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  Author’s Note




  I started writing this book in August 1998. Memories, like a turbulent torrent, raged out of my heart and flew down vigorously on the page. Often my face was bathed in tears. But I dared not slow down. Our past cannot be forgotten; those who do forget must relive it. This mission has already been long delayed.




  As a proud daughter of the Yellow River, I love you China. No matter where I go, I always do. This book is dedicated to my contemporaries who grew up in the Cultural Revolution, particularly those who sacrificed their young lives for their beliefs in those frenetic years, and those who still suffer today. With its publication, I, as a living witness, victim, participant, and survivor of the immense human tragedy, can relieve some of the burden that has long weighed down on me.




  To protect peoples safety, I have changed some of the names and the distinguishing features of individuals, locations, and institutions.
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  The Rise of the Red Guards




  In June 1966 I was only thirteen. My hometown, Shanghai, smelled like it was burning, and the air seemed to vibrate in the muggy heat. The North Train Station was a sea of faces and an ocean of red flags. Sirens blared, people bustled, and horses neighed. Dust raised by countless feet hung in the air like a foggy curtain. The vigorous Beijing teenagers poured into Shanghai by the trainload like swarms of locusts. In their green army uniforms and red armbands, the newly formed Red Guards quickly stationed themselves in the busy streets, stopping pedestrians. With rulers and shears in hand, they sliced open trouser legs less than seven inches wide. They severed pointed leather shoes, ripped up colorful clothing, whipped lovers who held hands, and shaved half the head of anyone with long hair — leaving the notorious “yin-yang head.” They climbed the European buildings overlooking the Huangpu River, toppling their Renaissance-style sculptures one by one. From one of these buildings they hung a huge red banner proclaiming LONG LIVE THE RED TERROR.




  The red cyclone arose just a few weeks after the Chinese Communist Party broadcast its May 16 Statement to the Nation, declaring the official start of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution: “A small handful of representatives of the bourgeoisie is lurking within our party, the government, and the army. These revisionists are conspiring to overthrow the dictatorship of the proletariat and turn this regime into a capitalist one. Some have already been exposed, but others, like China’s Khrushchev, are still hiding among us.”




   * * *




  On August 18, golden osmanthus blossoms gave off a rich perfume in the air. The flaming crimson leaves of maple trees on Western Hill danced in the sky. The capital city of Beijing was filled with a holiday atmosphere. Gongs and drums beat in the streets. Colorful balloons bobbed in the air. Glowing with health and radiating vigor, Chairman Mao appeared on the magnificent rostrum of Tiananmen, which overlooked the immense square. Smiling, he swept his huge hand toward the sea of cheering Red Guards, who were jumping up and down in the plaza below. He wore the red armband of the Red Guards on his green army uniform, demonstrating his unwavering support. In his strong Hunan accent Chairman Mao told them, “The youth of our country must care about its destiny. I call on you to spread the fire to every corner of the country and carry the Cultural Revolution to its conclusion!”




  Chairman Mao stepped down from the rostrum of Tiananmen, crossed the Gold-Water Bridge, and walked with firm steps into the masses of Red Guards, who went wild with joy. Thunderous hand-clapping, heaven-shaking shouting, and the music of “Sailing on the Ocean, We Rely on Our Great Helmsman” moved the hearts of the Chinese people.




  Four days later, the heat and humidity had turned Shanghai into a huge oven, even after sundown. The air stood still and leaves were motionless. The “concrete forest,” as the city was called, smoldered. The hot breeze a small electric fan created leafed through the magazines on the desk again and again. In the kitchen, Mother was busy cooking dinner on the coal stove, her light blue polyester shirt sticking damply to her back. Beads of perspiration rolled down her face, which she wiped from time to time with a white hand towel. Father, in a sleeveless sweatshirt, paced back and forth through the apartment with his hands locked behind his back. In his small bedroom, Ming, my elder brother of nineteen, was stripped to the waist, sweat streaming down his muscular chest. One of the million Red Guards that Chairman Mao reviewed on August 18, he had returned home from Beijing just yesterday. Humming a song, he stuffed his army bag with his toothbrush, towels, clothing, and Mao’s books. Tomorrow Ming would set off for Shaoshan in Hunan Province, Mao’s birthplace, where the Red Guards would begin their Long Marches, traveling on foot to the remotest corners of the country and fanning the campaign to overthrow Mao’s rival, President Liu Shaoqi, whom Mao had declared China’s Khrushchev.




  “Touch my hand one last time for good luck’s sake,” he said, offering his right hand.




  That hand was tinged with good fortune, because Chairman Mao had shaken it when the Great Leader had mingled with the Red Guards in Tiananmen Square. Waving Mao’s Quotations, Ming had jumped until his legs cramped, shouted until his throat bled, and cried until he had no tears to shed. Ever since, he had refused to wash his hand. The palm was already discolored, and dirt and grease filled its tiny wrinkles.




