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FOR WAE HING AND ARLETT, WITH LOVE




PROLOGUE

IF THE OTHER BOYS relished the competition, his desire was only ever to best the river. The routine was always the same: select a pebble for the right weight and roundness, hurl it, and eyeball the distant plop! in the water. More scouring for pebbles, more talk of technique. That day, as every other day, it was Decheng’s pebbles that faded farthest in the distance.

Discouraged, some would seek an advantage by wading into the shallows, invited by the softness of the yellow sand underfoot. The far shore beckoned, shimmering with specks of mandarin oranges ripening in the grove of the commune there. The sweet oranges hinted at another favourite pastime, a swim across (for those who could manage both the distance and the fast-flowing current), a savoured stolen fruit or two, and then a swim back.

When the challengers tired of the Liuyang River swallowing their pebbles, Decheng and his friends, Hongwu and Zefu, played on. Of all his friends, they were the two he admired most. In Hongwu, who came from one of the poorest families in town but was clever at school and wily on the streets, he sensed a destiny of greatness. In Zefu, whose gentle manner and slight physique others ridiculed, he saw kindness. As for himself, he excelled at play. Rather, whatever he enjoyed, he did well.

On the far bank, a lone figure trudged into view, following the river’s grassy edge along a footpath that led to the village at the base of Heavenly Horse Mountain. Decheng, confident of having a better throw in him yet, plucked another pebble from the sand. He tested its weight, arched his back, and unleashed.

The boys looked for the splash.

Across the river, the tiny figure halted his progress, straightened his posture. He turned his head warily, to one side then the other. He peered into the orange grove, as if expecting someone to show his face from behind a tree and confess to the prank of tossing whatever had dropped into the tall grass nearby.

A throw right over the river. Surely the record would stand.


ONE

THE REACTION OF ONLOOKERS caromed wildly between praise and condemnation. Many remained incredulous, not knowing what to make of what they had just seen the two young men do.

The curious lobbed questions.

“Who are you?”

“Who do you represent?”

“Why would you do that? What do you want to achieve by doing this?”

“The suffering in China today can be traced to Mao Zedong and to the dictatorial rule of the Communist Party—” Decheng was surprised at the confidence in his voice.

A brawl of words broke out around him.

“He’s right. Down with Mao!”

“How dare they! There’s no need to abuse Mao like that.”

“What they did is an insult to all of China!”

Decheng felt a rush of exhilaration. He and Dongyue had succeeded in throwing every single one of the more than thirty paint-filled eggs. Even now, there was not a single policeman coming through the crowd for them. Just ordinary people, startled, arguing, awoken.

He’d never felt so alive.

NO MATTER WHERE one stood on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, to look north toward the portrait of Mao Zedong that hung on the gate to the Forbidden City was to meet the Chairman’s steady gaze. The composition of the painting made sure of that: the subject’s head is dead centre, his shoulders are square to the front, his eyes stare directly outward. That the portrait should dominate Tiananmen Square befitted a man who’d had so many titles in life: the Great Teacher, the Great Leader, the Great Helmsman, the Great Supreme Commander, the Great Saviour, Beloved Leader, but most commonly, Chairman Mao.

For fifty years, an oil painting of Mao Zedong had been mounted on the gate there. Successive versions subtly aged the Chairman and each altered something—taking away the cap, changing the jacket, realigning the gaze. The first was painted in 1949. A new portrait was commissioned in 1950, in 1952, in 1963, and for the last time in 1967. Sunlight and harsh weather took their toll on these paintings and at least once every year, the management office of Tiananmen Square was obliged to take the current version down and replace it with a freshly painted copy. Often the replacement was an overpainting on an old canvas, each of which was reused as many as five or six times. By 1989, the painter of the Tiananmen portrait, the third person to hold that post since 1949, had been turning out a painting every year for the past thirteen years. Just after two in the afternoon of Tuesday, May 23, 1989, in the sixth week of the pro-democracy protests in the square, that portrait maker’s schedule was disrupted.

It was the fourth day of martial law in the capital, ending another night during which citizens and students alike had rushed to erect barricades to keep the People’s Liberation Army from entering the city centre and reaching the square. By now, the students’ routine was to use the morning for sleep then return to the square at lunchtime. Those from Beijing rolled out of their bunks at university dormitories; others, sheltering in tents on the square, awoke, ready for another day’s occupation. Throughout the city, families and their children, workers and managers and intellectuals, less afraid with each day that downtown streets remained free of a military presence, felt almost celebratory. “Have you been to the square yet?” became frequent words of greeting. By one o’clock, some 300,000 Beijingers—about equal to the number of troops sitting on the city’s outskirts and the largest crowds yet since martial law—had converged on the square. The weather continued to buoy the festive mood, the cloudless days and 30-degree heat more like what Beijing could expect at the height of summer.

WANG QIUPING HAD LAST SEEN her husband, Lu Decheng, on the morning of Tuesday, May 16, a workday for them both at the Liuyang Long-Distance Bus Company. He’d left for the vehicle-repair garage, where he worked as a mechanic, and she had gone to the station’s administrative offices to start her shift as an on-board ticket seller. That day, her rotation had her on an overnight trip.

On Wednesday evening, she returned home to find a note on the table, a green enamel cup holding it in place. A pen weighed heavily in Decheng’s hand, so, not surprisingly, the note was brief. Wangping, don’t worry yourself. We’ll come back soon. Lu Gao. He used the names by which they called each other, a combination of their family names and given names or, in his case, a nickname “Gao” meaning “tall,” a holdover from his boyhood.

She wasn’t troubled if she was the one on the road because she knew him to be safe at home, but she couldn’t handle the reverse. An anxious Qiuping immediately made the rounds of colleagues and neighbours to ask if they’d seen her husband. She learned that Decheng and two friends, the tall Yu Zhijian and the young, bespectacled Yu Dongyue (they shared a surname but were unrelated), had been seen that morning boarding the first bus to Changsha.

Qiuping could guess why Zhijian and Dongyue would want to go to the provincial capital. They were intellectuals. Zhijian was a teacher, and Dongyue was an arts editor at the Liuyang Daily. Liuyang was a small and backward town in Hunan province, with one high school that served the entire township. But Changsha had several modern colleges and universities, and was home to the famous Yuelu Academy, a gathering place for great scholars for the past one thousand years. Decheng’s two friends could count on meeting like-minded people who would be now rallying there, and obtaining uncensored news of what was happening in the student pro-democracy movement in Beijing.

