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Dedication

To PoPo
& Father - may you rest in peace.

 



Part One: Under
Chinese Skies

 



Prologue

 


I witness bright
Moonlight in front of my bed.

I suspect it to be
hoary frost on the floor.

I watch the bright
Moon, as I tilt back my head.

I yearn, while
stooping, for my homeland more.

- Li Bai, Tang
Dynasty

 


The
landscape is barren and primitive, striking a cruel and almost
unique beauty. I look around; the mountain range is covered in
snow, kissing the blue sky. Not a single cloud, nor path, nor road
sign. All around me are rocky cliffs of various shapes and
statures; thick layers of snow and ice forming wondrous sculptures.
The sharp whiteness of the snow reflecting the sun is blinding. I
blink.

What is this
place? The question hovers, the mystery quickly a realisation:
Tibet. I have seen it in pictures. An unknown force has transported
me to that far-away land; an unseen hand has guided me there.
Somewhere there is a deep male voice, barely audible, leading me
into this wildness, the place where “even birds would not land,”
according to a Chinese cliché.

Then I see him:
his pale face, his clearly defined eyebrows above the deepest pools
of black and white, and his trembling lips, turning purple. I
cannot hear what he is murmuring and I am afraid to ask, fearing
that if I speak, the spell will be broken, and he will disappear
into that never-ending black hole beyond.

All of a
sudden, there are wolves - fierce-looking white wolves - crowding
in. Their eyes are reflections of crystal ice, shiny, sharp and
merciless, sending a chill down my spine. “Run,” a voice in my head
urges me, but I cannot move, my feet glued to the ground. I want to
reach out to him, but am unable to free my arms. All I can see are
his eyes, full of sorrow and desperation. A lightning-bolt strikes
and he is gone, in an instant, just like that.

I shudder and
wake up, feeling hot and sweaty. The lingering thunder can still be
heard in the distance, and I notice that I have kicked my duvet
cover off onto the floor. It has been a cold night - I can feel the
chill in the air - yet my nightmares have burnt me.

The dreams of
him have been constant for many years. It is weird, definitely
surreal, and almost frightening the way he occupies my nightscape
with such frequency and insistence. Freud would have us believe
that our dreams are rooted in our past, while the Chinese say
“dreams at night reflect thoughts of the day.” The strangest thing
is, I have hardly ever thought of him - not consciously - for
20-odd years, and nothing in my new environment reminds me of him;
yet, he seems to dominate my subconscious.

Every dream
seems different, but he remains stoutly the same. He hardly ever
speaks, but it is always the same piercing gaze from his dark eyes:
so deep, so sad and so lonely. He would appear from nowhere and
stand at a distance, staring steadily at me. More often than not, I
act like a scared rabbit and avoid returning his gaze. I cannot
bear to face him, as his pain seems to penetrate deep into my soul.
It is difficult to comprehend how a person can contain such sorrow.
I dare not probe. Maybe I just do not want to be reminded.

With few
exceptions, after these dreams, I would become wide-awake, with
tears in my eyes, a wet patch on my pillow and vivid images left
over from my dreams. Does he have a message for me? What is he
trying to tell me, this messenger from another world? Has he really
been watching over me all these years? Despite my atheist
education, I cannot help but wonder.

Fearless I may
usually be; therefore I cannot comprehend my fear of his gaze. It
follows me around and gives me no hiding place, no solace, and no
peace of mind. Maybe, unconsciously, I have been carrying his soul
with me, deeply attached to the unseen part that nobody has ever
been able to reach. He is there, within me.

I think I know
who I am. Over the years, I have tried to become who I want to be.
Then I find myself pausing and pondering: do I really know who I am
and what I want to be? Does anyone really know?

The search for
my identity haunts me, eventually becoming my only burning desire,
from which I have no escape. I can no longer control this
overwhelming desire to search deep within for the true, life-sized
being, not the images I see in a mirror nor what I present to the
world.

The time has
come, when I must take a good, long look back, beyond the oceans
and mountains, beyond countless borders, beyond the crowds of
people I have encountered, beyond my shell, and search for the
meaning of my existence. Through the looking glass, tinted with the
rich colours of passing years, I reflect over significant events,
essential to shaping an ordinary life in not such an ordinary
way.

Many years
after I have made a home in a foreign land known as the United
Kingdom, I spin the time machine backwards. When I look up to the
sky during those sleepless nights, I see the same moon that I had
seen in that remote, then-isolated country, the Middle Kingdom.
Reciting silently the poem “The Moonlight,” by Li Bai from Tang
Dynasty, one of our greatest poets, I see a little girl, who is
lost in that dear ancient land and who then finds herself in her
dreams of the New.

 



Chapter One:
Forbidden Love

 


Come to me in the
silence of the night;

Come in the speaking
silence of a dream;

Come with soft rounded
cheeks and eyes as bright

As sunlight on a
stream;

Come back in
tears,

O memory, hope, love
of finished years.

-Christina G.
Rossetti

 


The man
who haunted me in my dreams was Xia Yu, the solemn-looking boy who
first caught my shy eyes when I was barely thirteen, and has
occupied a sacred corner in my heart ever since.

"Do you know
why my parents named me Xia Yu?" His voice was deep and intense,
yet full of tenderness.

Startled, I
heard my own shaky voice, replying with a murmur: “I suppose there
are two reasons: your dad’s surname is Xia and your mum’ s Yu; they
have great expectations of you, their first and only son.”

“Clever girl,”
he sounded pleased; a slight trace of smile emerged from the corner
of his mouth as I glanced up, but I diverted my eyes just as
quickly. I found his passionate gaze disturbing and tantalising at
the same time. As if in a dream, Xia Yu cupped my face with his
hands and pulled me toward him, planting a kiss firmly on my
lips.

It was my first
kiss in this world. I was 20 years old.

 


Spring, 1981

After being
awakened by the usual morning exercise music, which was blaring out
of the loudspeakers all over campus, I dragged myself out of my top
bunk, still grumbling inwardly at this act, at this ungodly hour.
It was 6:30 a.m. and still pitch-dark outside.

Like a robot, I
trudged to the common washroom at the other side of the corridor
and found a space to get water for my washing basin. The water was
cold, like a smack on the face. Now I had no choice but awake. The
whole dormitory was buzzing with chattering, and doors opening and
slamming. I could hear some girls humming cheery tunes, ready to
burst into song any minute.

Quickly
brushing my hair into bunches, I joined the other girls crushing
into the corridor and snaking downstairs, all heading for the
exercise ground. In between darkness and light, just before
sunrise, the exercise music called us from all directions to pack
the quadrangle. We silently followed the voice of instruction:
“one, two, three, four…” We went through the same routine every
morning, without question. I was in my third year at university,
and routine was a fact of campus life.

After half an
hour, the monitor of each class took a roll call, and then we
dashed off to take breakfast from the common canteen. Inside the
canteen, we collected our mess tins and chopsticks from the little
locker located on the way in. Hundreds of students queued and
chatted while we waited for our portions of rice porridge, pickles
and steamed buns, doled out by the chefs in exchange for our meal
tickets. We stuffed the food down as we rushed back to the
dormitories, our appetites sharpened by the exercise.