  Dinnertime was always noisy: broad knives chopping on the cutting boards, metal pots and utensils clanging against each other, the radio playing revolutionary songs. It was an evening like other evenings, full of life. Mother had prepared light summer dishes: cucumber strips, green onion and tofu, and a pot of cooling green-bean soup. My younger brother, eleven-year-old Jie, and I scurried about, setting the table and arranging chairs. When he came into the dining room, Ming brought the electric fan and placed it on a shelf next to him. The colorful official portrait of Chairman Mao fluttered on the wall in the hot wind. As usual, Father began to make conversation at the dinner table.




  No sooner had I swallowed a mouthful of food than the sharp, screeching sound of automobiles braking interrupted our meal. Footsteps thundered outside our apartment, and an earthquake of pounding and kicking rattled the door. Dishes and spoons trembled on the table. The head of the moving fan suddenly changed direction. The chopsticks dropped from Mother’s hand. Father’s eyes opened wide, and his face went ashen.




  “I knew it would happen,” he said to himself.




  Hastily putting on a shirt, he walked toward the door, then froze halfway down the corridor, staring ahead vacantly.




  “What’s going on?” I asked Ming, shaking his arm in a panic.




  He sputtered, breathing heavily through his open mouth. He jumped up and went to the window, and I followed. In the center of the courtyard, four strong headlights illuminated the pavement. We could see groups of young students in army uniforms running in all directions.




  “It must be a Red Guard house search,” Ming murmured in a broken voice.




  The chill of fear gripped me. These days house searches were rampant in the city. Just last week the Red Guards had whipped to death an old landlady whose house stood at the edge of our residential area. But so far, all the targets of the Revolution had been former landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, rightists, and capitalists — the party’s historical enemies. My parents were veteran party members. How had the Revolution come to our door?




  When angry voices threatened to break down the door, Father’s trembling hand finally managed to turn the handle. Suddenly our home was filled with young Red Guards. They grabbed my parents and shoved them into the living room, forcing them down on their knees to face the east and repent to Chairman Mao. An enormous brush moved back and forth, painting their horrified faces with dripping black ink. Tall paper hats were set on their heads, sinking almost to their noses. These Red Guards belonged to Shanghai Hudong University, where father was the rector.




  “Where do you keep your letters and diaries?” voices shouted.




  Below the tall paper hat, Father’s lips quivered, but the reply refused to come out. Instantly, a wide black belt was raised. CRACK! The whip struck Father’s shoulder. CRACK, CRACK! It flashed up and down in the air, tearing away the paper cone on Father’s head. The crisp sound was like a sharp knife penetrating my heart. The blood of rage rushed to my head. The Red Guard would whip Father to death. I remembered the old landlady who had vomited blood after the brutal beating, and, for a moment, I forgot that to resist the Red Guards was to resist Chairman Mao.




  “Don’t beat my father!” I yelled and shot like an arrow toward the young man holding the lash. The suddenness of the action surprised him; his arm fell to his side, the studded tip of the wide belt poised on the floor like the shining tail of a black snake. He stood there as though frightened, still as a piece of firewood. CRACK! AS if coming from the ceiling, a lash struck my bare arm, leaving a thick welt. I raised my head. A tall girl with two goat-horn-like braids brandished a leather belt above me. My arm lost feeling and blood oozed, staining my skirt, yet my hands still clung tightly to the young man. Tears of pain blurred my eyes. In the mist I saw the girl cocking her arm again.




  Mother jerked her head up and shouted from under the paper hat, “Don’t worry about us! Leave the room right now!” Her pale lips trembled.




  Within moments, my two brothers and I had been pushed into the narrow corridor. The wound continued oozing blood and irritated me. But I was glad that the beating had stopped.




  Standing next to me, Ming panted like an old horse. His expression was a complicated mix of confusion, nervousness, and fear. Angry sparks also flickered in his dark eyes. His right hand held Jie firmly, while his left tightened into a fist, exposing blue veins. Ming’s school bag still held several volumes of Chinese and English classics he had pocketed when he and his fellow Red Guard had raided his school library. They had burned thousands of books and sealed up the building, which had a venerable history of several hundred years. Just a few days ago, they had house-searched a capitalist and confiscated gold bricks and bars the man had hidden inside the walls. The informant was his own son, who in betraying his father hoped to win admission to the Red Guard organization. Ever since the beginning of the Revolution, sons and daughters had stood up to expose their parents, students beat their favorite teachers, best friends betrayed each other, and husbands and wives joined rival organizations and turned into deadly enemies. The Revolution, in its own unique way, excited and inspired men and women, old and young, all over the nation. This was what real revolution was all about, breaking down the old order and establishing a new world. People were convinced that a real revolution had to be an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another. In Chairman Mao’s words: “A revolution cannot be carried out in a gentle and civilized manner like hosting a dinner, writing an article, drawing pictures, or embroidering flowers.”