Ordinarily, Qiuping had no concern about Decheng going to Changsha. Town folk typically made it a day trip, although the 80-kilometre bus ride took from two to three hours, because of potholes in the road. However, these were not ordinary times. Last month, angry crowds had protested in Changsha’s streets. People had shouted and waved dazibao, placards on which they’d written “anti-inflation” and “anti-corruption.” That same night, a similar demonstration had taken place in Xian, the capital of Shaanxi province in the northwest. Such public anger was unheard of in China. The bigger news was the central government’s reaction. In an editorial in the People’s Daily, the government lumped these demonstrations together with the student pro-democracy protests on Tiananmen Square—then one week old—and denounced them as luan—turmoil. Equally ominous was an accusation that students were instigating this luan in order to overthrow the Communist leadership. For a regime that above all valued stability, there was no more politically charged term.

Qiuping didn’t know what her husband thought of the student pro-democracy movement. They didn’t talk politics because she had neither mind nor concern for the subject. In the days before Decheng left, she, like everyone throughout China, had been mesmerized by television images of three thousand hunger strikers in Tiananmen Square. She watched because, to her, it was a story of heartache, of the possibility that these young people might die.

Early Thursday morning, Qiuping hurried to the home of Li Hongwu, her husband’s best friend. He was the person she and Decheng turned to any time there was a crisis in their lives, and he had never failed them. Qiuping planned to ask Hongwu to go to Changsha and bring her husband back.

Hongwu wasn’t at home. Within her wide social circle, Qiuping found another friend who was willing to leave immediately for Changsha. The friend was gone overnight. He returned Friday morning. He had no news of Decheng or his two friends. Qiuping was left to wonder: the country’s main north–south rail line passed through Changsha; had they decided to go to Beijing to join the student protests there?

Few people in Liuyang contemplated seeing the nation’s capital in their lifetime. The north was different in geography and climate, dialect, cuisine. The journey by train from Changsha covered more than 1,500 kilometres across several provinces. If indeed Decheng and his friends had boarded the train in Changsha, would they have even made it as far as the capital?

That evening’s television news and late-night radio bulletins only heightened Qiuping’s anxiety. For the second night running, the news reported rumours that the government was about to declare martial law in Beijing. Now it appeared it was really going to happen. At midnight, the mayor of Beijing announced that People’s Liberation Army troops and vehicles had moved into position on the city’s outskirts.

The next morning, Saturday, May 20, Beijing was officially under martial law.

Qiuping could not bring herself to ask anyone to risk travel to the capital to find her husband. Not knowing what else to do, she listened intently to the radio, and peered at television images from Beijing, searching faces in the fleeting crowd shots, waiting for close-ups of protestors. She saw nobody familiar.

Saturday night passed. Sunday night. Monday.

By Tuesday morning, tension eased as the army remained outside Beijing. By now, Qiuping had been apart from Decheng for seven nights. In their eight years together, they had been separated this long only once before. He’d been one of several bus station workers chosen for a ten-day trip to the provincial head office in the distant mountain village of Shaoshan in southwest Hunan. She hadn’t wanted him to go. Decheng had no interest in going either, mainly because he didn’t see any privilege in visiting the village famously known as the birthplace of Mao. But in the end, he went, knowing that if he didn’t, he’d be criticized for slighting the Chairman’s memory. While he was away, she had found their separation trying; she’d imagined the worst, in the way someone does when possessed by love.

MOST WITNESSES WOULD SAY they saw two young men throw the eggs at the portrait. By their drab, dated clothing, they appeared to be from the provinces. One was handsome with large eyes, the other wore heavy, black horn-rimmed glasses. Two teenage boys had joined in, briefly. They each picked up an egg, threw it, then disappeared.

Few realized that another young man had been involved. The tallest of them, he had been steering passersby away from the area below Mao’s portrait so the other two would have space to throw the eggs.

In the aftermath, crowds had pushed the tall man to the margins. Some who’d seen him arrive on the scene with the other two approached him, seeking an explanation for their action. One stranger pulled him aside. He spoke in a low urgent voice: “We have the money and means to get you out of the country; we can put you on a plane to Hong Kong.” Then, pressing his point, “You should come with me, now.”

The tall man, unfazed, did not respond. Before the stranger faded into the crowd, he levelled a warning. “What you have done is a serious thing,” he said. “You’d better run.”

DECHENG MET VOICES of confusion and skepticism head-on: “The goals of the student democracy movement are too limited—”

“Don’t blame them, they did it because of the students.”

“—we did this to demonstrate to the Chinese people that we must confront this regime.”

“Students wouldn’t do that kind of thing! Who are they?”

Though Decheng had a sense that what he was saying was going over the heads of most of those around him, he wasn’t disappointed. After all, he and his two friends saw their action as aimed not at ordinary people, but at the leaders of the student movement. They had faith that the leaders would see that what the trio had done was a political act that carried symbolic meaning. They had targeted an icon to challenge the despotic rule of the regime. Now it was up to the student leaders to mobilize the people and make them see that, like the stained portrait of Mao, the dictatorship was flawed, even finished. The only goal was democracy, and nothing, not even martial law, could stand in its way.

As Decheng argued with the onlookers, the most extraordinary feeling washed over him; something that he’d never imagined he would experience, or that he had sought to experience. I have done something great, he told himself. I have achieved something.

A COUPLE OF STUDENTS who were members of the picket squad on the square noticed the suddenness with which a massive crowd had formed under the portrait of Mao. A gathering that large had to be more than the usual gawkers and sightseers. Sensing trouble, they rounded up a half-dozen other pickets and students, and ran over to investigate.

The student pickets came from Beijing’s many universities and provided security and maintained order on Tiananmen Square. The word “picket,” perhaps better than “marshal,” which they were also called, reflected the historical context of picket outposts on China’s frontiers, to report and warn of contact with the enemy. During the week-long hunger strike on Tiananmen Square, these picket squads were particularly helpful in forming cordons around hunger strikers to protect them from spectators and keeping “lifelines” open for ambulances. Once martial law had come into effect, their role changed. Their main task, student leaders stressed, was to make sure the protest was conducted peacefully so as to give the regime no excuse to argue that force was needed to restore order.

Even as they crossed Changan Avenue, Beijing’s widest thoroughfare, the pickets could see the reason for the crowd: Mao’s portrait had been defaced. Blobs and streaks of what appeared to be ink marred the painting, like dark birds in flight, smashed against the canvas. A conspicuous black stain perched lopsidedly on Mao’s left eyebrow. Two long streaks blotted his neck. One large yellow gob hovered over his left shoulder. Yet another splat of red dirtied his jacket below his chin like a remnant of a sloppily eaten dinner.

Bystanders pointed out the culprits to the pickets, the two men deep in the centre of the crowd. The first student picket came at Decheng from behind, grabbing the neck of his woolen sweater. Decheng whirled around, swinging his arm violently to free himself from the offending grip. “If I had wanted to run away,” he said menacingly to the picket, “don’t you think I would have done so already?”

The pickets told Decheng and Dongyue that they were taking them to the student command centre. “You have to explain yourselves!”

“I am going willingly,” Decheng declared. “I have no wish to conceal my views.”