Grabbing my
books and stuffing them into my bag, I joined my roommates DanDan
and Xiao Hong on the 20-minute trek across campus to our first
class of the day. Passing the Number Five male dormitory, we
studiously ignored the attentions of the boys from the Engineering
Faculty. Fully aware that they were looking our way, it was not in
our interest to return the compliment. Our sixth senses also told
us what they were thinking, even though they would say nothing in
front of us. Even amongst the English majors, the women were in the
extreme minority.

We arrived at
Number Two teaching building, situated on the headland and
overlooking the Jialing River, in a deep gorge below. It was one of
the oldest buildings within the campus, built of stone in the early
1920s. Wooden floors gave out occasional squeaky noises and the
big, high windows spilled natural light into the rooms. It was very
draughty in the winter, and there was no heating. Spring weather
was the most pleasant, compared to the extremes of the bitterness
of winter and the furnace of summer.

Our first,
double-period class was Intensive English Reading with Professor
Wang. Wang was in his late 50s and used to teach Russian before he
was “transferred” to teach English after our leaders in Beijing
fell out with the Soviet Union in the early 1960s. He was promoted
to Associate Professor because of his thirty years of service
rather than the quality of his teaching or his command of English.
Some of the more playful students would make fun of his funny and
highly inaccurate pronunciation after class. “Must be the influence
of his Russian,” Jian would say, while he mimicked Prof Wang's
accent, then pull a face, serving as “joke of the day” for the
whole class to enjoy.

The lessons
were excruciatingly boring and followed exactly the same formula
every time. All students had to buy Professor Xu Guozhang's
textbook and read through the English texts, obviously written by a
Chinese person, in the Chinese context. Even the teacher's notes
were pre-produced, with exactly the same examples for vocabulary
and grammar. As usual, Professor Wang asked us to read aloud after
him; sentence by sentence, paragraph by paragraph, punctuated with
explanations on certain grammar points and several different
examples to help practise certain new words. Two hours later, we
were supposed to have learnt how to use the “future tense.”

More classes
followed - with more or less the same formula - with a dictation
test for the listening class. Between each class, there was about a
ten-minute break, barely enough for us to dash to the next
classroom. There was no coffee or tea break, but at 12 o’clock we
would race for lunch, and then would be allowed a siesta for two
hours before the afternoon sessions.

Upon returning
to the dorm, before fetching food at the canteen, I spotted a
letter from a northern city waiting for me on our shared desk in
the middle of the room. One roommate had collected it from the mail
lady at the front gate. I smiled.

It had
travelled two thousand kilometres, and for two weeks to the day, as
I could detect from the date of the damaged stamp. It was a
surprise - there were few surprises those days for a normal
university student, and all normal students lived a boring and
highly organised communal life, unlike typical student life in the
West.

That was Yu’s
first letter, on my 20th birthday. It was not planned.
He did not know of my birthday, nor did I of his. The post in China
those days was anything but reliable - you never knew how long it
was going to take for your mail to arrive or even if it would reach
you at all.

Shocking it may
sound, but true; I had never celebrated my birthdays before, even
though I had wanted to. I didn’t remember any of my family members
making a fuss over their birthdays, either.

When I informed
my parents that I was going to celebrate my 21st
birthday, the year I was about to graduate from university, they
laughed at the idea: "People don’t celebrate birthdays unless they
are 50, 60 or 70!" I didn’t know then that 18 and 21 were
significant birthdays in the West; I just thought how awful it was
that I had to wait until I reached half a century or older to
celebrate - what if I never made it?

Somehow, my
20th birthday proved to be one of the first turning
points in my life. On that warm spring day, in 1981, I heard my
heart thumping as I carefully opened Xia Yu’s letter. My hand
shaking a little, I eagerly read the following:

 


Dear
Pearl,

I heard that
you have good feelings for Yu. If this were true, are these good
feelings equal to love.

Yours,

Rain

 


The
pronunciation of his name, “Yu,” could also mean “rain” if it were
written differently in Chinese.

I could not
believe my eyes when I saw his beautifully fluid handwriting
creating those sweet words. I blushed with excitement, heat arising
within me and seeping throughout. It was completely unexpected, but
at the same time it was as if I had been waiting for it ever since
I first set my eyes on him many years ago.

Yu was every
young girl’s dream. Never had I dreamt that he would write
something so romantic to me, of all the girls he could have
picked, and I smiled at this incredible thought.

“He wrote to
me,” I heard myself cry happily, putting my hands on my heart. “The
Prince of Hongxin School” was courting me, an ugly
duckling!

From the junior
to the senior secondary schools, between ages 13 and 17, I was in
the same class as Yu, and I quietly fancied him, like most girls in
my year. He was extremely good-looking, with deep, dark eyes, thick
eyebrows, a straight nose and an expressive mouth on his
well-proportioned face. He was intelligent too, top of the class in
almost all academic subjects.

He was like
some kind of idol. Since there were no film or pop stars for
teenage girls to worship at that time, Yu was worshipped from a
distance, but he was not within reach. My innocent fantasy of the
opposite sex was simply to harbour a subtle admiration in the
depths of my heart, which I shared with no one, not even my best
friend Lingling. It was not only because I was shy and lacking in
confidence, but had more to do with the social conditions in that
era.

I was so
overwhelmed with joy and excitement that nothing else seemed to
matter. My first reaction was to find Lingling. She was doing an
engineering course in a different department, but we saw each other
regularly. We lived in the same dorm, also; I on the fourth floor
and she two floors down. I knew she had been secretly dating a
schoolmate of ours. Her boyfriend was younger than she was, and I
had heard unpleasant gossip about them, but Lingling did not
care.

"Hey, c'mon
in." Lingling looked pleased, getting out of her top bunk. Like me,
she was sharing her room with five other girls. Sensing that I had
something important to tell her, we quietly slipped out of her room
and headed to Mingzhu Lake, a few minutes’ walk from our dorm.

Blushing, and a
little nervous, I handed Yu’s letter to her. To my great relief,
she did not tease me, and we immediately started drafting a
reply:

 


Dear Rain,

If Pearl’s
good feelings towards Yu were equal to love, do you have the same
feelings towards her?

Yours,

Precious

 


During the rest
of that day, I was hardly myself, and felt as if floating on
clouds. I sat through the afternoon classes without paying
attention to what was taught. Fortunately, it was Extensive Reading
class, where we were focusing on Charles Dickens' novel, David
Copperfield. We covered about two pages of text in two hours.
So in one academic year, we managed to finish an abridged version.
Why did they call it Extensive Reading? I could not help
wondering. Due to my impatient nature and eagerness to find out
what happened to those fascinating characters that Dickens had
depicted, I finished it in three nights, despite my limited command
of English vocabulary and having to look words up in the dictionary
every so often.

In Yu, I found
an enthusiastic listener. We used the only communication channel we
had - writing to each other every day. We talked about everything,
from our studies to the friends we used to know, as well as the
books we were reading. We described our dreams for the future, and
most of all, we talked about love.

