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A Lifelong Journey (Excerpt)

Chapter Three

There were hardly any yards on the smaller streets of Guangzi section. 
With little space between the homes, doors and windows faced the 
unpaved streets and the homes on the other side. The families were dirt 
poor when they first showed up after roaming around, children in tow, 
their belongings hanging on shoulder poles. A home with a yard never 
entered their minds. Besides, as we’ve seen, their thoughts were on the 
homes they left, with no plans on settling here. Given that mindset, why 
not throw up a one- or two-room mud-brick shack as a roof over the 
heads of a family of transients and be done with it? Building the houses 
very close to each other saved them the trouble of throwing up walls 
between them. The communal wall was not a cold wall, which benefitted 
both houses. Facing one another across narrow streets, the people felt 
safe. If something bad were to happen to any of them, a shout out the 
door or window could be heard up and down the street.

The people had never experienced a neighborhood relationship derived 
from such living conditions in their farming villages. The virtue of this 
new experience was, they considered themselves one big family now 
that the communal walls were down. This presented an incentive for 
them to get along and cooperate. The major defect was, if two families 
became enemies, creating an ugly antagonistic state of affairs, pleasant 
days were unimaginable. It was considered unwise, reckless even, for two 
families on the same street, especially close neighbors, to let relations 

*  Original Chinese text taken from: 梁晓声，《人世间》. 北京 : 青年文学出版社 , 2021 (LIANG 
Xiaosheng, A Lifelong Journey. Beijing: Qingnian Wenxue Chubanshe, 2021), pp. 22–43.
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deteriorate to this degree, “You look up and you see your neighbor” was 
an apt description of daily life for everyone, adults and children. There 
was, of course, a downside—a lack of privacy. The sounds of chopping 
vegetables, splitting firewood, and smashing blocks of coal traveled into 
neighbors’ houses all year round. During months when windows were 
opened to breezes, a person could not help but see what the family 
across the street was doing. If an unfamiliar face showed up at one of the 
homes, trying to keep that a secret would be an act of folly.

Compared to the time around 1949, though the streets now had names 
and the people had addresses, the houses had become dilapidated. The 
straw in thatched roofs of the past had been visually appealing, but after 
the ravages of twenty years, it had been blown to who knows where by 
gusty winds, and replaced by asphalt felt, an expensive proposition, too 
costly for the inhabitants to do regularly. So they too deteriorated, and 
when leaks appeared, odd pieces of felt were picked up somewhere to 
patch the holes. Rocks to keep them from being blown off completed the 
process. Some of the roofs began to look like active chess boards.

Windows and doors were askew up and down the streets, some 
dangerously so. Hard to open, impossible to shut. The men trimmed 
and cut them with kitchen knives and hatchets until they were hardly 
recognizable.

When women went visiting, a neighbor’s house with well-shaped 
windows and doors brought praise and envy. “If my house looked like 
this, I wouldn’t ask for another thing the rest of my life,” they’d say. 
“Windows and doors like yours make it look like a real home.”

The houses kept getting squatter, primarily because road improvements 
raised the height of the streets. With higher streets, rainwater unavoidably 
ran down into the houses. To keep them from being flooded, families were 
forced to build embankments in front. Obviously, that is an exaggeration, 
since all they did was pile mud and coal ash into an arch shape. From one end 
of the street to the other every house, it seemed, was fronted by a sort of 
bunker.

The public toilets were also in danger of tipping over. Some were 
already gone, having been filled in by order of neighborhood officials. The 
footboards had rotted away, making a visit to the toilet a danger to life 
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and limb. People were afraid their children might fall in and drown. Yet 
despite being no longer in use, come spring, the foul odor emerging from 
the ground below them had passersby holding their noses. Not knowing 
what else to do, the officials planted trees of middling height. They did 
not live long. The residents, originally from farming villages, knew they’d 
been over-fertilized. For them, that was just common sense. But they 
said nothing, concerned that the officials would chastise them as second-
guessers known as “next day prophets.”

All the streetlight poles remained where they’d always been, except 
there were no light bulbs, their disappearance evidence of people looking 
for petty gains. Some of the poles had tipped over, causing the residents 
to long for the “good old days.”