The picket who’d grabbed his sweater seemed to think it necessary to manhandle him. This time, Decheng fixed him with a stare: “Do you even know the meaning of our action?” Apparently not. The picket alternately pushed and dragged him. Decheng had a flicker of self-doubt; perhaps the faith the three of them had in the student leadership was misplaced.

Only when Zhijian saw the phalanx of student pickets on the other side of Changan Avenue did he realize they had his two friends in custody. He grabbed his jacket and the backpack that he’d left on the ground and hurried to try to catch up with them. He called out, “Hey! I’m with them! I’m one of them.”

ON TUESDAY EVENING, Qiuping went to the workers’ club at the station. Besides a television set and a shelf of books, there was a ping pong table and mah-jong. Several workers and their families were gathered there, like her, awaiting the evening news at seven o’clock.

The broadcast began with the day’s top stories. In an update on Tiananmen Square, the announcer said that three men had vandalized Chairman Mao’s Tiananmen portrait by throwing ink at it. The visuals showed two workmen, dwarfed by Mao’s huge face, standing in an elevated cherry picker. They were at work anchoring a long dark green canvas tarpaulin over the portrait. Several large stains and blotches were plainly evident on the painting.

The announcer went on to say that the students themselves had apprehended the three vandals, all from Hunan province, and turned them over to the police. Qiuping, her heart pounding, saw images of several students, their trademark red cloths tied round their foreheads, tugging roughly at the arms of two men, to make them stand beside a third. She knew all three. She felt herself willing the one with the large eyes to turn his face to her so she could look into them. One of the men, said the announcer, portrayed their action as a protest against the cult of personality worship.

The stunned silence and stillness in the room was like the aftermath of an explosion.

The announcer identified the three men as their names appeared on the screen: Lu Decheng, Yu Dongyue, and Yu Zhijian. Everyone in the room turned to look at Qiuping. They all knew her husband, Decheng, as a talented mechanic. Everyone knew of his father, Lu Renqing, a driver who’d been with the bus company since it started up more than twenty years ago.

Decheng and the other two were shown again in the second half-hour of the news program, which featured interviews with people in the daily news. Decheng spoke animatedly about the technique he had used to throw the paint-filled eggs. Qiuping wailed so hard and long that her co-workers were convinced she was having a nervous breakdown.

LU RENQING AND HIS WIFE, Meilan, had only one luxury in their one-room flat at the staff dormitories of the bus station: a black-and-white television set. As they did every evening, once Renqing was off shift, the couple sat down to watch the news. When Renqing heard that the portrait of Mao Zedong overlooking Tiananmen Square had been vandalized with ink, he took it as an insult. From his chair in front of the television, he admired a pristine poster of the exact image of Chairman Mao on his own wall.

Feeling loathing for the three perpetrators who were being brought forward, Renqing was astonished to recognize the defiant look on the face of one of them, because it was his son’s.

“Decheng’s never been a good son,” Meilan said, repeating her favourite reference to her stepson.

All Renqing could think was that now everyone in town would see him and wonder why Driver Lu couldn’t control his own son.

He turned to his wife. “It’s over.”

When the characters for “Lu Decheng” appeared on the screen and the announcer spoke the name aloud for all the world to hear, Renqing fainted.

A DAY LATER, his rage ignited by his wife, the distraught bus driver marched down Station Road to People’s Road and up Plum Tree Alley. He banged on the door of the home of Ironworker Li, Hongwu’s father.

“I have only one son!” Driver Lu yelled at Ironworker Li, as if the man should feel guilty for having several. “It’s your son that makes my son like this! It’s your son’s fault!” He stormed past Mr. Li into his house, and went on a rampage, toppling furniture and smashing dishes.

From there he headed to Number 35 Clear Water Alley, the home of Grandmother Lu, the woman who’d raised him and, one generation later, helped raise his own first-born, Decheng. The old lady had heard the news of what her grandson had done and had expected Renqing would come.

Renqing hurled blame her way. “You’ve been leading him astray since he was small and now look what he’s done! You’re the one who’s filled his head!”

The old lady’s penetrating stare expressed utter contempt for Renqing’s predictable bullying. Had he raised his son in his own image, he would have yoked him to authority.

Renqing’s rage crumbled into self-pity before her. He searched for some concession that for once in their lives the two of them belonged on the same side of an argument.

“These are different times,” he said pleadingly. “Things are fine now in China. Life is okay. What does Decheng have to complain about?” When still she didn’t reply, Renqing broke down. Between sobs out came what terrified him most, that his only son would be sentenced to death.

“What for?” shot back Grandmother Lu. “What did he do wrong?”

When Driver Lu left, the old lady, feeling the wear of her eighty-five years and the fatigue of her long widowhood, shuffled off to the homes of each of Decheng’s two younger sisters. They had all been together a month earlier, when they had joined Decheng and Qiuping to celebrate the fourth birthday of their daughter, Little Xinfeng.

Grandmother Lu had one message for the two sisters. “You mustn’t blame your brother,” she said.


TWO


How many turns are there in the Liuyang River?
How many miles does it wend to Xiang River?
What county is there on the riverbank?
Who grew up there to lead us to the Liberation?



There are nine turns in the Liuyang River,
It takes fifty miles to reach Xiang River,
There is a Xiangtan county on the riverbank.
Chairman Mao grew up there and led us to the Liberation!



“Liuyang River” to the tune of a Hunan folk song
Revised lyrics by the Music and Dance Unit,
Hunan Province, Literary Work Troupe







THE SLEEPY TOWN OF LIUYANG sat unremarkably along the banks of the Liuyang River in a hilly area just shy of several mountain ranges in Hunan province. The river was famous in all of China. Everyone had heard of its legendary nine bends from the lilting folk song that became an anthem of the Revolution, when new lyrics turned it into a song about Chairman Mao, a native son of the province. The river and the people of the town that shared its name had much in common. Since Liberation, when the Communists took over in 1949, their lives had mimicked the winding river and its fickle ways. They were seldom sure that their lives were on the right course, much as oarsmen on the river experience the odd sensation of having gone round one of those nine bends only to have the scenery they thought they had passed come back into view. Or their good fortune could change without warning into adversity, the same way that oarsmen, enjoying a calm stretch of the river’s shallow waters, could find themselves caught in a current moving deceptively fast.

People here, as in much of China, had become more and more accustomed to feelings of powerlessness. After Liberation, much came to depend on the dictates issued from faraway Beijing, where the powerful resided and whose job it was to protect the Revolution. Yet, perhaps the river could offer another metaphor for one’s fate. Each drop from the spring melt that feeds the Liuyang from high in the mountains above the town will eventually reach the famous Xiang River, then, the great river of China, the Yangtze. People from this backwater would be mistaken to regard themselves as insignificant players in China’s history. A single drop of water can lead the way to the future. Like the tributary of a tributary that becomes a mighty river, one person steps forward and becomes a force of many.