It was a very
romantic notion of love we shared, and in a very spiritual sense.
He would quote from his favourite poems to show how he felt about
me, while I often made references to Western literature to tell him
how he captured my heart and set it on fire. Once he quoted from a
Shakespearian sonnet - “Shall I compare thee to the summer's day?”
- in Chinese. I looked up the English original and recited it to
myself in a whisper.

The books I
read impacted greatly on my views of life and love. I had just
finished reading Jane Eyre in English, which I found
extremely powerful, and has remained one of my all-time favourites.
Yu had read the Chinese version and seen the film, so we were able
to discuss our views and offer our own critiques.

I feel
inspired by Jane Eyre's spirits. She believed in gender equality
and social justice, at the time when women's roles were limited to
the household, and the poor had no voice. Listen to what she had to
say: "Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel
just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a
field for their efforts as much as their brothers do; they suffer
from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as
men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged
fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to
making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and
embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at
them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has
pronounced necessary for their sex."

The book is so
beautifully written, illustrating Jane Eyre's strong personality
and her determined pursuit for love and romance. I was so touched
on many occasions, especially when her friend Helen died of
consumption in the school, when Rochester proposed to her, and then
when she finally returned to him when he was blind.

Love is a
powerful emotion, and I feel so lucky that I am in love.

We shared
similar tastes, even though we sometimes had different
perspectives. We both loved world literature. I was an incurable
fiction fan, while he loved poetry. He favoured the English
Romantic poets Shelley and Lord Byron, whose verses provided rich
expression for the love we had found in each other.

 


My lovely
Pearl,

Here is
something for you. Obviously I only read the Chinese translation of
Lord Byron's poems, but I'm sure you'll be able to read the English
original and appreciate more its beauty and rhyme. I think of you
when I read it aloud.

 


She walks in beauty,
like the night

Of cloudless climes
and starry skies;

And all that's best of
dark and bright

Meet in her aspect and
her eyes:

Thus mellowed to that
tender light

Which heaven to gaudy
day denies.

 


I could almost
hear his voice and picture him as I held that priceless piece of
thin paper in my hand. In our limited, yet sweet, small world,
which we had created through writing, we grew and became inspired
by the past and present literary giants and their works. From
Anna Karenina of Tolstoy, to Victor Hugo’s Les
Misérables, from English classical plays and sonnets by
Shakespeare, to more contemporary works by American writers such as
Mark Twain, Ernest Hemingway and Walter Whitman, we were enthralled
and entranced by another world, a world far away, completely
different from our own.

I love Thomas
Hardy, whose fatalistic view on love and life has a strong
influence on my outlook. You could say that I'm like a faithful
disciple. I believe that everything is destined even before we were
born, and there is little we can do to change what is to come. Do
you agree?

Have you
read Gone with the Wind? It's been translated into Chinese
and a current hot-read among the students here. I'd love to read
the English version one-day, if that's possible.

In Yu's
response, he gently put forward his point of view:

Yes, I agree
with you that certain things in life are predetermined, by the gods
or God, be they pagan, religious or atheist. Like you and me, we
must have Yuanfen to have met and fallen in love. I firmly believe
that we're made for each other.

I also believe
that we are given some power over our own destiny, and we can make
things happen if we really want to. Don't you think so, my love? I
know you must do.

In eager
anticipation, and earnest effort to pour our heartfelt feelings on
paper, we played the word games with wit, innocence and deep joy,
spending hours and hours devising letters. I also confessed my
feelings in my diary:

 


I am so happy.
Going to the library is no longer a dreary duty, as I don’t have to
spend every minute there reading and revising for tests and exams.
I am able to indulge in my thoughts of my sweetheart and what I can
write to him, giving my imagination free reign. Love is such a
beautiful thing. Life is wonderful.

 


One day in May
I received another long letter, with a recent photo of Yu. Picking
it up eagerly, I noticed that it had been torn open and sealed
again. Apparently someone had read it. I could not tell who did it,
as any girl in my room could have, or people at the various levels
of authority through which the letter had gone before it landed on
my desk.

At the back of
my mind, my suspicion was directed at Tian Li. She had been on
everyone’s back, and probably was informing on us. She was on a
crusade to join the Communist Party.

Suppressing my
disgust, and despite a slight worry about being exposed, the photo
still made my day. Yu looked absolutely gorgeous, his ink-black,
thick eyebrows like two piercing swords, more handsome than I had
remembered. His beauty touched the very core of my heart. He was
wearing an army cap, with a red star right in the middle, which
highlighted his dark eyes, which were sparkly and shiny. There was
a noticeable shade of a smile at the corner of his full mouth,
which appeared unfamiliar; my impressions of him in the school days
were that of being cool, serious and distant.

The photo
has captured me at my best. I admire the skill of the
photographer, he had written on the back. I nearly pinched
myself, disbelieving that someone as beautiful as Yu would fall for
me, an average-looking girl next door.

Oh, God,
look at me, I thought in dismay, scrutinising my own
appearance. The dark-grey shirt had no shape and the trousers, with
their creases, were hardly flattering, and one size too short,
besides.

It was not just
my plain clothes that bothered me; it was my lack of confidence
that made me disheartened. Many girls my age paid more attention to
their appearance and were utterly presentable to their male
admirers, while I did not even like looking at myself in the
mirror, or having my photo taken. If I was honest, I would say that
I disliked my flat nose and spotty face, which was constantly
aggravated by my scratching, leaving scary scars everywhere. Nobody
had ever complimented me when I was growing up.

Oh dear, he
is asking for a photo of mine in return, I panicked. What
shall I do?

Naturally, I
could not refuse him. That evening, I went through my collections -
a few black and white shots - taken with my siblings. The most
recent photo was one of the first coloured photos available in
China, taken two weeks before by my American teacher, Miss Edwards,
shortly after she started teaching us. Everyone in my class had
been lined up to have a photo taken, and later she kindly gave us a
copy as a present. I enclosed the picture in the letter and
apologised sincerely for the way I looked, meanwhile worrying sick
about how he would respond when he saw it.

Years later, in
a different century and on a different continent, my friend
Charlotte came across the same photo while leafing through my old
photo album. She looked at the photo first, then glanced at me, and
then again examined the picture closely. "Oh, Pearl, was that you?
You looked stunning. How old were you? 15?"

Leaning over to
see which one she was talking about, I saw it, a little smile on an
oval face obviously belonging to a girl that used to be me. I
caught myself exclaiming with disbelief: "Oh my God. That’s me, all
these years ago."

It was not only
youth and passion for life that shone through these dark-brown
eyes, there was innocence, a mixture of shyness and uncertainty,
and a certain longing written all over that face. There was no
makeup nor pretence, but a smile was identifiable from the slightly
widening mouth.

Under
Charlotte's insistence, I took another look and conceded that I did
look like a 15 year old. "It was a photo of a girl in love," I told
her. A flash of the past sprung across my mind, taking me down
memory lane.

 


Summer, 1980

The school
reunion took place one evening, and about 15 former students turned
up. I lived just around the corner and our form teacher, Mrs Chen,
made sure that Mother gave her permission for me to attend.