  In our home, the grave-looking Red Guards searched every corner, leaving nothing undisturbed. Their proud faces and spirited eyes revealed the thrill of newly gained power and independence.




  “You son of a bitch!” Their voices thick, they yelled profanities to disguise their mild natures as courteous college students. They kicked at the doors and furniture and knocked down chairs. They glared at us, their postures as stiff as ramrods. Though their young faces revealed naïveté and childishness, these students, unlike the disorganized Red Guards on the streets, knew what they wanted. They were particularly interested in “ideological evidence”: letters, personal notes, diaries, books. Anything disclosing my parents’ ideological inclination and private thoughts was valuable to them.




  In the chaos, our apartment became oppressive. The air seemed to be on fire. Scorching Tiger, as this weather was called, exhibited its full power. The wall behind me was hot, and the doors, chairs, tables, everything the hand touched, seemed to burn. We were soaked through with sweat from fear, anger, and worry, and the Red Guards too were drenched from their physical exertion and burning revolutionary zeal. When they had turned our home upside down, they continued their search in the bamboo-fenced front garden.




  The creamy face of the building opposite shone a luminous silver. The moon laid its frosty light on the plants and cast speckled cold shadows on the Red Guards, turning their faces light gray, like those of ghosts. Spades hacked aimlessly and pickaxes struck at random. Fist-sized toads jumped in fright. Disturbed insects hopped and flew for their lives. Heavy feet tore the lush plants and tramped them back into the soil. Hateful hands smashed the white and pink roses as the Red Guards dug down three feet deep to find “ideological evidence.” Unsuccessful, they stormed back into the rooms and began ripping up the floors and battering the walls. New dust and old dust danced together under the lightbulbs, spreading like a cloud. Heavy breathing and the sounds of the pickaxes rose and fell.




  As the frenzied wrecking went on, evening grew into night. Heat seemed to hiss in the air. Sweat stung the wound on my arm and dripped down to my fingertips. After declaring victory, most of the Red Guards left to assist with other house searches. Desks and chairs lay upside down. The small electric fan was dead on the floor. Landscape paintings in green and black had been torn to shreds. In front of my kneeling mother, a young man cut her wedding dress, embroidered with eight-cornered gold coins on purple satin, into pieces. He stamped on the satin strips as if crushing worms. Then he ordered Mother to get up and go with us children into the courtyard. Hands trembling, Mother removed the paper hat that was pressing on the bridge of her nose and drew herself up. She staggered but steadied herself quickly. Sweat cut many tiny ditches on her ink-darkened cheeks. Father raised his swollen face and attempted to stand up also, but a foot pressed him down hard.
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  Sword Out of the Scabbard




  Bright stars, like shining eyes, blinked sharply in the dark sky. Silver moonlight sprayed evenly over the Chinese ivy twining with tiny purple and white flowers around the bamboo fences of household gardens. The trailing scent clung to the night air.




  In the entrance to the Hudong University family housing, huge red flags surrounded a makeshift platform. Onstage the Red Guards were performing their famous Ardent Loyalty Dance, sweeping the enormous flags like hacking scythes from side to side. Other dancers placed their hands on their waists and jumped up and down like rabbits, stomping in unison with all their force and making a deafening sound. A cloud of dust rose under their hopping feet. Then all movement suddenly stopped. Bodies still, they gazed up to the sky, their faces solemn and eyes glistening. During the daytime they looked right at the red sun. In the evening they looked toward the North Star, which was said to be Chairman Mao guiding the Chinese people in the revolutionary direction.




  Four Red Guards played a huge drum, drawing workers from outside the compound into the crowd. Climbing up and down the chain-link fence, clamorous youngsters took the chaos to be a holiday celebration.




  Accompanied by the fast rhythm of the beating drums, Father and other school officials were brought onto the platform one by one. Two Red Guards twisted Fathers arms behind his back and pressed his head down almost to his knees, forcing him to jog forward. This was the infamous “jet planing” torture. My eyes followed Father’s distorted figure. My heart galloped in my throat. I held my breath tightly, my hands sticky with cold sweat.




  The Capitalist Roaders, as they were called, nine men and one woman, “stood” in a row, their backs bowed at a ninety-degree angle so they could see only their feet and the ground in front of them. From their necks, the Red Guards hung two-foot-wide blackboards. As the biggest Capitalist Roader of the school, Father received a board bigger and heavier than the others. All of the school officials wore the yin-yang head, the newly shaved halves of their scalps glistening under the harsh light. Rings of flying moths and other night insects encircled the lamps, dazzling my eyes. The white bulbs reminded me of the merciless sun before it sank below the horizon. Long-horned grasshoppers hiding in the gardens raised such a racket that a new stream of sweat trickled down my forehead.