NORMALLY, FOR A WOMAN TO BE WIDOWED was to find herself in a dreadful and pitiable state, especially if left without a son to support her into old age and sweep her grave when she was gone. Zhou Zhaolin, the mother of a young girl—the only one of Zhaolin’s five children to survive infancy—was in her late twenties when she learned abruptly of her husband’s death. During one of the ruling Kuomintang’s campaigns of “annihilation” against the Communists, which had them on the run to their guerrilla base in the mountains of neighbouring Jiangxi province, Kuomintang soldiers captured her husband, condemned him as a bandit, and executed him. Because he’d held a high position—he had been trusted enough by Mao Zedong himself to serve as head man of a west Hunan “soviet,” the name given to Communist-controlled townships—the Kuomintang undoubtedly delivered death with great cruelty.

Fortunately, Zhaolin’s spirited personality caught the attention of Lu Qiubao, and she remarried quickly, and well. Their names suited his affections for her. His was “Autumn Protector”; hers, “Lotus Inviting the Dawn.” He liked the widow rather a lot and was unperturbed that she didn’t entirely reciprocate his affections. But he had qualities she admired. Eleven years older than she, and born in the same year as Mao, 1893, Qiubao had left his family’s home in the remote mountains as a youth and made for the Xiang River to earn his living. He started with a crooked-stern junk, good for negotiating the sudden twists and turns of the river, and made short trips transporting goods. He moved into collecting timber and steering his great log booms downriver to Changsha, and went on to own barges that carried cargo as far as the Yangtze River. He did well enough to take one of his two brothers into his business. Travelling the waterways, however, was not without risk. His brother once lost a load of salt, worth sixty times the price of rice, to thieving Communist soldiers.

For all the worldly wealth that came to Lu Qiubao and his wife, Zhaolin, children, especially the all-important son, seemed not to be in their destiny. But in 1939, when he was forty-six and she was thirty-five, fortune smiled. Two beggars, a twelve-year-old and his four-year-old brother, walked 60 li (one li is two-thirds of a kilometre) from the mountains to the Liuyang River, looking for their two uncles, whom the boys knew to be boatmen. Their father, the third of the Lu brothers, had been dead a year from typhoid fever. Qiubao took in the younger boy and his brother took in the older one.

Four-year-old Renqing, whose fortuitous name meant “Celebrate Humanity,” stepped onto the older couple’s barge and into a comfortable life. The boy had lived in such a remote village that modernity confused him. The first time he travelled down the Yangtze at night, he mistook kerosene lanterns and torch lights on the riverbank and other boats for the eyes of animals.

In 1944, tragedy struck his older brother and the uncle and aunt who took him in. In one of their last offensives of the Sino-Japanese War, the Japanese attacked along the Liuyang River in a drive toward Changsha. A Japanese plane bombed and sunk the uncle’s barge, killing all on board.

When Liberation came in 1949, the Communists elevated Zhaolin’s status, even though she was remarried to Boatman Lu, to that of a “martyr’s widow.” The Party wanted to remind society of sacrifice in the name of the Revolution and rewarded Zhaolin with a certificate verifying that her first husband was a Revolutionary Martyr. To have died for the cause was not enough; such heroes had to have died under extraordinary circumstances and in a noble and defiant way. A martyr’s widow was supposed to not only command respect, but also to receive material benefits to compensate for her loss. Cadres, the name that applied to all government officials, were expected to watch out for her, even to help her meet health-care expenses or to help pay for her children’s schooling.

Despite the recognition, Zhaolin and Boatman Lu would not hear of it when their son, fifteen at the time of Liberation, asked if he could join the Party. Like so many young people at the time, young Renqing was willing to put his trust in Chairman Mao. His parents invoked the popular saying of parents who wanted their sons and daughters to stay clear of the Party: “Good people don’t join an organization.” Hardly was the new China born when Boatman Lu was himself called upon to make a sacrifice in the name of the new China. One year after Liberation, in 1950, the government made a “compulsory purchase” of his fleet of barges for use in the Korean War.

Qiubao chose to settle in the quiet river town of Liuyang. In the early days of his bachelor life on the river, he had purchased a narrow row house in the town, intending it to be a foothold for his future. The town’s modest boast was that it was the birthplace of fireworks and that it had been making them for thirteen centuries. That manufacturing fireworks was still the most important local industry showed the relative backwardness and poverty of the area; those were jobs of last resort as the factories were notoriously unsafe and accidental explosions often maimed or killed workers. Qiubao took the proceeds of the sale of his river business, purchased a building in town, and opened up the Good Fortune Shop, a general store. He invested in a modest twenty mou of land (one mou is about one-sixth of an acre of cultivated land), a holding typical of a poor to middle-class peasant, and rented it to a farmer. He installed his family across the river in a rural settlement called Tang Family Pier, below the village of Swallow’s Nest on Heavenly Horse Mountain. They lived in a house that had once been the wealthy Tang family’s ancestral clan temple.

As Lu Qiubao entered his sixth decade, his future seemed secure. His business was thriving. In the attic of his house he kept planks of the finest wood that would one day be made into coffins for him and his wife. But as sure as the Liuyang River cut a bending course, Qiubao’s life turned unexpectedly again. In 1954, local Party cadres paid him a visit. Ominously, they said to the enterprising businessman that he could find himself on the wrong side of the Revolution. The Party had been waging a two-year-old political campaign against the capitalist class and thousands had been fined, sent to labour camps, or executed.

The cadres told Qiubao that to avoid persecuting him, they would classify him as a “small trader.” He expressed his gratitude, but they were not done. Of course, they said, he would still want to set a good example by honouring his wife’s status as a martyr’s widow. He could, therefore, “happily donate” his house, the Good Fortune Shop, and his land to the people.

Lu Qiubao’s former home became a storage depot, his general store a biscuit factory and warehouse, and his farmland part of an agricultural collective. A martyr’s widow and her son could not be thrown out onto the street, so the Party allowed the family to keep the row house in town. The old man, his wife, and their son brought from their old house across the river only what the cadres permitted: pots and pans, bowls and utensils, clothing, and the wood intended for the couple’s coffins.

Qiubao’s downfall precluded his joining the revolutionary working class and getting a state-assigned job. Nothing, however, stood in the way of his nineteen-year-old son or his wife. Renqing and Zhaolin found employment at the Liuyang Bamboo Products Factory. He made furniture. She joined other girls and women making blinds from scraps of bamboo. For the rest of her life, Zhaolin would be embittered at the reversal of fortune: “We could have had oceans of rice; instead, we have nothing!”

IN LIUYANG, only the beggars’ lives didn’t change. The town’s most familiar vagrant was Small Head Not Proportional to His Body. Clever enough to stake out his begging territory and strong enough to muscle out interlopers, he was the sole helping hand to unload the cart of coal that arrived daily for his neighbourhood eatery. In return, he kept his stomach full with the noodles that departing patrons left swimming in the lick of soup in the bottom of their bowls. If Small Head was but treading water, at least he felt in control of his fate.