Yu was Mrs
Chen's favourite student and monitor of Class A, Grade 78. His
deputy, Aihua Yang, was there too. Her name was typical of the era,
meaning “Love China”. Both her parents were Communist party
officials, and her father was in charge of the local council - the
big boss in town.

The reunion
party was formal, like many other gatherings; a patterned formula.
Mrs Chen made a speech, with the usual opening banter on
governmental policies and our duties to the society, followed by
praises about what wonderful examples we had set for the future
pupils in Hongxin School. She gave a list of students who had
achieved good grades for universities, and especially those managed
to get into key institutions: among them were Yu and me. She
reminded us how lucky we were. Taking into account the fact that
less than 1 percent of our age group was able to enjoy higher
education, we were indeed the very fortunate minority.

As the leader
of the class, Yu was next, after the long, boring speech from Mrs
Chen. Thankfully, he did not put us through more politically
correct nonsense; instead he recited a Tang poem titled “An Ascent
to Stork Hall”:

 


The setting sun behind
the mountains glows,

The muddy Yellow River
seawards flows.

If more distant views
are what you desire,

You simply climb up a
storey higher.

 


It was an
appropriate reading for the occasion, delivering the message of
encouragement and good wishes to everyone. Does it imply any of
Yu’s ambitions? I stole a quick glance at him at the other end
of the table. From his deep voice and the serious look on his face,
I knew that he aimed high. What is he aiming for? I
wondered. I could not help blushing, embarrassed by thoughts of
him. My spirits had wandered, far away in a different, more private
world of my own.

Lingling
elbowed me, which startled me, drawing my daydreaming back to
reality. “Look at her, I think she is trying to attract someone's
attention,” Lingling whispered into my ear.

Aihua was
reading a poem by the late Chairman Mao, which immediately won
applause from everyone present. Despite Mao’s death a few years
before, he was still the revered god of my generation and the
generations before us.

To my horror,
the attention was suddenly on me. My heart was beating like mad and
my face burned at the thought of standing up in front of an
audience. I could see Yu’s gaze from the corner of my eye and
sensed that he was expecting something from me.

I tried to sit
still, as if I wasn’t really there. I hung onto the hope that if I
pretended not to be there, I could get through the evening without
exposing myself. No such luck; protocols had to be followed and
everyone there was expected to contribute to the “entertainment” of
the evening. I had no escape.

Under pressure
and with great reluctance, I sang a song with Lingling, who was the
more mature and confident of the two of us. We chose a love song
from an old film, which was very popular and loved by many. The
tune and lyrics of “Why the Flowers Were This Red” were sad but
beautifully touching.

During the
terrible turmoil of the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), we were
deprived, not only in material terms, but even more so in spiritual
terms. All literature, arts, and music were “cleansed,” and
anything to do with love between man and woman was forbidden. When
it was over, following Mao's death in 1976, the oldies and goldies
gradually returned. Tradition was again observed and welcomed. Some
official bans were lifted, as in the case of those old films and
folk songs.

As I stood
singing, I could feel the intensity of Yu’s gaze. It felt like
electricity shooting through my body. For a brief moment I forgot
my nervousness and where I was. An unknown, overwhelming feeling
embraced me. It was like being in a dream, only to be awakened when
the party was suddenly over and people started to leave.

Lingling and I
exchanged cheerful goodbyes with each other, and with the few
female students who were there. We did not speak to any of the
boys, even then. When I saw Yu disappearing into the darkness I
felt at a loss, and in my heart I longed to disappear with him.

 


A Year Later,
1981

Did you know
that I suggested to Mrs Chen that we hold that reunion party last
summer, my darling Pearl? I so wanted to see you, even just from a
distance. I loved the song you sang with Lingling. You have a
brilliant voice. It touched my heart deeply, and I still remember
vividly how you looked that night. You were radiant, not like the
bright sunlight, but more like the moon, quietly shiny and
absolutely beautiful. Did you notice that I stared at you from the
other side? Were you nervous?

The most
wonderful spring was inevitably followed by a hot, humid summer.
That May, June and July had been the happiest time in my university
days. I went to bed with starry eyes, praying silently that Yu
would come into my dream world. Each morning I woke up with a smile
on my face and a spring in my heels.

Yu was far in
distance but close to my heart. I would read his letters many
times, until I memorised every single word. Even when the exam
pressure was on and the workload was mounting up, I would find time
to write back. We did not have access to any telephones, and all we
could do was to use our pens to transmit our love through
telepathic means. Writing had never given me so much pleasure until
then.

These letters
were my meat and bread. Otherwise I could not taste my food and I
had no appetite. Every morning I went to the mail lady without
delay. If for some reason the post was delayed, I would be so
dispirited that I could not concentrate on anything until another
letter reached me.

Many hours of
my usual study time were spent composing loving and affectionate
messages to him.

 


I miss you so
much that I am counting the days before we can meet in the summer.
Time is going so slowly without you. I don't know what is happening
to me. I think I’m losing my mind.

 


The day before
the holiday came, another letter arrived. He was just as eager, but
there was disappointing news.

 


My parents
already know about us and they are looking forward to meeting you,
as my chosen girlfriend. I mentioned to you before that they had
suggested for me to date Yang Aihua, because her parents and mine
are old friends. My parents are very fond of her. However, I have
insisted that I do not like her myself and that I have already
decided that you would be my girl. What about your parents?

Because of
heavy flooding from the Yellow River, we've been ordered to stay
behind to help the local people to fight the disaster. It's
especially bad this year, as the water level keeps rising, and has
already destroyed many farms and low-rise buildings in many
counties. I regret to say that I won't be able to come back as
planned. I shall try my best though, my love, even if only for two
weeks. I so want to see you.

I want to
shower you with kisses.

 


He wanted to
kiss me, a girl who had never been kissed before. These words
filled me with such longing, while I read his letter for the tenth
time.

Almost every
year there was some kind of natural disaster in different parts of
China: famine, drought or flooding. The summer of 1981 witnessed
one of the worst periods of flooding in years.

The flood
warning came during the end-of-term exams. Worries about being
trapped, and therefore unable to visit home, had troubled me
greatly. Many hours of sleep were lost, partially through stress
over the exams, but more so over the uncertainly of the summer
ahead.

Yu's university
was near the Yellow River, which flooded more often than not,
causing great damage to its nearby cities and villages year after
year. All Chinese military university graduates would be army
officers and were given military training. Joining the rescue team
meant losing part of his summer holiday. Despite a three-day
journey each way and only having two weeks' holiday remaining, his
promise of imminent meeting comforted me.

Yet, something
eerie was creeping into my consciousness. After agonising over and
over again about the issue of parental approval, I chose written
communication over face-to-face. A week before the summer holiday
broke, I wrote to my parents, informing them that Yu and I had been
writing to each other and that I wanted their permission for us to
date. Dreading their answer, yet preferring no knowledge of their
possible reaction just yet, I timed it so as to not give them the
chance to write back to say “no.”

The rules had
been clear: I was not supposed to go out with anyone until I
finished university. My parents and I had never openly discussed
such matters, but the assumption was that I knew what was expected
of me. Over the years, I had certainly learned not to ask for
things that they did not offer, all too aware that I needed their
permission to have a boyfriend.