  The hubbub stopped when General Ma, a slim young lecturer, stepped onto the platform. He was the commander of the Red Guards of the university and the mastermind behind tonight’s sudden action. He was clad in a white shirt and green army pants. On his left arm he had pinned the conspicuous red armband with the prominent head of Chairman Mao.




  General Ma raised his arms high in the air and shouted to the audience: “Tonight we have ended the rule of the Capitalist Roaders, the running dogs of Liu Shaoqi, China’s Khrushchev. Our school will march along Chairman Mao’s glorious revolutionary line to the final victory.” His face was shiny with sweat when he finished. The drum sounded again; the hands and the red silk streamers on the drumsticks danced vigorously in the hot air.




  The prearranged speakers began criticizing the school officials one by one, repeating the editorial in the People’s Daily: “The capitalist class inside the party dreams every minute of restoring capitalism in our country and changing the color of the red flag. If this can be tolerated, what cannot?”




  The purge of President Liu and government officials at various levels stemmed from personal reasons. In 1961, after Mao’s disastrous Great Leap Forward movement caused the greatest famine in China’s history, and about 40 million people starved to death, Liu Shaoqi assumed full responsibility for restoring China’s collapsing economy. By implementing policies with greater profit incentive, he helped stabilize China’s economy in just a few years and achieved significant growth. By 1965, one year before the Cultural Revolution, the country had climbed out of the deep valley of financial crisis. The satisfied public hung Liu’s portrait side by side with that of Mao. Inside the Communist Party, Liu’s reputation skyrocketed, and he was believed to be the right person to lead China. Liu’s success angered and worried Mao. As people’s lives were further improved, he grew more anxious. The conflict between Mao and Liu became both open strife and veiled struggle. One time, the weakened Mao said to Liu, “I am the chairman and you are the first deputy chairman. In nature there are unexpected storms and in life unpredictable vicissitudes. If I die, you won’t know how to be the chairman. So it’s better for me to hand over the power to you now and for you to learn how to be number one. My words don’t carry weight in the country anymore.” The embittered Mao finally found the opportunity for revenge in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, for which he created the theory that inside the party there existed a bourgeois stronghold headed by Liu Shaoqi and a powerful capitalist line running from top to bottom. He knew this power struggle was life and death. The winner would be the king and the loser would go to meet Marx and Lenin.




  While the speakers shouted themselves blue in the face, Father, who was half kneeling and half standing, shifted his feet frequently, his dangling hands swaying in front of his legs. His position made me afraid. Weighed down by the heavy board hanging on his neck, could he remain “standing” like this until the end of the meeting? How long would the meeting last? How many more speakers were after this one? I didn’t care what they were talking about. I only wanted the meeting to be over soon so Father could stand erect again like a human being. With Father curled over on the stage, I felt guilty to be allowed to stand up straight. So I held myself as rigid as a tree, waiting, as if for a death sentence. My eyes never left Father for a second. Several times he tried to raise his back up a little but was quickly pressed down. Finally, unable to endure any more, he straightened his body, gasping for air, his ink-smudged face bloated and miserable. The Red Guard standing behind him immediately pounced on him and forced his head down to his knees, then yanked it up, then pressed it down and yanked it up again. The heavy board jumped up and down with the movement of Father’s head. Fresh blood trickled from his nose and the corners of his mouth. Shaking with fright, I muted my cry by stuffing my mouth with a bloodstained handkerchief. Mother covered her blackened face with trembling hands. Ming and Jie hung their heads like hail-beaten crops.




  The white moon in the starlit sky seemed to look down on us with indifference. Tree leaves never rustled once, and the air stood stubbornly still. The body heat radiating from the hundreds packed layer upon layer around the stage made breathing hard. Time froze. In this great stiffness, every minute passed like a year, and the loud harangues of the critics seemed to drag on into infinity. I closed my eyes tightly to shut out the scene. Then I heard a sudden thump. I opened them to see Father collapsed facedown on the stage. Some women in the crowd shrieked and little children in their mothers’ arms wailed.




  Several Red Guards quickly dragged Father behind the platform to the shadow of the enormous red flags that now hung spiritlessly in the heat. The criticism meeting resumed. The school officials bending over on the stage swayed like weeds moving in the storm. The boards dangling from their necks moved with them. The half-kneeling and half-standing posture they tried to maintain sapped their strength. But the Red Guards behind them kept on pressing their bodies down, slapping their faces savagely and warning them to be obedient. Sweat-soaked, their shirts clung to their skins. Perspiration dripped from their swollen faces. Then the woman official collapsed. She was quickly dragged offstage to the shadow of the red flags.