Zhou Bingkun’s house was on the front end of the street, the first on the 
block. It had two rooms of equal size—twenty or so square meters each. 
Bingkun’s father, Zhou Zhigang, had been a filial son, an only son, who 
had anticipated the day when he could settle down and bring his parents 
from Shandong hometown to carry out his filial duties. He borrowed 
money at a prohibitive rate of interest in order to build a two-room house. 
He insisted on being both a good son and a good father, and fortune 
was with him. When the older couple arrived, Bingkun’s grandmother 
gave his father a bracelet, telling him it was a valuable family heirloom. 
Bingkun’s elder brother, Bingyi, had just been born, so his father took 
the bracelet to someone who could tell him what it was worth. The man 
said it was indeed a valuable bracelet and offered to introduce him to a 
wealthy Russian who collected Chinese jade, on condition that he receive 
a percentage of what was paid. Northeast China was considered liberated 
territory at the time, and usurious money lenders, who were guilty of 
much bad conduct, were being punished by the new authorities. They 
canceled borrowers’ outstanding debts, money they could not have paid 
anyway, since the local money was declared invalid. And so, the bracelet 
did not change hands. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) had been 
founded by the time Bingkun was born. He had a sister who was two 
years older than him and a brother who was three years older than her.

During the famine of the 1960s, Bingkun’s grandparents were denied 
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rations in the city and returned to Shandong, where they died soon after. 
By then, Bingkun’s father had taken a construction job in northwest  
China.

Although the family was envied for having its own two-room mud-
brick house, it was far from an ideal situation, for theirs was the nearest 
house to the government-built toilet, no more than a dozen meters away. 
Bingkun’s mother had argued against the placement of the toilet, but 
had been talked around by a neighborhood official who was particularly 
adept at ideological work. In reality, given how narrow the street was, a 
spot opposite the Zhou family’s house was the only workable site. The 
public toilet served all the families, who would have been offended if the 
Zhou family had fought to have it put elsewhere. So everyone had agreed, 
though some residents had done so reluctantly. To compensate the Zhou 
family for their sacrifice, the authorities had granted them ten meters of 
space in front of the house for a yard, making theirs the only house on the 
block with one.

Over the following two years, their doors and windows remained shut 
even in the heat of summer.

When Bingkun’s father returned on a family visit from the northwest, he 
was neither happy nor unhappy with what he saw.

Trying to put the best face on things, as a member of the first 
generation of construction workers in the PRC, he told his wife and 
children, “The government seems to have been fair enough. Since you like 
to plant things, if not for that toilet, you wouldn’t have the space to do 
so. Besides, having a toilet nearby is convenient, and what’s wrong with 
that?”

While he was home, he opened windows in the rear wall of both rooms, 
which made the house brighter and cooler in the summer, and less 
odorific.

The Zhou family’s yard was the bright spot of the block.

By 1972, in the Zhou family, only BIngkun and his mother remained at 
home.

His brother, Bingyi, a senior in the city’s top high school the year before 
the Cultural Revolution was launched, had planned to take the college 
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exam, with his parents’ approval. But that dream went up in smoke. 
During the Down to the Countryside movement, he was part of the 
“carefree crowd,” hiding out at home to read banned books and getting 
romantically involved with a classmate, Hao Dongmei. The girl’s father, 
once deputy governor of the province, had been toppled in the early 
years of the Cultural Revolution. Red Guard organizations excluded sons 
and daughters of “Black Five Categories” individuals like her father, and 
she had no interest in joining anyway, so she too became a member of 
the “carefree crowd,” those who were voluntarily marginalized, and who 
became objects of scorn by rebel groups. But denied continued education 
and jobs, their state of mind was anything but “carefree.” They were 
saddled with more concerns than even the zealous rebels. Rebellion 
was at minimum an opportunity for the young to forget their worries 
for the moment and do something that seemed meaningful. Anyone not 
interested in doing even that would naturally have to find other ways of 
eliminating anxieties.

Zhou Bingyi and Hao Dongmei’s means of doing that was to read 
banned books and become lovers, a unique and efficient way of going 
about it. The only authors whose work existed in China of the time were 
Mao Zedong and Lu Xun. Or so it seemed. But in every age, there are 
people who are willing to take risks. Bingyi and Dongmei were able to 
get their hands on new books. Sometimes, they’d draw the curtains in his 
house and read to one another. Then they’d talk about what they’d read, 
even argue about it. Bingkun, his sister, Zhou Rong, and her boyfriend, Cai 
Xiaoguang, were members of the underground reading group. 

Bingyi and Dongmei, the founders, would later sign up for the Down 
to the Countryside movement, joining the first wave of students to leave 
the city. Unfortunately, owing to her father’s being blacklisted, Dongmei 
would not be permitted entry into one of the production brigades, and 
would be sent to a farm. Luckily, it would not be too far from Bingyi’s 
production brigade. As to her older son’s departure and his involvement 
with the daughter of a “capitalist roader,” his mother’s attitude was one 
of letting things work themselves out. The year after Bingyi joined the 
production brigade, he would be assigned to the division headquarters as 
an officer in the propaganda sub-section.