The journey
back to Hongxin passed in a haze. My apprehension and uncertainty
about the “sentence” overshadowed the normal drudgery of five
hours’ bumpy coach ride. I did not know what to expect. My parents
had not been known for their understanding of either their children
or the meaning of democracy.

Somehow, I felt
a little envious of Yu. As the only son and eldest in his family,
he had been endowed with certain powers over his parents. It was a
relief that his parents had given approval of me.

Think
positively, I told myself. I was 20 years old and mature enough to
have a boyfriend. On the plus side, Mother knew Yu from school and
both my parents were acquainted with his. Yu's father worked as an
official in the county court and his mother as an administrator in
the local silk factory.

On arrival at
home, after a week's delay from the flooding, I felt the tension in
the air. Father did not give me a welcome smile as he usually did,
and Mother was in a foul mood. No mention of my recent letter was
given in our brief, minimum exchange.

Dinner was
served in muted silence. Even my little brother, the lively and
naughty Ming, hardly uttered a word. He had probably been warned
that his sister was not to be greeted with the usual bantering. As
if on cue, the male members quickly left the table, leaving me
facing Mother's grim face and twisted, angry lips.

"What did you
think you were doing? Telling us that you wanted a boyfriend, just
like that? No, both your father and I don't agree. It would be the
right thing to do to discontinue your relationship with him."

Her voice was
severe and sharp, bordering on a controlled shout. There was no
discussion, nor an attempt to explain. She didn't even bother
spelling out Yu's name, as if it was something despicable, as if he
was a criminal.

For a brief
moment, I felt numb and did not know how to respond. Tears were
welling into my eyes, and I felt hurt and disbelieving. After a
deadly silence, I managed a whisper: "Why?"

"Why?" she
yelled, with high-pitched voice, not believing that I dared to
challenge her. Then in a totally dismissive tone, as if talking to
a spoilt, disruptive pupil, she started her lecture, most of which
did not make sense to me. I was too shocked and saddened to fully
comprehend what she was saying.

With the bits
and pieces of what I did hear, I got the gist of her displeasure
over my choice. She condemned Yu’s father "a politically ambitious
person who would have done anything to get where he is."

"Do you have
any idea how badly his father behaved during the Cultural
Revolution, and hurt many people?" Her voice contained utter
contempt, expecting no answer from me, and she continued: "As for
his mother, she was previously a low-class actress at the local
opera house. They caused a scandal when they got married, without
the permission of the Party authorities."

How could
you say “no” simply because you do not like Yu’s parents? I
rebuked her in silence. She gave me no chance to speak. Any attempt
to explain or to defend on my part was quickly submerged by her
angry outbursts.

I sat with my
head down, as Mother went on and on, sometimes a relatively “calm
lecture,” but more often irritable yelling. It reminded me of those
denunciation meetings when “people’s enemies” were denounced and
“struggled” against by the radicals. She was telling me all these
things about Yu’s parents as if they were the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the truth. Even as ignorant and
inexperienced as I was, I had an inkling that they were probably
just rumours and stories she had heard one place or another.

It was hours
later when Mother felt that she had presented sufficient evidence
to convince me of the finality of their decision. The message was
crystal clear: there was no way that they would ever allow me to go
out with Yu. "As soon as he returns, you tell him that you do not
wish to see him anymore," concluded Mother.

For the next
few days, home life was almost as normal as it could be. Nobody in
the household mentioned Yu.

One day, I went
shopping with Mother at the local market, and we bumped into Yu’s
mother and sister. Mother pretended that she did not see them and
turned away before they could approach us. I badly wanted to go
over and say hello. Instead, acting like a puppet and a coward, I
followed Mother and walked away, only to bitterly regret my actions
afterwards.

Father was an
obsessive Sichuan Opera fan. He would watch every play by the local
opera house, as many times as possible. Mother usually went along,
despite her lack of interest.

As children, my
siblings and I positively hated the opera. We preferred cinema,
even though there was hardly anything of great interest, except
revolutionary propaganda films made for the Communist Party, and a
few from our “comrades” in North Korea, Albania, and former
Yugoslavia.

We had no input
in our preferred choice of entertainment or any such matters, and
an obligation to accompany our parents. On hindsight, I would have
enjoyed them more had I been given the choice occasionally. Those
trips actually did a lot of good in building my knowledge of the
theatre and Chinese history. Not only was it one of the few means
of entertainment available, it also taught me a lot about
significant historical events, well-known legends, and famous
literary figures who had somehow “disappeared” from our
textbooks.

One evening we
went to watch a popular Sichuan Opera called Women Generals in
the Yang Family. This legend - about how the widows of the Yang
family fought against the invading Barbarians after their sons and
husbands died on the battlefields, giving their lives to defend
their country and the emperor - dated back to over a thousand years
ago. It had a strong feminist flavour, exemplifying morals highly
regarded in the Chinese culture, such as selfless sacrifice,
heroism, loyalty, patriotism and the pursuit of glory. It was one
of the plays I did not need too much persuasion to watch again.

As we
approached the theatre and queued at the only entrance, I saw Yu’s
parents and sisters in front of us. His father turned and said
“hello” to my father, offering his hand as a typical Chinese
greeting between males.

To my utter
embarrassment, Father ignored him. Mother did not even bother to
look at them, and dragged me past them without a word or nod of
recognition. The rest of the evening went by like a blur. Even the
exciting and glamorous stage performances could not distract me
from the sense of guilt and shame.

A few days
later, at around 6 p.m., a message was passed to me through
Mother.

"He is back and
wants to see you in their house.” Mother spat it out, her tone
spiteful and stern, her look furious at the way that I was
“summoned” without her and Father being shown the respect of
consultation first.

"The Xia family
needs to know their position and you're the one to get that
across," she gave me a quick reminder, stressing again my mission;
then shouted after me: "Remember, you've got half an hour."

Yu’s parents
lived in a flat in the staff building located inside the local
court, about half an hour’s walk from my parents' house, which was
located within the school compound. I ran downhill to my
destination, panting and sweating. It was very hot, with steaming
humidity.

The summer
months in Sichuan, especially July and August when the temperature
often reached 40 degrees centigrade, were extremely difficult
times. It was unbearable, often causing loss of appetite during the
day and making it impossible to sleep at night. Even the occasional
wind and breeze were uncomfortably hot, pushing hot air straight at
you. The short period when the heat was within human tolerance was
limited to a couple of hours before sunrise, and the hours in the
early evening as the sun set to the west. In a rare, clear day, one
could see the different colours lighting up the sky in the
evening.

It was one of
these fabulous sunsets with wondrous shades of red, orange, and
pink against a light grey to almost pale blue sky. Normally I would
stop to marvel at such a feast of natural splendour spread out to
feed my eyes, but not this evening. My heart had miraculously left
me, rushing somewhere.

Turning the
corner of the main street, I slowed down to catch my breath. On
approaching the court, I looked up in hesitation and saw his face
through the window, overlooking the front gate. He raised his hand
to wave as I headed upstairs. I could feel my heart throbbing,
threatening to jump out of my chest.