  A pendulum clock struck unhurriedly: “Dong! Dong!” One time, two times. Then the sound rose from another, and another. Soon all the clocks inside and outside the compound echoed. One rose before the other fell. As if prodded by this chorus, the speakers finally shut their mouths. To the sounds of the last deafening slogans proclaiming the victory of Chairman Mao’s revolutionary line, two Red Guards “escorted” my half-conscious father back to our apartment. Smeared with sweat, black ink, blood, and dirt, his face was almost unrecognizable.




  It was late, almost midnight. Tires screeching, the automobiles carrying the Red Guards drove away. Lights were turned off one after another. Frightened people retired. The night finally resumed its usual quietness at this hour. Ming shouldered his army bag to leave. He would take the last bus back to his high school, located in southern Shanghai, and next day would join the Red Guards’ Long Marches. Before he went, he stood in the corridor for a while, watching Father, who was groaning, then Mother, who sat in a chair like a clay figure. Ming’s face was pained but stubborn. Maybe he had thought things through.




  “I’m leaving,” he said to me, handing me a piece of paper. “Give this note to Mother.”




  The first part of his letter was from either the People’s Daily or Red Flag magazine: “This is a revolution unparalleled in human history. Navigating on the ocean, we depend on a helmsman. To make a revolution, we depend on Chairman Mao. We must hold high the great banner of Mao Zedong Thought and carry out the Cultural Revolution to its end. This is the glorious mission that the people in China and the world give to us Red Guards.”




  Then Ming wrote in smaller characters: “My loyalty to Chairman Mao is primary. Everyone must make a personal sacrifice for the revolution. But to break with one’s parents is difficult. I cannot turn the spearhead around to strike my family.”




  The door closed behind Ming, and with determined steps he walked across the porch. After that night, he seldom returned home.
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  Holy Months




  The sun flared down and baked the asphalt roads into soft cakes. But hotter than the sun was the fervor of the ongoing Revolution.




  In the following week, Father’s love letter to his beautiful assistant was copied on full-sized posters and pasted all over, from the campus of Shanghai Hudong University to the fence of the family housing compound, and even on the door of our home. The Red Guards’ surprise house search had indeed proved fruitful. At the bottom of Father’s desk drawer they found a piece of “ideological evidence.” The first two lines of the love letter, “Marxism is metaphysics; thou are my paramountcy,” became the subject of household gossip and a children’s chant. The words rang in my ears all day long. Father’s secret love had shocked everyone in the family. Mother ate little for days. I felt deeply ashamed, and my cheeks burned whenever I met mocking eyes and pointing fingers, as if I were the one who wrote the love poem. I knew from people’s angry looks that they hated me for my father’s crime. Other children scorned my younger brother, Jie, abusing him like a stray dog.




  In our neighborhood, General Ma staged frequent public humiliations in order to destroy Father’s reputation and force him to confess that he was a Kuomintang spy and a shameful traitor like Liu Shaoqi.




  Winds swept away the last threads of cloud, and the sky looked like a huge mirror, shimmering white. Father was kneeling on glass shards that sparkled like multicolored jewels in the bright sunlight. Our neighbors formed a dense circle around him under the naked sun, protecting their heads with newspapers and folding fans. Bareheaded and barefoot children ran about laughing, adding their chaotic energy to the scene. One heroic Red Guard, tired of beating Father with his hands, simply removed one of his cloth shoes and whipped Father’s cheeks, battering him about the face and neck until they were black and blue. The shoe’s sole must have come loose, and the nails cut into Fathers face. Noise swirled from the crowd. I rested my head on Mother’s arm.




  “You have abandoned Marxism and Mao Zedong Thought, by falling on your knees before a woman’s garnet skirt. You have betrayed your own wife because she is yellow-faced.”




  Under the scorching scrutiny of our neighbors, Mother kept her eyes glued to the ground, her hands stiffly folding and unfolding the corners of her brown jacket. Her face flushed and turned pale by turns. During the meeting she never raised her head once. She dared not look at the others. For a woman, any woman, there was nothing more humiliating than this. A lock of hair slipped from her smooth forehead and covered her sad-looking eyes. Mother nervously pushed it back. She was not a yellow-faced woman. Her skin was tight. She was only thirty-nine and still pretty, with two slim eyes, a delicate nose, and even lips. I wondered why Father craved another woman. Had he forgotten that this was a moral offense that could elicit the severest punishment? When he wrote the love letter to the young woman, had he been prepared for today? Father’s wounded face jerked with pain. Although I felt sorry for him, his behavior disgusted me. I grasped the hand of my shamefaced mother: it felt clammy. Her fingers were rigid like five iron sticks. I couldn’t tell at that moment whether she pitied Father or wanted the Red Guards to beat him to death. Father raised his yin-yang head stubbornly, his eyes smoldering.