6 LIANG Xiaosheng

Zhou Rong was a first-year student in No. 3 Middle School, one of the 
city’s best. She and Bingyi were stand-outs in both conduct and learning, 
and were also endowed with artistic talent. He played a mean two-string 
erhu and was the school’s poet, having published several poems before 
the Cultural Revolution. She had a wonderful voice and was a classic 
beauty who had participated in a municipal music festival as a student 
performer. Xiaoguang, the boy who would become her boyfriend was 
a leader of rebel faction at a top technical school, the son of a one-
time member of the Provincial Military Commission. After the Provincial 
Revolutionary Committee was created, he took off his uniform and 
assumed duties as a high official in the Provincial Commerce Department. 
But the relationship between Zhou Rong and Cai Xiaoguang was not as 
clear-cut as that of her brother and his girlfriend. It seemed more one-
sided, he more interested in her than she in him. In fact, she would not 
admit publicly that they were a couple at all, just friends, as she often 
emphasized to her family, and ordinary friends at that.

Zhou Rong’s mother wished her daughter could be more than friends 
with the boy, could even be considered engaged to be married. Having an 
intimate relationship without being married carried no protection under 
the law. It was, however, the relationship the people’s “morality court” 
attached great importance to. The sense of obligation and ardor they tied 
to that sort of importance outweighed even protection for sub-district 
hygiene.

Zhou Rong’s mother admonished her time and again, “If you can’t 
make up your mind about someone like Cai Xiaoguang, what in the world 
are you looking for? He’s a little shorter than you, but in my eyes, he’s a 
good match in every other way. A boy from a family like doesn’t think the 
threshold at our door is too low for him, and that alone makes him a rare 
find.”

“Ma,” her daughter said with a smile, “this is for me to deal with. Don’t 
worry about it. If you insist on being concerned, then be concerned about 
my brother.”

“Your brother and Dongmei are so close you can hardly separate them, 
a solid relationship, like nailing two boards together. What could there be 
to worry about? It’s you who concerns me. I’m afraid to see you pass up a 
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perfect match.”
Having heard enough, the girl laid out her side: “First, Ma, you have to 

understand that he and I are not a couple. I don’t know how many times 
I’ve told you. We’re just friends, garden-variety friends. Second, what I 
don’t understand is, why would our family threshold be low? My father is 
one of the PRC’s first construction workers . . .”

Her mother’s anger flared. She pointed to the door. “Look,” she said, 
“take a good look! Would you call that a high threshold?”

Rong could hardly keep from laughing out loud after a glance.
She put her arms around her mother and said, half kittenish, half 

serious, “Yes, Xiaoguang is kind of short, but that’s never bothered me. 
And you’re right, he’s good to me, he’s a really good guy. But the city is 
full of unmarried guys like him, and I won’t be passing up a perfect match. 
Ma, I’m not in as big a hurry to get married and settle down as my brother 
is, so please stop all this talk and give me some time to figure out what I 
want.”

Her mother could not stay mad at her kittenish daughter. She’d always 
been a gentle, quiet girl, though she had a defiant streak, and the last 
thing her mother wanted was to talk and talk, and get a rise out of her. As 
usual, nothing was resolved.

Cai Xiaoguang was a frequent guest at the Zhou house, where he, Rong, 
and Dongmei listened to Bingyi read War and Peace and The Red and the 
Black to them. Granted, he was a leader of the technical school Rebel 
Faction, but he never acted like one, at least not with the family, always 
polite, well-mannered, and cultured. When Bingyi and Dongmei were 
discussing things, he was straightforward in making his views known, 
views and positions they generally agreed with.

For instance, he believed that War and Peace should be viewed as a 
literary work reflecting the relationship between war and people. It 
not only deals with rulers like the Tsar and Napoleon and field marshals 
and generals like Prince Kutuzov, but also with such Russian royalty as 
Andrei and Pierre. The author has drawn a rarely encountered picture 
of the women of Russian aristocracy with the war as a backdrop. Even 
more importantly, he describes the fates and psychological effects of 
low-ranking officers and ordinary soldiers on both sides, and especially 
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the residents, peasants, and serfs of Russian occupied cities. It has more 
characters than any other Tolstoy novel, a panorama of all classes of 
people in Russia. Without an epic like this, Lenin would surely not have 
appraised Tolstoy as “The mirror of the Russian Revolution.”

The three Zhou siblings responded to Xiaoguang’s views with silence. 
Bingkun, who felt sheepish for not having read the novel and thus had 
no personal views, was always silent in the presence of his siblings and 
Dongmei. But he loved listening to their discussions, something he found 
more interesting than the idle chatter of a previous generation. He was a 
lucky boy, and he knew it.

Bingyi said nothing for a moment, scratching his cheek with his little 
finger, then looked over at Dongmei, and said, “What do you think?”

“What Xiaoguang said makes sense,” she replied after thinking it over. 
“In Russian, the word ‘mir’ means both peace and world, so we can 
understand War and Peace as representing war and the world, or war and 
people.”