The door was
open, and there he was, alone and standing upright, his eyes
looking straight at me. The soft ray of the evening sun was shining
through the window behind him. For a moment, I saw a man wrapped in
the bright light, nearly blinding me. The sunshine and his gaze
made a powerful combination.

Not knowing
where to put my hands or how to position myself, I blinked and
avoided looking into the light, which shone through the window in
front of me. We did not speak, taking in this moment, which was
framed and frozen in time.

My parents
would never have left me alone if Yu were the one coming to see
me, was my first thought.

How I would
have loved to have thrown myself at him and held him against me!
But… I didn’t. I found myself trembling and shaking as I followed
him silently into the living room. I sat down on the chair next to
him.

Unable to keep
my head up in order to face him, I heard him asking if I was OK.
Upon hearing his voice at such close range, for the first time, I
could no longer control my feelings. Hands over my face, I started
to cry. In between sobbing, I managed to murmur: "They won’t allow
me to see you again."

A deadly silent
pause, seemingly stretching for an eternity; then Yu’s hand reached
out and touched my hair. Gently he said: "Don’t cry, it’s all
right. We’ll try to persuade them."

"No, we can’t,
you don’t know my parents. They cannot be persuaded." I shook my
head, filled with despair.

Before he could
reply, we heard a knock on the door. His parents came in, offering
cold drinks, fruit and snacks.

With the
handkerchief Yu handed to me, I dabbed away the tears from my wet
cheeks. I straightened up and struggled for a smile, exchanging
some pleasantries with his parents. They were friendly.

While I was
still nervous, my anxiety seemed to temporarily be under control. I
began to take note of my surroundings. This was apparently the main
reception room, with a dining table in the middle of the room. Yu
was sitting at one side of the table, while I occupied the seat on
his right-hand side. In front of me, Yu’s mother had placed some
sunflower seeds and roasted peanuts, as well as some freshly cut
watermelon.

“Thank you,
Auntie Yu; I will help myself. Please don’t trouble yourself.” I
found myself speaking in a small voice, slightly overwhelmed by the
combination of her hospitality and my embarrassment.

From their
conversations and body language, I could detect the strong bond
joining this family, which was quite unlike the one I had with
mine. The love Yu’s parents felt for one another - and for their
son - was apparent for all to see.

There was
little doubt that my parents loved me - in their own way - but they
never told me they did. I had often wondered if my parents even
loved each other. I had never witnessed any displays of affection
nor verbal endearments between them.

Although
conscious of the time limit Mother had imposed, I forced out the
thoughts of possible consequences. After his parents went to their
room to give us privacy, Yu asked me what his name meant. I offered
my interpretations, but my mind wandered, as I remembered the
comments my father had made days before.

"What kind of
name is that? How dare the parents name their son after an emperor?
Bloody arrogant and shameless, I'd say," spat Father.

Unlike in the
West, where people would name their children after disciples from
the bible, or kings and queens in history, or their own ancestors,
it is hardly acceptable for the Chinese to name their descendants
after emperors. Also, while Xia is quite common, Yu is a rare
surname; the result, Xia Yu, is one of the famous names in Chinese
history.

Xia was the
reign name of the quasi-legendary dynasty founded by Yu, who is
said to have drained away the floods to render China habitable. Yu
also established the first family dynasty, called Xia, by passing
the crown to the eldest male child. Seventeen Xia kings are listed
in Shi-Ji, a comprehensive history written during the
1st century BC, covering the period from the
21st to mid-16th century BC, beginning some
two thousand years before Christ. Chinese culture has been named
the Hua-Xia culture ever since.

"Clever girl."
Yu's delighted response called me back from my distractions. It was
then he kissed me, my very first kiss by a man.

Not knowing how
to kiss, or how to respond to a kiss, I didn't know what to do or
how to feel. In a panic, I tried to turn my head away from him.
Touching his lips only briefly upon my quivering lips, his hot
mouth then fell onto my burning cheek.

Until that
moment, I had never seen anyone kissing in real life. Since
literature with any detail of physical contact between men and
women was banned, most books published in the ‘60s and ‘70s were
“revolutionary” in content. We only ever talked about love for
Chairman Mao and the Communist Party, not between two sexes.

As “good”
girls, we did not talk to boys. There was an unwritten code that
genders didn’t mix and mingle, even though all Chinese schools were
co-ed. It was very bad for boys to chat up girls, for they would be
called playboys or womanisers, and condemned as being immoral and
lowlifes. It was even worse if it was the other way around. Girls
bold enough to talk to and socialise with boys had to have lots of
nerve, and as a result would end up suffering a ruined reputation.
A ruined reputation was the worst thing that could possibly happen
to a girl in China; the damage and shame would follow her a
lifetime.

I remember
there was a middle-aged woman who worked in the hairdresser's on
the high street. Sometimes, when I passed the shop, I could hear
people whispering, or occasionally boys shouting “worn shoes,” a
curse especially reserved for women who had illicit liaisons with
men. Prostitution had been banned under Communist rule. A woman
would be labelled “worn shoes” simply by conducting an
extra-marital affair. In the worst-case scenario, she could
virtually be forced to hang a pair of worn shoes over her neck and
then be paraded on the streets to be publicly shamed.

On top of the
strict control of parents, there was the ethical code of the
schools and universities, which mandated that nobody, male or
female, was allowed to have a romantic relationship. Even though it
appeared quite impossible for the authorities to forbid people from
falling in love, the rules were to be obeyed without question. In
reality, therefore, sexual relationships were completely taboo, and
any form of romantic relationship was forbidden fruit.
Homosexuality was unheard of.

No Mills and
Boon-type romance was available, with only a small selection of
“underground” books, labelled “yellow fiction,” referring to any
novels and stories with minor sexual innuendoes, for the most part
published in the 1950s and before when it was less restricted. Even
modern Chinese books that were banned were highly implicit when
they came to describing love scenes. Writers would pause with
typical lines like: “he walked towards her and she turned off the
lights.” So the readers were left to imagine what the characters
were about to do, but imagination was not something to be
encouraged anyway. Romance and sex, in implication, was not
something to be made explicit, nor should it be seen. It was
something undesirable and could only be done when it was night, in
darkness and behind closed doors.

I did not know
any better. All my early years were marked by my constant efforts
to be “good and normal,” and trying to please everyone; a good
daughter to my parents, a good pupil and student to my teachers,
and a good youth who loved Chairman Mao and the Communist Party
wholeheartedly.

As I sat there,
profoundly confused, Yu drew me closer. This time, he was not
deterred by any protestations I put up through my body language.
Wrapping his arms around me, he levelled his face to mine,
searching for my lips. When he found them he pressed hard on my
burning lips. I could not breath, nor move my hands, in his tight
grip. It was beyond my control.

Some minutes
passed before Yu slowly relaxed his hold on me. I tilted my head to
one side to rest it upon his shoulder, and stayed in his arms. I
could feel his firm hands on my back and his breath by my ear was
getting quicker and heavier.

When I freed
myself from him, he whispered eagerly with a husky voice: "Come and
see me tomorrow."