  “You don’t look like you’re repenting!” the Red Guard shouted angrily Looking around, he picked up a rock from under an elm tree and, closing his eyes, took a deep breath to gather strength. Then he aimed at Father and threw it at his head. Blood spurted out of the fresh wound above Father’s eyes, running down his face in rivulets. Still he refused to lower his head, and instead laughed at the cloudless sky as if asking why. The crowd stirred. Some applauded the Red Guard, while others yelled, “He deserves more. He deserves more!”




  Encouraged by the clamor, several more Red Guards joined in. They rolled up their sleeves and rubbed their hands. Pushing Father to the glass-covered ground, they kicked and dragged his bloody body until he passed out.




  Mother lost her composure and cried out fiercely. Jie fidgeted as if wanting to rush to Father’s aid, but Mother held him back. My stomach churned. Fear crushed me.




  That night, nightmares plagued me one after the other. I saw rods flashing above my head and blood flowing like rivers, crimson everywhere. I stepped back. Behind me was a cliff. I screamed in horror as I fell.




  “Don’t be afraid, Mother is here.” Mother sat at my bedside, her warm hand smoothing my forehead. Her delicate eyes carried deep sorrow and pain, and her voice was thick. I buried my head in her lap, crying hysterically, my body shaking as I gasped for air. Mother gently stroked my back for a while. Then she stood up and opened a desk drawer. She gave me a small white pill, a tranquilizer, and I slept.




  August, September, October, and November 1966 were glorified by the state propaganda as holy months. The flaming red leaves of maple trees on Beijing’s Western Hill danced in the sky. The capital was again filled with a holiday atmosphere. Colorful balloons floated in the air. Glowing with health and radiating vigor, Chairman Mao appeared altogether eight times on the rostrum of Tiananmen and received more than ten million Red Guards from all over the country. The sky echoed with deafening cheers. And Chairman Mao s powerful words shook the land of China.




  Following each of Chairman Mao’s massive reviews during the holy months, Father was beaten. When the blood-colored sun hung in the middle of the blue sky, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, the Communist Party’s general secretary and Liu’s close ally, as well as many other government officials, were purged. The struggle was also extended to well-known artists, writers, scholars, actors, and actresses. On August 24, Lao She, the renowned author of the novel Tea House, drowned himself in a lake in Beijing. On September 3, the famous writer and translator Fu Lei and his wife gassed themselves to death in their Shanghai home. While red flags flew everywhere in the country, the prominent historian Wu Han, the pianist Gu Shangying, the actress Jiang Huizhu, and many others chose death.




  The October wind stirred the yellow dirt, loosening and mixing it with the gray dust on the streets. Wind devils swirled the fallen leaves and tossed them willy-nilly, on roofs, in street corners, between fences. Before the latest wounds had fully healed, Father was ordered to take a huge bamboo broom in hand and clean the neighborhood streets every morning. He wore a ragged blue coat and wide-legged trousers with big patches on the knees. He was forbidden to wear a hat, so that everyone could see his yin-yang head. During the busy morning hours Father’s eyes were dull and fixed, his head bent almost to his chest as he swept the sidewalks like a faceless specter. He did not want to be seen. He wanted the world to forget about him. Regardless, he caught everyone’s attention. People detoured to pass near him, amused by his clownlike appearance. His yin-yang head was a wordless reminder that he was an enemy, the “stinking dog’s dung.”




  Abuse quickly replaced curiosity, for Father was vulnerable. Men sneered at him, cuffing and kicking him. But he didn’t stop thinking. He began to rise before dawn, when there was less traffic. Every morning I was awakened by his movements, even though he tried to be quiet. As I listened to the careful scraping sounds of sweeping outside the window, I tossed and turned as though I were resting on a bed of nails. Teardrops wet the pillow under my head as new worries preoccupied me. Would Father be safe down there? Would the early risers beat him still? I saw a silhouette standing in front of the window, peering into the gray dawn. It was Mother.
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  A Song of Loyalty




  We found that General Ma’s shadow followed us even into the privacy of our home. He knew everything we did. He knew that in our almost empty house Mother still had a lipstick in the desk drawer. He knew that sometimes Jie and I read hand-copied novels rather than Mao’s writings, or played games with homemade chessmen and cards. Father often sat in his chair with one leg crossed on top of the other, drinking tea. Our family liked to talk at the dinner table. All of these trivial things would serve as the basis for fresh accusations against Father and bring him new troubles. General Ma was also aware that Father drank milk for breakfast. Since milk represented the Western bourgeois lifestyle, our supply was soon stopped.