The Lu family’s row house was in an older part of town between the South and East Gates. Liuyang was once a walled town. The gates were gone now, but their former locations still served to orient the people who lived there. Their neighbourhood was called Zhou Family Pier. Little remained of the original family settlement of the Zhous—tycoons who’d once controlled the upper river—except a sloping slab of concrete at the waterfront, which a descendent put in to ease the work of hauling water and washing laundry.

The Lus’ house was located at Number 35 Clear Water Alley, situated among three blocks of identical two-storey row houses, home to about a hundred families. There were two ways to reach the alley. Approaching from the riverbank, one would turn sharply uphill at the gnarled camphor tree. The dirt path turned into a stretch of stone slabs that became Clear Water Alley. A much easier approach, and the only access by vehicle, was uphill from the house. Turning off People’s Road onto River Road brought one to the back door and the second floor of the house; the road was carved into the hill.

The neighbourhood of Zhou Family Pier had the look of generations of neglect. The brick exteriors of the century-old houses had mostly fallen away to reveal rotted wood, clumsily repaired here and there with planking. Walls made of thin bamboo stakes separated one row house from another. In places, tacked-up bamboo matting covered holes that were large enough to step through.

Renqing decided he would try to escape this diminished life. He took it upon himself to enlist in the People’s Liberation Army. The army was one of the few ways out of rural poverty; it offered the security of a wage and new recruits were sent to Beijing to learn a trade, so enlisting held the added appeal of seeing the capital. Qiubao and Zhaolin only found out what their son had done when the order came for him to report to Beijing. They were not happy. Parents had as much disdain for their children becoming soldiers as joining the Party. “You don’t turn good iron into nails,” went the saying.

As far as the army brass were concerned, Renqing was a good prospect. They regarded revolutionary offspring as “good roots and shoots.” Qiubao and Zhaolin could not stop their son from going. Had they done so, the Party would have condemned their reactionary attitude. Of all people, a martyr’s family was expected to know how to comport themselves.

Renqing was happy in Beijing. He looked the part of an army man, tall, with a strong physique. The army trained him to be a driver and assigned him to the personal staff of an officer. Renqing was as pleased with this start to his army career as he was to be in Beijing. To stand in Tiananmen Square with its portrait of Chairman Mao, to watch the October 1st National Day celebrations when Mao himself stood at the Tiananmen Rostrum and waved to the crowd, was exhilarating. The capital embodied the glory that was new China. In 1958, the last stone was placed on the massive Monument to the Revolutionary Martyrs. On the heels of that unveiling, in what seemed to capture the meaning and spirit of Mao’s new Great Leap Forward to turn China into a modern industrial power, Beijing launched the construction project of Ten Great Buildings. Two of those were part of the redesign of Tiananmen Square: the Great Hall of the People, which would house the National People’s Congress, and the Museum of Chinese History formed a pair to flank the west and east sides of the square. The others were away from the square, including the Beijing Railway Station.

In the end, Renqing’s parents got their way. In 1959, three years into his fledgling army career, they sent him a letter summoning him home to Liuyang. “We’re old,” Qiubao wrote. “We need you to come home.” In the army, there were few acceptable grounds to ask for a discharge; caring for one’s parents in their old age was one. Though bitterly disappointed, Renqing did his filial duty.

Renqing came back to the dingy row house on Clear Water Alley and back to wearing out the footpath to the bamboo workshop. The business was now a co-operative. Collectivization had come to China. The township of Liuyang operated as a commune, every worker now a member of a brigade or a production team. Nobody worked for themselves; everyone served the state. The Party found ways to turn even the smallest concern into the people’s business. A raft that once sat at the river’s edge at Zhou Family Pier, there for the use of anyone who had to cross, had now become the People’s River Transportation Company. Some found it laughable that once they could pole themselves across the river for free, but now they had to pay the ferryman who had the new state job.

Zhaolin moved swiftly to find her twenty-four-year-old son a wife. She needed a daughter-in-law to help her find food. The Great Leap Forward had brought on severe shortages. She selected from among the girls she worked with. Fifteen-year-old Zhang Xizhen was a sensitive, gentle, and inward-looking girl. Her name, “Delicate Treasure,” suited her; she was slight and plain but for her strikingly large and expressive eyes.

From the start, Zhaolin was the overbearing mother-in-law. Delicate Xizhen was hapless and without fight, and also ill prepared for the domestic responsibilities of a daughter-in-law. The last of five children, she had lost her mother at an early age. Her widowed father and an older brother had lovingly raised her, doting upon her and indulging her. Now, the older woman was left to fume at how her daughter-in-law lay sleeping while she herself was awake and busying herself before dawn. The chores were endless. Besides foraging for food, keeping the house clean, and cooking, someone had to haul heavy buckets of water from the river and wash clothes at its edge.

Renqing added to his mother’s litany of complaints about his new wife. As if to emphasize the lovelessness of the match, he also put her down at every turn. He belittled her standard of cleanliness. He never shut up about his aversion to her body odour. Between her mother-in-law’s hectoring and her husband’s insults, Delicate Xizhen was often reduced to tears. To cope, she made frequent trips across town to the North Gate, to her birth home. She would confide her woes to her father and her brother, Mingxian. In keeping with his name, “Bright, Worthy,” her brother would brighten her mood and restore her sense of self-worth. She would dry her eyes, laugh, and for a little while feel happy.

IN 1963, DELICATE XIZHEN fulfilled her first duty as a wife and produced a son. Traditionally, the honour of naming a child went to the grandparents. On his own initiative, old Qiubao took his grandson to a fortune teller, who predicted that the boy would achieve “great things even before he leaves childhood.” What he foretold of the boy’s character pleased both grandparents even more: “He will be a man of his own sphere. He will follow his own way.” Qiubao named his grandson Decheng. Its meaning, “Virtuous Success,” embodied his hopes for the child.

The women from the Residents’ Committee were among the first to visit upon news of a birth in the neighbourhood. The government set up these committees everywhere in the 1950s. Two or three “reliable and warm-hearted retirees,” in other words, elderly women whom the Party trusted, were given the job of getting to know every family in their neighbourhood, while making sure neighbours behaved as good comrades ought to. In the towns, each committee was responsible for, on average, three-hundred households, and in the country, entire villages. By the 1960s, the committees had grown, typically, to four elderly women. Their tasks expanded; they took orders and instructions from the Party then reported back on residents’ compliance with Party dictates and their sympathies for the Revolution. As a consequence, residents began to see these female cadres with the red arm bands as snoops who would get them into trouble.