In a manner so
very like my parents' ways, he did not ask me. He simply gave me an
order; only this time I knew I would not resist.

More
stern-faced than before, and colder than ever, Mother opened the
door to let me in. Father was out of sight, and probably fuming in
the bedroom. He was to continue to avoid me for the rest of the
holiday.

After a
contrived silence, when the mental torture was sufficient, Mother
questioned me in anger, barely keeping her temper from exploding:
"What has kept you so long? Tell me what happened."

"I told him
that you would not allow it."

"You are not
going to see him again then, are you?"

"No."

I lied! I could
not believe my own ears. It came out without me even thinking it
out. I did not know why I said “no” when in my heart of hearts I
didn’t mean it. Maybe I was so used to doing what my parents
expected of me that I did not know how to challenge them. Maybe it
was someone else who possessed my faculties temporarily.
Nevertheless, the answer gave Mother satisfaction and saved me from
her fiery storms and thunder, at least for the time being.

For the next
few days I made excuses to visit girlfriends, and Lingling came
once to escort me to Yu’s for a short visit. We spent these stolen
moments indoors. We could not be seen in public; word would easily
reach my parents if we were, and gossip could even endanger one’s
life in such close-knit Chinese communities.

Yu looked
content and happy, even though I was often nervous and tense. He
would hold my hands, and talk about his dreams for the future. He
wanted to be a specialist involved in modernising the radar
system.

For some
inexplicable reason, I was a little scared of him; maybe I was in
awe of his gaze, so deep and a little sad, like a well in which I
felt I might drown. Sometimes his piercing eyes were like a burning
fire, all consuming and intense. Sometimes I feared that he would
look through me and find out what a coward I was. Deep inside I
sensed that I was not strong enough to stand up to my parents. I
avoided returning his gaze, just as I avoided thinking. Had I known
myself better and if we were to have met at a different time and
under different circumstances, I would have jumped into that fire,
willingly turning myself into flames.

It did not take
Mother long to find out that I was seeing Yu in secret. She sent my
little brother to follow me one day and found out where I headed.
Ming was only ten years old and had no idea what was going on. He
only followed Mother’s orders. All good Chinese children did this,
and did not ask questions.

At home, the
situation inevitably deteriorated. Father had a dark look on his
face and refused to acknowledge my presence, as if I did not exist.
Mother started calling me nasty names, and screamed at me whenever
I dared to make a response.

On one or two
occasions, when I returned home a little later than I had promised,
she jumped on me, slapping my face and tearing at my ears
viciously, while throwing more verbal abuse at me. These physical
assaults, combined with her verbal insults, were at her disposal at
any given moment.

"How could you
be so shameless, you little slut? How could you degrade yourself to
where no decent human being would ever want you? How could you
carry on seeing that bastard when you are not allowed to? How dare
you shame us like this? I wish you were never born, bitch...."

The shouting
and screaming continued, and I just stared at the floor, silently
willing her to stop. My silent tears did not discourage her from
hurting me and, in fact, only seemed to have inflamed her anger to
a higher level. When I was occasionally forced to look up, I saw
her face and would find myself distraught by her hatred of me - her
daughter - her visage uglier than I ever remembered, with her
blood-shot eyes, her darkening face, and her mouth screwed into a
mean twist. She must have seen the hurt in my eyes, but she only
grabbed my hair to slap me more. What have I done to deserve
such torment and fury? I asked myself, not knowing the
answer.

As if this kind
of sustained torture wasn’t enough, or perhaps due the realisation
of its probable ineffective outcome, or maybe due to the sheer
exhaustion she had been subject to since my return, she changed
tack.

One of her
former students, Dajie (meaning Big Sister), came to see me one
day. Dajie had been like a real sister to me over the years. She
was now working in the same factory as Yu’s mother, hence blessed
with an insider’s trusted information on what the Yu family was
like. If they could be discredited enough, my parents hoped that I
would come to my senses.

After a brief
opening speech about what a good girl should do and how upset my
parents were at my disobedience, Dajie came to the main theme of
her lecture; stories about Yu’s mother, “the slut actress.”

“Do you know
why Yu is dating you, not someone else? I was told that Yu’s mother
bragged that her son was dating you only because you’re studying in
a key university. In other words, if it were not for where you are,
her son would not have picked you and you would not be worthy of
him.”

With all due
respect to Dajie, as a junior to a senior, I listened to what she
had to say. I agreed that my parents were upset and that I was not
doing what they expected of me, but I told Dajie firmly:

"Whatever
people might say about Yu’s parents would not stop me from seeing
him. I do not care what his parents are like. It does not have any
relevance between him and me."

Word got back
to Mother straight away. It was obvious that I would not change my
mind simply by hearing slander about Yu’s parents. It was difficult
to tell the role being played by Father in this sorry tale, except
that he would never allow me to go out with Yu. It was Mother who
did all the dirty handiwork, trying different tricks to slag off Yu
and dissuade me from my “dangerous liaison.”

After Dajie’s
visit, a number of Mother’s confidantes and associates bombarded me
with more lecturing and pressure. One of the powerful tools Mother
utilised was my form teacher, Mrs Chen, highly regarded by both Yu
and me. She “summoned” me one afternoon.

"I have to talk
to you, on your mother’s request, as well as due to my concern for
you personally," she began in a sincere tone. "Even though Yu is
academically bright and an outstanding student, he is very aloof
and too proud for his own good. He would not make a good partner
for you because of his selfish and proud nature, trust me. You know
I rather like him, but he does not suit you."

True, Yu did
not have many friends at school; he was a loner, not unlike me. Why
should that bother me? Again, I could only defend him in my heart.
Mrs Chen did not give me the chance to tell my side of the story.
Disagreeing with one's teacher was seen as a worse trait than
disobeying one's parents.

Fierce fights
between Mother and me erupted at ever-increasing frequencies,
always starting with her physical and verbal abuse, followed with
my weak protests and unstoppable tears. The end: no result, no
truce.

It took her a
while to realise that using force toward me did not work. It never
did. I had “rebellious bones,” according to her. Having been a
headmistress for so long, coercion was her usual style. A
well-practised manipulator, she started using more subtle
strategies: “He is not good enough for you, and we are only doing
this for your own good.” Mother tried adopting a coaxing tone,
which really did not suit her. Nevertheless, she was prepared to
use any methods available. She listed a number of reasons why I
would not be happy with Yu: “Other than the shortcomings of his
family, and his own, which I am sure you’re very well informed of
by now, there are practical difficulties in front of you.”

Yes, Chinese
people are known to be practical. Everything, even romance, had to
be scrutinised in practical terms. Going out with someone meant a
forthcoming marriage and lifelong commitment. More than that, one
could not simply go out with the opposite sex without consideration
of children. Our “private” lives were not private property, with
any decisions making far-reaching impacts on many aspects of our
lives; especially career prospects.

Being young and
romantic, those practicalities did not even come into my conscious
thinking. All I knew was that I was in love with Yu, and he with
me. What else did it matter? We both had one more year at
university, and neither of us had thought that far ahead. As long
we were together, the future would take care of itself, or so I
naïvely believed.

"Being
responsible parents, we care about your future;" this was Mother
talking again. "There is no way that we would allow you to marry
someone like Yu."