“I also think,” Xiaoguang added, “that Sholokhov’s And Quiet Flows 
the Don was heavily influenced by War and Peace, and that it can also be 
understood as a novel that casts a light on revolution and people. The 
protagonist is not a dedicated revolutionary, but someone who is caught 
up in the torrent of revolution. We can see that in a later novel, The Fate of 
a Man, he continues his theme of revolution and people. ”

Bingyi did not lower his head after listening to the continuation of those 
views. Instead, he kept his eye on Xiaoguang, almost squinting, and asked 
him, “What do you think of Sholokhov’s protagonist Grigori?”

“He’s a character who’s not his own master, and he hates that,” 
Xiaoguang said unhesitatingly.

Dongmei watched Xiaoguang as he got up and walked outside. With a 
glance at Bingyi, she shook her head.

“Okay,” Bingyi said, “I won’t ask him anything more. But I’m seeing him 
with new eyes.”

“He does love to read,” said Rong, “and that’s a fact.” 
As it turned out, Xiaoguang had heard the call of the seller of ice-cream 

bars outside and had run out to buy some, all creamy ones.
Zhou Rong took one for herself and told Bingkun to take one to their 
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mother. Whenever her children were reading and talking, she found 
something to do out in the yard, like the mothers of underground agents 
who had stood in doorways as lookouts when their sons and daughters 
held secret meetings. She knew her children were reading banned 
books with their friends at their homes, and she was okay with that. She 
believed that some of those books might be harmful, but she did not 
believe that all the books in China were to be banned or burned, labeled 
feudalistic, capitalistic, or revisionist, for that flew in the face of this 
illiterate woman’s common sense. More to the point, her children knew 
how to distinguish bad books from good ones and debated the issues 
with their friends. Since both education and the job market were closed to 
them, not allowing them to read could lead to real problems among the 
young. As their mother, she could not follow societal trends and watch 
her children spend all their time out on the street rebelling, could she?

So she never tried to stop them.
Xiaoguang told them he’d given their mother an ice cream bar on his 

way in.
After taking one for himself, Bingyi said to his sister, “Why don’t you ask 

Xiaoguang to stay for dinner?”
“You ask him if you want. Whether he sticks around or not is between 

the two of you, not me.”
She nibbled her ice cream bar and went out into the yard.
“What a queer duck,” Bingyi said with a frown.
He turned to Xiaoguang. “How about staying for dinner?” 
Xiaoguang smiled and nodded.
Rong’s mother walked in with her ice cream bar. “My daughter really 

can be a queer duck sometimes. But don’t let that bother you.”
“I won’t.” Said Xiaoguang.
“You’re her big brother,” she said to Bingyi, “so when she needs a 

talking to, you do it for your father and me. Complaining about her behind 
her back doesn’t help.”

“I don’t,” he said, “She carries grudges.”
Rong heard him. “Don’t ever forget that, dear brother,” she shouted.
“Act your age, Rong,” her mother said, feeling the need to be stern. 

“Don’t forget, you’re a young woman, and you have a younger brother. 
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What kind of model do you want to be for him? Aren’t you afraid Dongmei 
will laugh at you?”

“I won’t laugh at her,” Dongmei said in a loud voice. “She just wanted to 
change the tone of things, Auntie.” That was said for Zhou Rong’s benefit.

“You don’t have to take her side, Dongmei,” Rong’s mother said, 
turning quite serious. “What was wrong with the tone of things here? 
Why did it need to be changed by a weird duck like her?” 

“Nine out of ten pretty girls have weird personalities,” Bingkun blurted 
out.

The words still hung in the air when his sister burst into the room. 
“How about a little respect for your elders? I’d like to tie your tongue into 
knots,” she complained as she came at him with her fists.

A panicky Bingkun dropped his ice cream bar and tried to get away, first 
dodging behind his mother, then Dongmei, and finally Xiaoguang.

Everyone laughed gleefully, but not him and not his sister.
After dinner, someone brought up Kochetov’s novel The Brothers 

Yershov.
This time Bingkun eagerly participated in the discussion. “Third brother 

Sergei is worth our sympathy,” he said softly.
His words were met with stunned looks. Everyone stared at him as if he 

were a mute who’d just spoken.
Their mother was visiting neighbors, and not a casual visit, since a 

mother and her daughter-in-law down the street were feuding, and she 
went to smooth things over as head of the neighborhood committee. 
These were duties that made her happy in ways people might not 
understand, the sort of joy a young woman gets when painting her nails 
with the juice of forget-me-nots.

Now that Bingkun had opened his mouth, he let words spill out like 
beans from a tube. He poured out notions he’d held inside for so long. 
He’d picked up several passages from The Brothers Yershov when 
Dongmei was at his house reading it aloud, and he’d pretended to be 
asleep.

