in despair. My dog was later taken away with a rope tied around her neck; then, just before the exterminators could hang her from a nearby tree, she ran back to our house. My mother wouldn’t let her in, but I pushed my mother aside so my poor dog could hide under a table, where she waited, panting, with the rope still around her neck. Finally Elder Brother took her away, back to the dog killer. I mourned her for a long, long time.


 At one point I was given a little goat by a relative. The kid quickly came to see me as her mother, and when she couldn’t lay eyes on me, she would cry desperately. At night I couldn’t bear to tie her up in the yard, so I would undo her rope, but then I could hear her dragging the rope around our yard as she searched for me. By day, I took her everywhere with me, and together we would wander the village paths and walk down to the river, where she would graze the thick grass. She knew to run when I touched her tail and would slow to my pace, showing me the way.


 With her first pregnancy, when I was eight or nine, I experienced a kind of rapture I’d never known, and I become completely swept up in the changes in her form. Her belly grew full and round, and her udders swelled. Every day I would gently pat her body, her stomach, and her udders to see if there was milk yet—this was the sign of impending labor—and I couldn’t wait for her to give birth. I stayed nearby during the labor, wanting to help, but my goat delivered twins on her own.


 After she had licked the two white kids clean, grunting and nudging their tiny bodies, one of the kids instinctively tried to move under his mother’s belly, expending a great deal of effort and falling down in the process. I knew he wanted to drink his mother’s milk, but he couldn’t stand up all the way on his shaking legs, and he seemed too weak to raise his head high enough to suckle. He made an anxious, plaintive bleating noise. I tried to push the teat into the kid’s mouth, just as I’d stuffed worms into the mouths of birds I was raising, but I could tell I wasn’t doing it correctly. I also worried that the mother would crush her own kids with her powerful hind legs, something that occasionally happened.


 Later that day a friend’s father, whom I called Fourth Uncle, came to see us. He was experienced at raising goats, so I told him about the birth and my worry that the kids weren’t suckling yet. Fourth Uncle was not at all soft and tender with the animals, as I had been. He squatted down in the dirt to get a good angle, dragged the kid under the mother’s belly, and used four of his fingertips underneath the kid’s lower jaw to pry open its mouth. With his other hand he stuffed the teat into the kid’s mouth.


 Of course I couldn’t see any of this, but I put my hands on his to feel what he did. I had my left hand on his left, my right hand on his right. I began to understand. “If it falls out,” said Fourth Uncle, “you push it back in. When he tastes the milk and it tastes good, he’ll drink.”


 I then went to the other side of the mother with the other kid, gently holding it in my arms. I tried to imitate what Fourth Uncle had done, positioning the kid’s head with one hand and pushing the nipple in with the other. The kid immediately began suckling, and with my fingers under the kid’s jaw, I could feel him drinking and swallowing milk. I reveled at the feeling of this new life taking in nourishment from his mother, who now and again turned her head to watch, grunting in a way I had never heard before but that I knew represented the intense bond a mother can feel for her child.


 I have no memory of what it is like to truly see the world. When I was a young boy, colors had a special importance to me, since I could see swaths of pure colored light, but only if something was right in front of my eyes or if it was something very large, like the canopy of a tree on a bright day. In every other way, I was completely blind. As I grew older, I finally lost the ability to perceive light and color altogether, so if not for those early years I wouldn’t understand the concept of color at all.


 My parents spent many years looking for a cure for my blindness. They tried everything they could think of, and I’m sure their efforts depleted their meager savings. The first operation took place when I was four years old. I was taken to a hospital in a neighboring county, where a man wrenched me away from my mother as I screamed and cried. To prepare for the surgery, I couldn’t eat all day, so I was not only afraid but very hungry. I was laid out on the operating table with a face mask covering my nose; then someone pulled a cloth over my entire face. Sobbing, I inhaled the medicinal smell of ether as I drifted into unconsciousness.


 My father later told me that the operation lasted for four hours. When the nurses wheeled me to my room, I was breathing quietly and my eyes were bandaged. I didn’t regain consciousness until late in the afternoon the next day; as I came awake, I immediately cried out that a hat was attached to my face. Tearing at the air, I pleaded with my mother. “Help me get it off!” I shouted.


 The doctor put medicine on my eyes for several days after the operation, and it hurt terribly. But what caused the worst pain was the bright light he would shine in my eyes—light had become a torment. My mother and father would hold my hands when the doctor shined his light at me; they tried their best to comfort me and take my mind off the pain.


 When I first started going outside after the operation, I had to cover my eyes and look down at the ground because the daylight hurt so much. I spent two weeks in the hospital, and the bandages stayed on for almost a month. When it finally came time to remove them, my parents stood beside me anxiously, then immediately asked if I could see anything. I told them it was the same: there was no change in what I could see. My parents refused to believe me and began holding various objects in front of me. I could just make out a vague black blur where my mother stood. She cried bitterly.


 The next year we tried again. My maternal grandfather had written to my mother about a new treatment in a hospital where he now lived, far to the south in Hangzhou, in Zhejiang Province. So many details of our journey and our stay there are still etched in my mind—never before had I experienced so much or traveled so far. My cousin came with us on our journey, as my mother couldn’t read and wouldn’t know how to get to her father’s new home.