  Had General Ma planted a bug in our home during the house search? We scoured the rooms from the ceiling to the floor, from the holes in the walls to the cracks in the hardwood boards, but found nothing. If there were no listening devices, how did General Ma obtain his information? During this time, all of our neighbors and old friends avoided our family like death. In the past, when Father was powerful, ours was a much-visited house, and the courtyard was as crowded as a marketplace. But now visitors were so few that one could spread nets and catch sparrows on the doorstep. Since almost everyone avoided us, suspicion naturally fell on Ni, a young lecturer who lived a few doors away and was the only person who still visited us on a regular basis. The second day after the Red Guards’ action, Ni had brought over two big bowls of dumplings and watched until we ate them all.




  One night, Ni came to collect the water fee. While she was chatting with us in her usual manner, her apricot-shaped eyes observed us carefully. For the first time I felt that behind her soft smiles lay something sharp. Father nonchalantly picked up a kettle and began watering the potted flowers in the corners of the rooms. As was his habit, he plucked the dead leaves, smoothed the good ones as if caressing them, and loosened the soil around the roots. The chrysanthemums were in full bloom, each golden petal competing for attention. Ni's gaze lingered on the flowers, her mouth half open in delight.




  Soon, in front of the university canteen a new denunciation was posted, asking every revolutionary this very serious question: “How, under the iron fists of the proletarian dictatorship, can the Capitalist Roaders still have the heart to nurture their bourgeois attitude by taking pleasure in flowers instead of thoroughly confessing their crimes and repenting to Chairman Mao? Are we too soft on our enemies?”




  The punishment came down hard after this, but Father learned his lesson. Whenever someone was at the door, he became “sick.” He stopped whatever he was doing, put on a huge gauze mask, and hopped into bed, groaning miserably under his quilt. Ni never saw him out of bed again in our home.




  The autumn rain continued falling, until the ground was sodden. One day General Ma himself visited our apartment. He came in broad daylight, when both of my parents were away. Without being invited, he took a seat beside the table. He reached into a pocket and took out a piece of paper, which he waved in front of me, saying that his thorough investigation had provided ample evidence that my father was a genuine traitor and Kuomintang spy.




  General Ma cleared his throat three times before he went on: “Today Chairman Mao asks us to overthrow Capitalist Roaders like your father. You must expose him and prove your loyalty to the great leader. There is no other way to test your heart.” Ma observed me, his eyes piercing my chest.




  So they’d proved at last that Father was a real traitor and spy! In my mind flashed the image of such an enemy — three-cornered eyes, thick jowls, trembling legs, a short neck like a tree stump.




  No, my father doesn’t look like that at all.




  “He doesn’t look like one, but he is one. Liu Shaoqi is the country’s biggest traitor, and your father is a small traitor. Big wolf and small wolf, they are all wolves. Big Roaders and small Roaders, they are all Capitalist Roaders. Now, think carefully whether your father has ever said anything against our present situation. Think slowly and clearly.” His eyes dug into me, demanding to know.




  I knew this was a critical moment for me to show my loyalty to Chairman Mao, so I searched hard for anything suspicious I might know about Father. But my mind was as blank as a piece of white paper. I remembered nothing and could tell nothing.




  General Ma looked disappointed. The corners of his mouth drooped. “Did he ever say anything against our great leader Chairman Mao?”




  Did Father hate Chairman Mao? No! When the Cultural Revolution began, it was Father who removed Liu Shaoqi’s portraits, leaving only those of Mao on the walls.




  I shook my head vehemently.




  “Has he ever bad-mouthed the Red Guards and our revolutionary action against your family?”




  I remembered Father’s pained face when the shoe nails cut into his flesh. But once, when Ming asked Father how he liked Ming’s red armband, Father praised it and said it was the best one he had ever seen. The reason? Because the Red Guard characters were so big and showy.




  Again, I shook my head.




  “Then do you know if he hates the Cultural Revolution?”




  Ever since the Revolution had begun in May, Father had carefully followed every step of its development. He read the People’s Daily and listened to the Central Broadcasting Station with great attention. Having survived the horrible holy months, Father seemed to have accepted the fact that he was a Capitalist Roader who had committed serious crimes against our socialist country and our great leader Chairman Mao.




  Silence.




  General Ma stood up and stamped his muddy feet on the floor as if to warm them up. “All the evidence has proved that he’s a traitor and a spy. You must draw a line between yourself and your father. Now is the time to show whether you’re loyal to Chairman Mao or not,” he warned before he slammed the door behind him.