As if he felt like arguing, he continued, face red, neck tendons bulging: 
“No soldier wants to be taken prisoner. Wounded and no longer able 
to fight, he was captured. Was that his fault? Was it immoral? Sinful? His 
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brother and sister-in-law ignored him, even the woman he loved was icy-
cold. Was that fair?”

Dongmei looked at the other three people in the room, then lowered 
her eyes and said pensively, “From now on I’ll be seeing him in a different 
light too.”

His sister rapped him on the back of his head. “No more eavesdropping,” 
she said. “We don’t mind you listening, but just sit there and do so quietly, 
like today.”

Her tap drove another comment out of her brother: “Stalin’s son was a 
prisoner of war, too.”

That really surprised everyone, as could be seen on their faces.
“Tell us, where’d you hear that?” Zhou Rong said gravely.
Bingkun hesitated.
His sister rapped him on the head again, this time with her chopsticks. 

“Speak up.”
He replied softly, “That day Ma told me to walk out with Xiaoguang, he 

told me.”
Bingyi and Dongmei exchanged a look and breathed a sigh of relief.
“That’s the truth,” Xiaoguang said calmly, “I did tell him, he didn’t make 

it up.”
“You don’t have to explain,” Zhou Rong interrupted. “I hope you won’t 

forget that my little brother isn’t overly smart. And he has a one-track 
mind. Be careful what you say around him.”

Bingyi smiled and said to his sister, “Lighten up, will you? It’s no big 
deal.”

He got up and walked over to his brother and put his arm around him. 
“Don’t go telling people what books we’re reading and what we say 
about them, okay?”

“I know that.” Bingkun said.
“I believe your brother’s smarter than you think, Rong,” Dongmei said.
Xiaoguang agreed. “I think so, too.”
That brought a smile to everyone’s face.
Bingkun was nearly in tears, feeling a hurtful blow to his self-esteem.

One midday not long after Bingkun’s brother had gone down to the 
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countryside, a neighborhood official came to the Zhou house. They had 
just finished lunch and were about to clean up. The two siblings stood up 
and invited their guest to sit, respectfully calling her Aunty. The two older 
women knew one another well and had always gotten along well enough.

After taking a seat, Aunty looked at the youngsters. “I can’t bring myself 
to talk about this in front of them.”

Bright, young Zhou Rong guessed why their guest had come the 
moment she walked in the door.

“Aunty is here to encourage me and my brother to go down to the 
countryside, am I right?” she smiled before her mother could say anything.

Their guest clapped her hands. “Your Zhou Rong knows things before 
they happen!” she said approvingly.

“But didn’t our brother already go?” Bingkun chimed in.
“Since this is about you two, just sit still and hear Aunty out.”
“The policy is perfectly clear, and I don’t mean at the city or provincial 

levels, but from the highest authorities in the Central Committee in 
Beijing. For families with several children, all but one must go to the 
countryside. This is the road all revolutionary youth must take. Sooner 
better than later, especially to make revolution . . .”

Zhou Rong did not wait for her to finish. “Aunty,” she said matter-of-
factly, “we get the message. I’ll tell you straight out while you’re here, if 
it’s between me and my brother, I’ll go.”

“No, she can stay in the city,” Bingkun said urgently. “I’ll go.”
“Stop fighting,” their mother said, clearly upset. “I haven’t said my 

piece yet. Doesn’t a mother’s opinion count?”
“Of course, of course. Don’t fight over this. What a mother says is 

always important, especially for something this serious. You two and 
your mother can talk over who stays and who goes, and let me know in a 
few days. Now I have more work to do on other streets, so I’ll leave.” A 
sensible woman, the aunty saw it was time to go, so she stood up.

“I’m the one who’ll go,” Zhou Rong said. “That settles it.”
“Good enough. If you say it’s settled, then it’s settled. A person would 

have to be crazy to take on a job with all the backbiting I receive,” the 
aunty said with one foot out the door.

Their mother was crying when she looked at her daughter and then at 
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her son. “She does have a tough job,” she said after the woman left.
Zhou Rong stared at her brother. “You’re Mother’s lastborn and I’m 

your big sister, so I should go.”
“But you’re a girl,” he replied with a bit of pique, “and I’m a boy. A girl 

belongs with her mother, so the boy goes. Besides, she never takes me 
seriously.”

“When have I not taken you seriously?” his mother cried as she held 
him.

“It looks like you’ve made your decision, Ma,” Rong said with a laugh.
“I’m going to watch you every day to make sure you don’t get a chance 

to go.”
Although their mother had not taken a clear stand on the matter, when 

she and her daughter were taking apart a comforter cover that afternoon, 
she gave her twenty yuan to buy the things she’d need.