 Leaving our village one summer morning, we hitched a ride on a 50-horsepower tractor that happened to be drawing water from the river for its radiator just as we were passing by. I remember seeing that the front of it was bright red—my favorite color at the time, the same as the buses that sometimes came near the village, the same as a little plastic Mao badge we had. The driver was heading to Dongzhou, about forty miles away, where we could catch the train for Zhejiang. Vehicles like this were few and far between, and I was thrilled. Climbing into the wagon hitched at the back, I ran my hands over every inch of it, trying to understand how everything worked and fit together. How many pieces of iron had been used to make the wagon? Were they held together with screws? Soon my hands were completely covered in oil and grime—we had no water, so my mother cleaned my hands with an apple core.


 We rode in the wagon all the way to Dongzhou, where we spent the night before boarding the train the next day. I had never experienced anything like a train before. When the locomotive eased into the station, I heard the hudong, hudong, hudong sound of its wheels, and I was sure that only something with angles could make that noise when rolling on the ground. I knew that when I spun a screw with a square or six-sided head it would make that kind of sound, as would a square-sided stone if I flipped it on the ground. I couldn’t see the train’s wheels, but I sensed that they were there, and I desperately wanted to feel if they were round or square. Before we boarded the train, I tried to step forward to touch the wheels, but my mother yanked me back, yelling that the train would run me over if I wasn’t careful.


 Once on the train, I started touching everything around me—the window and the seats and the tray table. A loudspeaker played “The East Is Red” and other such songs. I was intensely alert while waiting for the train to move, and I kept asking my mother if we had left yet. “Not yet, not yet,” she replied.


 When we finally got under way, I was entranced. At one point another train whooshed past from the opposite direction, and I could feel the shadow and the flickering as the two trains swept past each other, bands of sunlight flashing as the windows momentarily aligned. I wanted to touch the other train and thought I could stretch out my hand through the open glass. I was furious when my mother made me bring my hand inside and my cousin quickly shut the window.


 A day later, we arrived at my grandpa’s home. Grandpa lived on the first floor of an apartment building. It was a simple space, with just a small stove and a table for furniture. He was thrilled to see me, and I ran into his arms. Also living with Grandpa were my step-grandmother and my uncle, who agreed to go to the hospital with my mother and me to see an experienced ophthalmologist.


 Early in the morning, we set out for the hospital. My uncle, my mother, and I drove there in a truck, whose sides, headlights, and hood I first touched extensively and whose every quality I was alive to. I declared my intention to learn how to drive, but everyone immediately made it clear that this option was forever closed to me. That response made me long for it even more; I told my mother that I was determined to drive a car someday, and I still am.


 We stayed with Grandpa for about a month. One day, while visiting the little store near Grandpa’s house, my mother spotted a pair of scissors in a glass case. The shopkeeper took them out for her to examine, and she fingered the blades, opening and closing them. All of our clothing was made by my mother, as there were still no clothes to be bought in stores, and no money to buy them with if there had been. At home, the scissors my mother used were old and dull and could no longer cut well. She longed for that new pair of scissors, but we simply could not spare the few yuan to buy it.


 At Grandpa’s, I had unending opportunities to take in the exotic particularities of my surroundings. For the first time I tasted sugarcane, which immediately reminded me of how at home I would eat corn stalks for their sweetness, peeling off the skin with my teeth and fingers. I was also fascinated by the water buffalo my mother described to me. He would walk back and forth along a steep side of a gulch near Grandpa’s house, and I worried that he would fall into the water at the bottom. But when the herder shouted, “Hui lai!”—“Come back!”—the bufalo would immediately shift its position and head back up the gully, never ceasing its grazing for a moment.


 One day we took a bus to a different hospital, and once again a doctor opened my eyes wide with his fingers and began to shine his flashlight at my pupils; it felt as if someone were electrocuting me by plugging wires into my eye sockets. I screamed and pushed his flashlight away. “Okay, okay, so you’re afraid of light,” he said calmly. “I won’t shine the light in your eyes again.” He then positioned his flashlight on the side of my face, which felt much better. He was the first doctor who understood and tried to reduce the pain I was feeling, a compassionate response I never forgot. But he, too, said nothing could be done for me, suggesting that my mother take me to Beijing.


 Soon after, we set out on the long journey home. When I got dressed that morning, I put on the new pair of sneakers Grandpa had bought for me, the first factory-made pair of shoes I had ever owned. At first I couldn’t figure out which sneaker went on which foot; until then I’d owned only the cloth shoes my mother made for me at home, which could be worn on either foot.


 Grandpa, my step-grandmother, and my uncle accompanied us on the long walk to the bus station, ignoring my mother’s pleas that we were fine, that they should go back home. Their courtesy and consideration were in the best Chinese tradition: you always see a loved one to the very last place you can reach, until finally you have to part. After we arrived at the bus station and I took my seat on the bus, there was a little tap on my window. Then I heard Grandpa call to me. “Little Five,” he said in a wavering voice, “please come again.” I didn’t yet understand how precious this visit was, and I never got the chance to go back. My mother cried as the bus drove away.
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