Tensions eased at Number 35 Clear Water Alley when provincial cadres sent Renqing to work as a driver in the mountains near Shaoshan, because he was now absent from Liuyang for months at a time. The Hunan Provincial Transportation Company required a skilled man to drive 4-ton trucks loaded with minerals or timber. During the four years Renqing spent mostly away from home, he and Delicate Xizhen had a second child, a daughter. A third was on the way in 1968 when the province brought long-distance bus service to Liuyang. Needing drivers, the company transferred Renqing back to his hometown.

He had a new status in town; now he was Driver Lu. A popular phrase, “Four wheels and a knife,” summed up the two occupations that the average person coveted—driver and butcher. A discreet slip of the blade could ensure that meat appeared on the family table. A driver, admired for his rare skill, had access to vehicles and could offer a lift for later favours in return. Being a long-distance driver also gave Renqing a way to top up his salary. On out-of-town trips, if he scrimped on what he ate, he could pocket what he didn’t spend of his meal allowance.

With this new assignment, Driver Lu had the security of belonging to a “work unit,” the all-important danwei. Assigned to one, a person could expect lifetime employment. A work unit wasn’t just a means to regular wages; it was the organization by which the Party and the government controlled almost every aspect of a person’s life. It provided dormitory housing, so that colleagues were also neighbours. Depending on how well off the work unit was, it reimbursed the full costs of health care for workers and usually, at least partial costs for their immediate family. It distributed the ration coupon books for grains and oil and cotton and any other goods that came under rationing if in short supply, such as bicycles. It issued permits for travel, gave permission to join the Party, enter university, marry—and later, when the one-child policy came into effect, become pregnant. The work unit held political study classes. Even recreation was often centred around the work unit. At the end of an individual’s working life, the work unit paid the pension, sometimes even the funeral expenses.

The new Liuyang Long-Distance Bus Station opened up on the north edge of town. A new route, called Station Road, joined the terminal to the highway that locals called “Changnan Road,” because it connected two provincial capitals, Changsha to the west and Nanchang, the capital of Jiangxi, to the east. The station’s wooden dormitories were built to house employees and their families. They had electricity but no running water. Each block contained forty units, twenty on each of two floors, accessed by an exterior corridor with a staircase at each end. The front of each unit had one window and a door and each floor had a communal latrine. An outbuilding served as a communal bath for the entire compound.

Driver Lu and his family were given Unit 6 on the ground floor. The single room measured 5 metres by 5 metres, and at the back was a nook for the hearth. Faced with such cramped quarters, Driver Lu and his pregnant wife arranged for their first-born, Decheng, then five years old, to stay behind at Clear Water Alley to be raised by his grandparents. The couple moved to the dormitory with their three-year-old daughter. In short order, Delicate Xizhen gave birth to a second. The first daughter was Dongmei—“Winter Plum” for the season of her birth—and the newest baby was Xinhui—“New Rays.”

YOUNG DECHENG DIVIDED HIS DAYS between his mother and Grandmother Lu. A day with the old lady always included a walk along the riverbank to visit Auntie, her only surviving child, who lived with her own family in a rundown house at the river’s edge. Delicate Xizhen would sometimes collect her son from Clear Water Alley on her way to the bamboo workshop, where children of the women workers played at their feet, or on her way home. Occasionally she’d keep him at the station dormitory overnight; if his father was away there would be extra sleeping room.

Every day at Clear Water Alley, Decheng wandered next door to Number 34, the home of old Carpenter Yi and his wife. The couple loved children and their own were long grown. Carpenter Yi’s wife enjoyed playing chess with the neighbourhood children and he was a gifted storyteller. Other children, quickly bored, would wander off, but not Decheng. He sat at the carpenter’s knee, listening raptly. His favourites were mysteries featuring Judge Di, a fictional character in Tang dynasty fables, which had been collected and popularized in China by Robert Van Gulik, a Dutch diplomat in the 1930s. In one of the stories that Decheng liked best, the judge, who regularly stumbled on wrongdoing and righted it with his cleverness, is convinced a man was murdered, yet the corpse reveals nothing. The widow, trying to be helpful, suggests he check the skull. Judge Di finds an embedded nail and, his suspicions roused, orders the exhumation of the widow’s previous husband. Sure enough, he finds a similarly placed nail and he fingers the widow in both murders.

Come evening at Clear Water Alley, Grandmother Lu would allow her “Little Treasure,” as she called Decheng, to fall asleep downstairs, and when she herself was ready to retire, she took him in her arms and carried him up the narrow stairs to his bed. The boy slept securely. His mother left him comforts—a mosquito net, an extravagance that no one else in the family enjoyed, and a quilt that she had sewn for him and patched whenever necessary.

Whenever Decheng stayed at the station and saw his parents together, he saw how cold they were to each other. It hurt to see his mother’s tears, but they invariably meant a visit to her birth home, one of his favourite places. Uncle Mingxian was married now so it was his household. But as before, aunts and uncles and cousins were constantly coming and going.

The relatives always fawned over Decheng and his little sisters, who were the youngest of the cousins. Hands constantly ruffled his hair or stroked his cheek. “You are the most lovable little boy,” the relatives would say. Decheng had many nicknames, and they addressed him by whichever one he had going, most of them his family name together with endearments of the relatives’ own invention. Besides Lu Chengpi, which played on another meaning of cheng—wrinkled orange peel—they called him Lu Popo, meaning “pickled egg,” which then became Lu Bobo, describing an egg about to become an embryo. Later, seeing how much Decheng loved to eat any kind of doufu, not only the watery variety but also a regional specialty and one-time staple of soldiers known as “stinky doufu”—bean curd fermented in a vegetable and fish brine and deep-fried to a crisp, with a smell so bad that people would cross the road to avoid it—they called him Lu Doufu. Finally, a growth spurt inspired Lu Gao, “tall.”

The young Decheng got some of the same fussing-over at his mother’s bamboo workshop, and he considered the trip there to be a reward in itself. After a long walk along the riverbank, Decheng and his mother turned to follow a fast-flowing stream that branched off the river. The bridge they had to cross to reach the workshop had no rails and was only two stone slabs wide, requiring them to walk single file, so that Decheng faced rushing water on either side and could see it between the slabs at his feet. Every time he crossed, his mother extravagantly praised his bravery.

The shared joys of these walks ended when Decheng was seven or eight. Delicate Xizhen had to stop work. What began with episodes of spitting up blood grew into several emergency trips to the hospital. Doctors diagnosed rheumatic heart disease. With rest and the aid of traditional herbs, Xizhen hoped to regain her strength and eventually return to work. Reduced to a one-income household, the Lu family was chased by hunger. Sometimes Decheng and his sisters gnawed on their mother’s medicinal herbs and roots, despite their bitter taste.