That night, Bingkun heard his mother and sister whispering in the next 
room.

“You know I’d hate for you to go, but your younger brother isn’t like you 
two. He’s never quite understood much of what’s going on around him. 
With his one-track mind, I’d worry about him away from home.”

“I don’t feel bad about going, Ma. It’s national policy for only one child 
to stay behind. Why should we be exceptions? Besides, I want to go. I’m 
in my twenties, too old to be hanging around home all day long. People 
will laugh at me. This is a good time for me to go, before they start. Some 
boys mature late, like my brother. For him, there’s a reason. There’s you, 
of course, but his own brother and sister have treated him like a boy who 
won’t grow up. No one’s ever asked his opinion on anything, big or small, 
and we don’t take him seriously even when he says something interesting. 
That’s why he’s like he is.”

Bingkun felt like shouting “What am I like?” But he didn’t. His brother 
was gone, his sister would be gone soon, and that meant that Dongmei 
and Xiaoguang would not be coming around, a thought that unsettled 
him. He was worried he couldn’t deal with being alone.

“Don’t worry, Ma,” Zhou Rong added. “He’s a good boy, just a little 
dense, that’s all. He might grow up one day and get smart.”

His self-esteem took another hit, sending tears down his face.
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“I hope you’re not going to a production brigade, Rong. Better to go 
to one of the farms near town. Getting wages in the production brigade 
is good, but they’re too far. And you can only come home to visit every 
two years, tied down by military discipline, not free to come and go when 
you feel like it. If you’re at a local farm, you can come home anytime, and I 
won’t worry myself sick.”

“All right, Ma, I’ll do what you say.”
“How about your relationship with Xiaoguang? Will that end when you 

leave?”
“Maybe not. We’ll see what happens.”
Her mother sighed. “These are the best years of a girl’s life. You know 

that, don’t you?”
Her mother was in tears. She took her hand and said softly, “Don’t let 

that bother you, Ma. A life well spent is more important than those best 
years.” 

Zhou Rong started spending less time at home, in order to say good-
bye to her teachers and classmates. She’d always had lots of friends, and 
valued her friendships with them all. She’d been a favorite of her teachers, 
even those who hadn’t taught her. Knowing this, her mother and brother 
did not raise a fuss over her leaving the house early and returning late. 

One day she came home early with a pair of tickets, saying they 
were hard to get tickets to a performance by the municipal song and 
dance troupe to mark the anniversary of the launching of a “supreme 
instruction” for one thing or another. She told her brother to go with their 
mother the next day.

She wasn’t interested, but he was—very interested. Brother and sister 
eventually talked their mother into going.

Zhou Rong was not home when they returned the next afternoon. That 
did not surprise them, but when her mother saw that all her things were 
missing and Bingkun spotted an envelope stuck into the mirror frame, 
they both knew that something was up.

His mother eyed him anxiously, so Bingkun took a one-page note out of 
the envelope and read it to her.

It was short, just a few lines, but nicely written, and with a steady hand, 
proof that she was calm when she wrote it. After asking their forgiveness 
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for not staying to say good-bye, she made sure they knew she was going 
to a village, just like their mother had told her to. But not one near A City. 
It was a village in a province far away. Cai Xiaoguang was seeing her off at 
the train station, so there’d be no problems. Why had she chosen a village 
so far away? She had her reasons, and she told them to please not ask the 
neighborhood officials. It wouldn’t do any good, since they knew nothing. 
Xiaoguang knew, and he’d come over in a few days to explain everything. 
The last line was for Bingkun, telling him to take his brother and sister’s 
place in looking after their mother.

“That’s all?”
“That’s all.”
“One sheet of paper?”
“Even that wasn’t filled.” 
As he answered his mother, Bingkun felt some slight satisfaction over 

having gotten a little revenge on his sister. Why did she have such a low 
opinion of him? “A little slow, that’s all!” “That’s all,” she’d said. “What 
right do you have to think that way? Are you the only smart one? Exactly 
what has my smart, beautiful sister done anyway?” Seeing his mother 
standing there with her mouth open, he held the note up to show her. 
“See, I’m not lying, am I?”

“She . . . how dare she say I told her to!”
She snatched the note from him, leaving part of the top in his fingers. 

He opened his hand, letting the tiny bits of paper float to the ground like 
butterflies.

“Pick those up!” she demanded, taking her anger out on him.
“What for?” Unwilling to be a scapegoat for his sister, he directed his 

mother’s anger back to her. He pointed to the letter. “Here, I’ll read that 
part for you again, one word at a time: ‘Just—like—mother—told—me—
to.’ Six words, no more, no less.”