  I stood transfixed. The world had suddenly turned dark. Those words left me in serious doubt about Father’s real identity. I didn’t want to believe that he was a spy. But then I couldn’t believe the Red Guard commander would just slander him for no reason at all. Maybe when Father betrayed the revolution, I hadn’t been born yet. How did I know that he wasn’t really a traitor? A feeling of contempt grew in my heart. General Ma was right. If our great leader asked me to place righteousness above family loyalty, then I should do it. I should do it because everybody else did it, because the whole country did it. Actually, it was the fashion to betray one’s parents.




  That evening, when Father came home, he shambled into the room, and his face looked drawn. He seemed more drained than usual. It must have been a long day of struggle. Yet my burning desire to find out the truth overcame any feelings of sympathy.




  “Are you a spy?” I asked him sternly, not even giving him a chance to take a breath. I stared at him intently, like a cat peering at a mouse.




  “What is wrong with you today?” he asked distractedly as he sat down at the dinner table, his eyes narrowing.




  How pretentious he was! All enemies knew how to disguise themselves.




  “Did you ever betray the revolutionary cause?” I questioned.




  Surprised, my exhausted-looking father put down the bowl he had just picked up, his face flushed with anger and insult. He stood up and paced back and forth in the room with both hands clasped behind him. As if talking to himself, he wondered aloud how the interrogations had come to the dinner table in his own home and why the interrogator was his little girl.




  When he finally calmed down, he stopped pacing. “Are these questions for a young child to ask?”




  “Of course! General Ma said that the other children in the compound have all stood up to expose their parents. We also should make a revolution.”




  Father sighed deeply, and rubbed his face vigorously with both hands.




  “Do you believe that I’m a traitor?” His voice cracked. He looked at me gravely, his eyes betraying unspoken feelings that I did not quite understand.




  Father sat down again at the table, picking up his bowl. But he hadn’t answered my question yet. I stepped forward and snatched it away from him.




  Father’s trembling hand slapped me on the face. A clear and loud sound. His hand was heavy. My ears buzzed. I covered my face and stepped back.




  “Who are you? How do I know that you’re not Chairman Mao’s enemy?” I heard myself shouting, tears running down my hot cheeks. Another slap on my face. Blood oozed from my mouth. The room began to spin.




  Mother rushed into the room and shielded me from Father’s fist with her own body.




  “Stop!” she shrieked at Father. “She is only a child. She doesn’t understand.”




  Father narrowed his eyes, looking at me as if seeing a stranger.




  Outside, it began to rain again. Impatient raindrops whipped the leaves on the tree branches, which quivered in the strong wind. Each October rainstorm chilled the air and slowly tamed the Scorching Tiger. It was well past dinnertime, but no one wanted to eat. The food sat cold on the table. Father wiped the blood from my chin with a towel. Under the yellow light, he and I sat near the window. His face was gloomy in the shadow, but his exhausted eyes glowed with excitement. In a wavering voice, Father began telling me the story of himself, the youngest son of a successful entrepreneur.




  His father had operated several businesses in czarist Russia. The October Revolution of 1917 took away his entire assets, but he survived, escaping the country with several trunks of worthless imperial rubles. Ever after, the businessman guarded his rubles jealously and fantasized that the Soviet Union would give way to the old czarist days again and he would regain his lost paradise. His dream never came true, and he died bitter with resentment.




  While studying at a university in Beijing, Father came to believe in the ideals of a communist society, in which everyone is equal and lives by the principle “from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.” He was outraged to see people freezing to death on the streets while meat and wine went to waste behind the vermilion gates of the rich under the Kuomintang regime. Father believed that China should model itself after the Soviet Union. Only in such a society could the people become masters of the country Shortly thereafter, the Japanese occupied Beijing and the campus was no longer safe. The Chinese refused to be slaves of a foreign power; the resistance against Japan sprang up and never stopped for a day. Under the hammer and sickle of the party’s flag, Father pledged that he would devote all his life to the communist cause and the realization of a classless society. From that moment on, he was a member of the party's underground movement in Beijing. This secret organization was directly under the leadership of Liu Shaoqi.




  At the mention of Liu Shaoqi's name, Father paused. A cloud passed over his face. His eyes looked sad, and the crow’s feet wrinkles around them deepened. Maybe he felt pity for the man, who had been brutally beaten and imprisoned soon after Chairman Mao’s massive rallies of the Red Guards. In jail, Liu was not allowed to shave or groom himself, and his unkempt beard and hair grew long and made him appear almost like a wild animal. Father didn’t know then that only three years later, in 1969, Liu Shaoqi would die in a prison in Kaifeng, Henan Province, after being refused treatment for diabetes and bearing unspeakable suffering. In 1966, following Liu’s tragic downfall, government officials at all levels were tortured, exiled, jailed, and even murdered.
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“Excruciating.. ... personal . ... The greatest value-of
Red Sorrow may be that it reminds us ... . that it is

people who make history.” —Atanta Journal-Constitition