By now, Decheng was old enough to haul water from the communal water pump and refill the supply of coal bricks for the dormitory unit’s hearth. He could also accompany his mother on her daily walks to shop in the market just off People’s Road. One of those trips gave him an early sense that his mother had qualities that were anything but ordinary. He was walking hand in hand with her in the crowded market, when his mother stooped to pick up a ten-yuan banknote that he had also noticed lying on the ground. A ten-yuan note was a rare sight; nothing larger than a five—for most, an entire week’s wages—would ever pass through most people’s hands. His mother caught up to a man walking just ahead. She tapped him on the shoulder and showed him the ten-yuan note, and asked if he had dropped it. Decheng had not seen the note fall to the ground and he was sure his mother hadn’t either, so who knew who it belonged to? Seeing the relief that flooded the man’s face, however, filled him with guilt that he should have doubted his mother.

On another trip to the market, the two were on an errand to buy his mother cotton slippers with a rope sole. A pair cost two yuan. When Delicate Xizhen found and paid for her purchase, the clerk gave her an extra ten yuan in change. His mother immediately realized the mistake and handed it back. Decheng’s large eyes widened. What a good person my mother is, he thought. After all, this was a state shop, the clerk was a state worker. It wasn’t her money. Not like the man in the market, who had dropped a ten-yuan note of his own. Later, back at the dormitory, Decheng was excited to share the story. He told a neighbour how his mother had returned the extra ten yuan. The neighbour was scornful. “What a stupid woman your mother is!” Confused, Decheng said no more.

DELICATE XIZHEN’S STAY AT HOME lasted a year. Her condition worsening, she was admitted for a convalescence at the Hospital of Chinese Medicine. Because the work unit’s health insurance didn’t cover all of her bill, the family opted for this hospital over the adjoining People’s Hospital; traditional medicine was cheaper than Western drugs, which made up most of a patient’s bill. Driver Lu’s parents helped the beleaguered family by taking in all three of the children.

When summer holidays ended and time came again for school, Grandfather Lu gave his grandson three yuan to pay his fees. All that summer Decheng had lingered in front of a shop window on People’s Road, admiring the toy tanks and fighter jets. An idea came to him; he could work the distractions of his grandparents and his parents to his advantage. He went to his father and collected money for the same school fees, took the extra back to the shop, and bought the toys. He hid his purchases at his grandparents’ house, but it was only a matter of time before he was found out. Grandfather Lu was so upset that he jumped up and down, shouting, “You have cheated adults. Even worse, you have cheated your own parents!” Decheng had never heard his grandfather raise his voice before nor seen him so angry. It was then that he understood the high expectations the old man had of him. He took his punishment: his grandfather bound him to the staircase and paddled his backside. It was the first and last time his grandfather would physically discipline him.

Grandfather Lu let Decheng keep the toys. The boy asked, had he ever had to beat his father? “I never had to lay a hand on your father,” the old man said. When his grandmother added, “Your father always listened to us,” Decheng was sure he heard disappointment. Then, unable to hide her pride, she said, “You are such a naughty boy!” His own father behaved toward him as men thought a father should—distant, remote, and stern. Any interaction was intended strictly to demonstrate authority: “When you stand, stand up straight! When you sit, sit up straight! Your hands, out of your pockets!”

Comparing his father’s bland admonishments with his grand-father’s lessons on life, Decheng had a sense that there were strengths and weaknesses that set one individual apart from another. He realized that his grandparents had already been reduced to poverty and that taking in his sisters and him had to be a strain on the old couple. But he saw that poverty didn’t have to mean a loss of spirit, which he’d seen little of in his father.

LIKE OTHER CHILDREN, Decheng passed his time at the river’s edge watching some of the poorest fathers of Liuyang wade into the water with their homemade basket traps. Everyone in town used to rely on the river for food. That changed after the new steel bridge was raised and people were seduced by progress. The fishery co-operative gleefully used dynamite charges so that carp and grass fish floated belly up on the surface of the river, there for the taking. Within a few short years, the fish were so small that the co-operative abandoned the river to the poor. Every year, before the spring torrent carried the melt down from the mountains, two of those poor fathers drove bamboo poles into the river bottom and anchored a net, its holes stitched smaller than the year before. On the day the river was running the fastest, they pulled up the net. All eyes watched for even a single large fish. If one emerged, a runner was sent to sell the fish to any family in town having a wedding or a funeral. In summer, when the waters of the Liuyang receded, the children awaited the return of the poorest fathers, who planted vegetables in the rich silt left behind.

Grandfather Lu, too old to challenge the river or to stoop in the silt, strapped a basket to his back and plied the ditches in search of a different bounty. Decheng joined him, rising early in the morning. The old man taught him to follow the wind in chase of waste paper, which Decheng snared with a bamboo stick rigged with a nail protruding from its end. Grandfather Lu took a sharp knife and scraped off faded paper banners printed with propaganda slogans and outdated dazibao left on walls. Sometimes the posters were from the first years of the Cultural Revolution, typically denouncing teachers, who were gone from Liuyang because they’d been sent to the countryside to do physical labour. In some places, they were several layers thick. Grandfather Lu and Decheng also picked up pieces of broken bottles. Once the old man had collected enough glass and paper, he sold it to the waste reclamation depot.

Though against the rules of collective agriculture, Grandfather Lu kept ducks. His seven or eight spent their days on the river, but he’d trained them to return to the house at day’s end. So that they might avoid attracting notice from neighbours inclined to report him, he dug the birds a hidden passageway under the threshold. His ducks delivered the eggs that made festival days special. Grandfather Lu made sure nobody took for granted the blessings one had. At every meal, if even a grain of rice fell from someone’s chopsticks or slipped between the bowl and the lips, either onto the table or floor, Grandfather Lu expected it to be retrieved and eaten gratefully.

At mealtimes Decheng saw what a favoured position he occupied. Meat was a luxury and fish a rarity. Usually, the protein for the table was one or two blocks of “watery doufu,” fresh-curdled soy milk, which people lined up for daily at the co-operative. It didn’t matter if one had money to buy more; daily purchases were limited. Grandmother Lu served Decheng even before her husband. Decheng always got the largest portion. If there was a piece of juicy fat among the vegetables, it was his. Any time a special treat was to be had, say crystal pears in season, Grandmother Lu would hold it back from his sisters until he arrived home from school.

THE EDUCATIONAL REFORMS of the Cultural Revolution had shortened the number of years children spent in school. In Liuyang, primary schooling was cut from six years to five, and junior middle school from three years to two. Decheng did not enrol until he was seven. Three times a week, or sometimes more, half the school day was devoted to learning by physical labour. The youngest children gathered mulberry leaves to feed a silkworm operation. Older students did heavier work, most often making bricks to build dormitories for teachers. Decheng preferred the physical work to studying Chairman Mao’s thoughts in the classroom. In fact, he enjoyed it immensely. He was strong for his age and growing quickly, and quite ably carried mud on a shoulder pole, fed the fiery kiln, and loaded finished bricks into baskets.