“It’s like she wanted to kill her own mother.” She burst into tears.
That threw Bingkun into a panic. This was bad. “Not so loud, Ma, don’t 

let people hear you, or they’ll think I’ve done something.”
Her chair tipped over, taking her to the floor, where she sat, legs out in 

front, but toned down her crying until she was just whimpering.
Neither mother nor son would ask for news from officials.
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She was conflicted. “I’m not going to go ask,” she said, “and I don’t 
want you to either. She said Xiaoguang will come to clear things up in a 
few days, so we’ll wait.”

That night, Bingkun heard his mother sighing in her room.
Her eyes were red and puffy in the morning.

By the morning of the third day, her cheeks were sunken and her hair had 
begun to fall out.

“Should I go find Xiaoguang, Ma?”
“No, not even if he doesn’t show up when she said. I’ve got it figured 

out. If a grown daughter won’t obey her mother, as far as I’m concerned, 
I no longer have a daughter.”

Her bleak comment proved she hadn’t really figured things out.
Bingkun went looking for Xiaoguang, despite being forbidden from 

doing so. No longer with the school’s revolutionary committee, he’d been 
sent to the tractor factory. So that’s where Bingkun went, and where, 
with some difficulty, he eventually found him. After hearing him out, 
Xiaoguang asked for time off and left with Bingkun, who asked him on the 
way why his sister had requested a posting to a farm in a distant province. 

“You’ll know everything when I talk to your mother. It can’t be 
explained easily, so hold on.”

The tractor factory was in Gongle District, not far at all. Walking quickly, 
they were at the Zhou house in about a quarter of an hour.

Bingkun’s mother did not scold him for disobeying her, so as not to 
make him look bad, and instead pulled herself together to pour their 
visitor some boiled water.

They’d barely sat down when she blurted out: “Which province has 
Zhou Rong gone to?”

“Guizhou,” Xiaoguang said softly.
“Guizhou?” She was stunned.
Bingkun got up and stood next to his mother, just in case.
“Why?” She fought to stay calm.
So did Xiaoguang. “That’s where the man she loves is.”
“The man she loves? I thought that’s what you two were.”
Her eyes got big. Those eyes had been on the small side when she was 
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an attractive young woman. Bingkun had never seen them so big.
Xiaoguang shook his head and forced a smile. “I was in love with her, 

but to her I was just a friend, though her most trusted friend.”
Mother sat there stunned.
Xiaoguang told them that her daughter had started corresponding with 

a Beijing poet in her second year of middle school. After a year of that, he 
told her he’d been labeled a “rightist,” but that had gone away later and 
he was again permitted to publish his poetry. That was how she got to 
read some of his poetry, published under a penname.  He said he wanted 
them to stop writing to each other, but that was not possible for her. 
She’d fallen in love.

In the calmest voice he could manage, Bingkun said, “Wait a second, 
you need to be clear. Did my sister fall in love with him or his poetry?”

Xiaoguang turned to look at him, then lowered his eyes and thought for 
a moment. “It’s hard to separate the two, sometimes you simply can’t, 
you see.”

“No, I don’t see!” Bingkun was nearly shouting.
“Well, I do,” Xiaoguang said somberly.
“Don’t interrupt,” Bingkun’s mother said, raising her voice. “Let him 

finish.”
And so he did. “The Beijing poet stopped writing to Rong, who swore 

to him in a letter she would get into a college in Beijing, no matter what, to 
be with him. That appeared to be her last letter to him. After that, it was only 
postcards. When the Cultural Revolution came, she knew she wouldn’t be 
going to any college in Beijing, so she went there on her own.”

“Did she meet him?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I didn’t ask what you thought, Xiaoguang, but what my daughter told you. 

After what’s happened, this old mother begs you to tell her the truth.”
Tears were filling her eyes.
Xiaoguang was having trouble looking her in the face. With his head 

down, he said apologetically, “I didn’t straight out ask her that, but from 
everything she said, it didn’t sound like she had.”

The young worker was lying. He couldn’t tell Rong’s mother the truth, 
so he lied.
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What really happened was that Rong had not only met the poet who 
had captivated her, the man to whom she was bonded spiritually—
she felt—but—she’d seen her letters and postcards to him stuck up 
chronologically alongside posters denouncing him. “See how the rightist 
has seduced a working-class daughter!” they said. This compounded his 
political sins. The posters announced to the people that clearing someone 
of the “rightist” label had done nothing to change his thinking, that he 
was still, incurably, a rightist. Clearing him had been a profound lesson for 
the dictatorship of the proletariat. All enemies, including a dyed-in-the-
wool rightist, are incapable of changing their reactionary ways despite 
the compassion of the masses. His poems were considered “shameless 
fabrications, double-dealing tricks.”

She saw nothing poetic in his situation.
He was being struggled against.
As waves of mindbogglingly insulting slogans swarmed over him, he 

looked up and was surprised to see her in the crowd. They hadn’t met by 
then, but had exchanged photos.

Once he saw her, he held his head high, and kept it there even after it 
was pushed down time and again.

For that he was whipped, once across the forehead, drawing blood.

“You want to tell me, Xiaoguang, don’t you? Since Rong . . . you and she . . . 
together all the time . . . you know all about her . . . why are you still . . .?”

She turned to dry her eyes.
“I admit I was trying to win her over, but after she told me about that 

poet, I resolved to back off and be a true friend. I think she really needs a 
friend like me. Because we made others think we were a couple, they’ve 
left her alone, and that makes her feel better.”

“You’re . . . what am I supposed to say about you?”
Her tearful comment showed both her fondness for Xiaoguang as well 

as a bit of hostility.
Finally, Xiaoguang was brave enough to look her in the eye and say 

proudly. “I want you to know that I’m willing to do this for Rong. I can be 
Carton to her Lucie with no regrets.”

“Who are those people?” she asked.
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Xiaoguang took a look at Bingkun. His meaning was clear: You know 
who I’m talking about. Tell your mother.

“Don’t look at me,” Bingkun grumbled. “I don’t know who they are.”
Bingkun’s mother looked from her son to Xiaoguang. “I don’t care 

who they are,” she said with a sigh. “This old heart of mine has no room 
for other people and their problems. I just want to ask you one more 
question. That . . . that poet, how old is he?”

“A little older than Rong, but not outrageously so.”
“Tell me the truth, how old?”
“Stop asking him, Ma,” Bingkun said. “Or you’ll you sound foolish. He 

was branded a rightist poet in 1957, so he had to be in his twenties. This is 
1968, over ten years now, so you figure it out.”

Bingkun’s comment left her slack-jawed.
Xiaoguang lowered his head again.
Bingkun looked first at his mother and then at Xiaoguang. “Damn it!” he 

cursed. Whether he meant people or events was not clear.
“Bingkun,” his mother said at last. “You can see Xiaoguang out.”
Xiaoguang got up and walked to the door, head down.
“Xiaoguang, don’t come over here anymore. I won’t know how to deal 

with you if I see you again.”
“I’ll remember that,” he said softly in the doorway.
He walked out, leaving Bingkun sitting motionless in the room, feeling 

that Xiaoguang had done nothing wrong, He was not only sympathetic, 
but felt a hard-to-describe kinship with him, bordering, perhaps, on 
respect, deserved or not.

He hadn’t been unwilling to see Xiaoguang out, he was just caught up 
in thoughts of his sister and worried about what this development meant 
for the family.

His mother turned to him. “Did you not hear what I said?”
That woke him up. He ran to the door and caught up with Xiaoguang.
Why, he wondered aloud, did this friend have no complaints, since his 

sister had always treated him so coldly?
“That was all play-acting for the sake of the Zhou family,” he replied. 

“That way, if one day I have to explain things to the family, you won’t see 
me as a victim and feel you’ve treated me badly.
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“That would put even more pressure on the family. Now I appear to 
be your sister’s accomplice, not a victim, so none of you need to feel any 
guilt. That’s was how we expected it to go.”

He explained this off-handedly, like shedding a heavy burden.
“You two, the act between you and my sister, whose idea was it, yours 

or hers?”
“I told her it was something she had to do.”
That made Bingkun feel a little better. If he’d said it was her idea, she’d 

have suffered in his estimation.
“Now you can tell me. Who are Lucie and Carton?”
“I’m sure your brother and sister didn’t take their books with them, so 

they still must be at the house. One of them will be A Tale of Two Cities. Go 
dig it out and give it a read. Then you’ll understand.”

With that, he hurried off.
Bingkun returned home, where he saw that his mother hadn’t moved.
“Sit down,” she said.
He did as he was told.
“What do you think of your sister now?”
“I don’t want to say, Ma.”
“I don’t care what you want, tell me.”
“My sister . . .” Bingkun stammered, “I have no say in who she falls in 

love with, but she went about this all wrong.”
“Not just all wrong,” his mother said, “it was disgraceful and unfilial! 

Her mother doesn’t mean a thing to her. It’s like crushing my heart with 
a millstone. Your father is off working in another city, so he entrusted 
me with the upbringing of you three. He praised me for doing a good 
job raising you children, for the hard work I’ve put in for the family. The 
next time he comes home on a family visit, how am I supposed to tell him 
about this? The thought alone is enough to kill me.”

Bingkun got down on his knees in front of her.
“You can’t die, Ma!” He pled mournfully. “I haven’t even been assigned 

a job yet. What would I do if you weren’t around?”
They wept together, arms around one another.
She told him that if people asked about his sister, he was to say she 

went to Guizhou to be with her father.