Outside of school, Decheng devoted himself to a purer sort of play. He and his friends transformed alleyways and the riverbanks into a playground. In summer, the river level dropped and revealed pebbles that begged to test the boys’ throwing arms. In winter, they waited for days when fat snowflakes drifted down like goose feathers and a thin layer of ice formed at the river’s edge, so they could break shards off to eat. Day and night, the young Decheng played and played, stopping only at the sound of his grandmother’s voice. She’d come within shouting distance, call him and wait for him to appear, and then they would walk home together.

One early morning, in his second year of primary school, Decheng was, as usual, making his way to school along People’s Road. When he reached Plum Tree Alley, he saw Li Hongwu, new to school that year. For the last several weeks, the boy hadn’t been seen in class and Decheng had assumed that he’d dropped out. Now he saw why: one leg and one eye were heavily bandaged. The boy was holding a bench and struggling down the solid rock slope of the alley. He repeatedly lifted and planted the bench in front of him, leaned on it for support, and dragged himself forward. Decheng rushed to help.

When Decheng had first seen Hongwu in school, he had figured that the boy was one of many late beginners from the countryside. That would have explained his appearance: malnourished, short for his age, his clothing dirty and ragged. As it turned out, Li Hongwu, two years older than Decheng, had been born in the same neighbourhood of Liuyang. Both of his grandmothers were martyrs’ widows. Hongwu had indeed lived in the countryside working alongside his father for the past year and a half, picking up stones in a gypsum mine. He had decided to take the job to pay for his school fees in town.

Hongwu had not quit school; he’d been injured playing hide and seek in the courtyard of a neighbour’s home. On that day, heavy rainfall had made the stone slabs slippery. He’d tripped, dislodging a stone that concealed a deep hole and jammed his leg. Hongwu’s playmate tumbled into him, forcing his leg deeper into the hole. Hongwu screamed in pain, sweat running off him like water. The neighbour sent for the injured boy’s father, while he worked to free Hongwu’s trapped leg.

Li Hongwu’s family was much gossiped about in town: Ironworker Li had a fondness for drink; his wife had gone mad. In an oft-repeated story, Mrs. Li once took four of her ten children down to the river’s edge and threw them in, but the water was so shallow they walked out. She wandered the town mumbling nonsense and—“If you need any more proof she’s crazy,” people said—scribbling slogans on the outside of houses like “Let’s fight Mao!”

Ironworker Li arrived in the courtyard. Hongwu was howling. His father took one look at his mangled leg and lost his temper: “We’re so poor! How can we pay for the doctor? How will we survive?” He drew a fist, wound up, punched his son in the eye, and went home.

The neighbour, a high official in the commune, had privileged access to health care. Senior cadres like him went to designated hospitals and saw the best doctors, and their medical costs were fully covered. The official took Hongwu to emergency at the People’s Hospital and pulled rank to have him seen immediately. A doctor said the break in the boy’s leg required the expertise of a big-city hospital. Fortunately, the neighbour also had access to a car and driver. Two hours later, after a tortuously bumpy ride, Hongwu was attended to by a top surgeon at a hospital in Changsha, where again, the official had been able to press his privileges. After three weeks at home, Hongwu had been so anxious to return to school that he’d resorted to using the bench.

Decheng hoisted the smaller boy onto his back and, at day’s end, carried him home and deposited him at his doorstep. He enlisted Yu Zhijian, a childhood friend who lived nearby, to help until Hongwu’s leg healed. Zhijian was one of the brightest students in the school and loved studying; he appreciated as few other boys would Hongwu’s effort to get to school. This gesture of kindness on Decheng’s part worked a kind of alchemy that bound him and Hongwu in an uncommon friendship.

ONE SUMMER MORNING, nine-year-old Decheng was absorbed in a game that neighbourhood boys invented using marbles and chess pieces. The pieces were set up against a wall, and players collected points according to the worth of the piece their marbles hit. Everyone wanted the King and his Mandarin, but first you had to get the Soldiers, the Minister, the Elephant, the Cannon, the Horse, and the Chariot, or whatever figures the contributing chess sets yielded.

Decheng’s game was interrupted.

“Lu Decheng! Lu Decheng!”

A neighbour was calling urgently. “Come with me. Your mother has died.”

Not a week ago, Decheng had visited his mother in hospital. She had been there almost a year now, so he’d grown accustomed to her absence. On that day, her condition had seemed no different than the last time he’d visited.

“See you again, Mama,” he said upon leaving. “I’ll go now.”

She held him back a moment. “I have a favour to ask of you.” She gave him a twenty-fen coin. She wanted him to go to the market to buy her some preserved mugua. At the mention of the sour fruit, Decheng’s cheeks puckered and his mouth watered. Mugua was a delicacy, more expensive than meat, and considered to have medicinal value as an aid to digestion. About the size of a small pear, it grew wild in the mountains outside of town. To prepare it for eating, it was steamed in syrup and dried in the sun, nine times over.

I haven’t been to the market, Decheng thought as he followed the neighbour to the hospital. In fact, he’d forgotten his mother’s request until now.

They passed the market on their way. Decheng thought of how his mother would have been confident that her son knew his way around the many stalls and vendors and could find her the mugua on his own.

In the peace room, a windowless room on the first floor of the hospital, Decheng saw his mother’s body, surrounded by her family. Grandfather Zhang had collapsed in a faint. Uncle Mingxian’s tears and those of his wife flowed freely.

Renqing’s eyes were dry.

My father was never good to my mother, Decheng thought. He gazed at his mother’s face. Her expression looked peaceful, more so than he’d ever seen. It struck him that she’d been released from a trying life. He looked back at his father and thought he looked as if he were feeling sorry for himself.

“Decheng, why aren’t you crying,” an adult chided. In keeping with the rituals of death of a family member, grief, if not heartfelt, was nonetheless to be feigned as a show of respect.

Delicate Xizhen’s coffin was brought to Clear Water Alley. Tradition holds that a mother’s or father’s coffin be brought to the home of the eldest son, where it remains for three days for mourners to pay their respects.

Neighbours and colleagues from the bus station spoke in hushed tones. “Three young children with no mother!” “How old was she?” “Twenty-eight.” “Apparently she was sickly even as a child.”

Visiting mourners glanced over at the dead woman’s boy and remonstrated him. “Why aren’t you crying.”

By custom, the husband and eldest son had to keep vigil until the funeral. Someone spread straw on the floor for them to lie on. Nearby, two candles burned beside a framed portrait of Delicate Xizhen. A metre-long stick of incense, long enough to last the night, burned slowly, its straightness intended to keep her spirit from wandering on its way to the afterlife.

Decheng lay beside the coffin unable to sleep. In his hand, he fingered the twenty-fen coin his mother had given him. On the third night, exhausted, he fell into a deep sleep.

Slap! SLAP! He woke to his father hitting him, hard, across the face.

“You’re such a bad son!” Renqing yelled at Decheng. “You can sleep so soundly beside your dead mother!”

In the echoing silence, Decheng thought about how he both wanted his mother and yet was happy she was freed from this world.
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