Yu's parents
showed their concern, too. It was their job to foresee what the
future held for their children and to warn them of any potential
dangers. They had a chat with me during one of my visits. His
father was the diplomatic voice of the family:

"We know that
you're under tremendous pressure from your parents to give up the
relationship. We can assure you that we would support you
financially if they decide to disown you, or if you decide to break
away from them. We would have all the furniture made and delivered
to Chongqing where you're studying, and hopefully that would be
yours and Yu's future home."

That took me by
surprise. I found myself unable to respond. It had never occurred
to me to leave my family for good in order to be with Yu. Did they
expect me to make a choice between the two? The pressure from both
sides was building up; making it increasingly difficult for me to
see what was in front of me.

One rainy day,
I made an excuse to visit Lingling in order to see Yu. The request
was refused. I stayed in all day, only to be subjected to more
mental torture. The going was getting really tough.

The following
day I had an old schoolmate, Yan, visiting me. We managed to sneak
out of the house and headed to Yu’s. I expected that he would be
pleased to see my friend and me. To my surprise, he refused to come
out of his room when I called his name. What's wrong? I
frowned, with an uneasy feeling and slight indignation.

Embarrassed, I
looked at Yan apologetically, and knocked again. His father opened
the door and let us in.

It was obvious
that Yu was angry, acting strange and cold. It was out of
politeness that he greeted Yan briefly, ignoring me intentionally.
The visit was short-lived and we left, feeling dejected.

His father
accompanied us to the front gate. "Yu was really upset that you did
not come to see him yesterday. He fainted from distress, you know,"
his father made an attempt to explain Yu's unusual behaviour.

His words
touched a soft spot inside me. Yet somewhere in not-so-soft spots,
I felt hurt. Does he ever put himself in my shoes and think
about what I have to go through at home? It was then that I
began to wonder how much longer I could handle the situation. For
the first time, unwanted doubts were creeping into my head.

During our
secret meetings, my guilt toward him and toward my parents had cast
a constant shadow on me. The complicity only added weight to my
already confused state of mind. The grim reality drained me
emotionally, depriving me of the sense of fun and happiness that
love was supposed to bring into our bland lives.

Sometimes, when
Yu kissed me and held me tightly against his chest, I felt this
desperate need to be held forever and never let go. These were the
moments I wanted to remember. If only I could have remained as
close to him as I was then, I would not have to face the reality of
being persecuted daily by my parents. It felt good holding his body
against mine. I felt safe.

During one
particularly emotional visit, after holding me tight for a long
time and showering my face with his ardent kisses, Yu pushed me
down onto his bed, his hand seeking to undo the buttons of my
blouse. I was petrified. My limited knowledge on sex alerted me
that what he was about to do was immoral and forbidden. How could a
good girl expose herself in front of a man? It was unthinkable that
he would want more than what we were already doing. I could not
believe that he wanted to see my body and touch my naked flesh.

In anger and
distress, I used all my strength to push him away. How dare you
to treat me like this, I fumed. How could a man I love have
such dirty thoughts about me? It was as if I had been violated,
betrayed and humiliated. For a moment I was hysterical, crying out
loud: "Stop! I'll throw myself off the window if you continue what
you're doing."

He stopped,
genuinely astonished at my frantic reactions. "What's up, my
darling? I just want to show you how much I love you. I can't help
it," he sounded disappointed.

“Why do you
have to do that? It is indecent to expose myself and you should
respect my wishes!” My voice was indignant and defensive.

"C'mon, Pearl.
There's nothing wrong with what I want to do. You're too attractive
to resist," he spoke softly, with a rare smile on his face.

Pulling myself
together, I sat up, with both arms folding around myself. We did
not speak for a while, each lost in our own thoughts.

The silence
became deafening, with my mind full of random images, feeling more
confused than ever before. Then he came closer and sat next to me.
His hand touched mine, as he whispered into my ear: "I only want to
see what makes a girl so beautiful. I promise that I would only
look and not touch," he cajoled. He was not the type of person to
be denied of what he wanted; instead he was only biding his time
waiting for me to calm down.

I said nothing,
therefore losing the argument in my silence. We were both sitting
on the edge of his bed, and this time he gently laid me down on my
back. As he fumbled awkwardly with the endless buttons, I closed my
eyes and did not move. I could feel his breath coming closer and
his hands trembling while undoing those tiny buttons. My mind
suddenly seemed vacant, as if in a long, dark tunnel where I could
see no light, no end.

My upper body
was, at last, exposed in front of his eyes. Like an out-of-body
experience, I felt his eyes taking in the sight. My body tensed up.
I had never before properly inspected my own naked body, even
though I was conscious that I had a nice figure - partly from doing
gymnastics at university, and partly from the confirmation of those
admiring glances from male students on campus.

Despite my lack
of body-consciousness, I had noticed that my breasts had been
growing, firm and pert - much to my own embarrassment. Mother never
told me anything about womanhood, nor advised me on how to be
attractive. If anything, she had tried to banish any feminine
desire to look good or feel good about myself on my part. Perhaps
it was due to her own plain looks, hence making her harbour an
instinctive dislike for anyone with decent looks. More likely, it
was her firm belief in Communism, which has brainwashed her to such
an extent that beauty of any sort was to be associated with the
petty bourgeoisie and therefore to be held in deep contempt.

Being
“attractive” was not the desired result for a girl in those days.
The best way to survive, and to lead a normal life, was to not get
noticed, and to look and act as everyone else: to blend in.

Since I had no
sexual education at school, which was hardly surprising, I had no
idea of what lovers do behind closed doors. Mother never told me
anything about sex or how babies were produced. I never asked,
either.

Maybe it was
not too difficult for boys to discover their sexual desires, and to
explain their attraction toward girls. For me, it was utter
mystery. In my understanding, sex was something people would do
when they got married. Any sexual contact or act before that would
be immoral. How did people make love? Not a bloody clue. Worse
still, there was nowhere for me to find out, either. It was taboo
for pupils to even talk about such sensitive issues. It never
occurred to me to ask my mates if they knew anything about “sex,”
the word never publicly used. Did their parents reveal the secrets
the day before they got married?

While at
university, I had a very limited allowance, sufficient for food but
nothing else. Other girls in my class could afford to go shopping
and buy pretty clothes and tape recorders. I made do with plain
outfits sewn by a local tailor, where my parents had all our
clothes made. They tended to be old-fashioned, with neither shape
nor style.

When I saved
enough money to buy my first bra, made of a thin layer of white
cotton, I felt a strange sense of satisfaction. I knew that Mother
would have objected to the purchase of such a vanity item had I
asked her for it.

Weird but true;
it was Mother’s image that came into my mind when Yu gasped at the
sight of my exposed upper body. I could almost see her rage and
hear her scream when I heard his delighted sigh: “Oh, my dearest
Pearl, you have beautiful breasts. You smell wonderful. I want to
listen to your heart.”

He put his face
between my breasts and held me, taking a deep breath and trying to
inhale my body scent. For a fleeting moment, I felt the slight
roughness of his chin against my smooth, soft skin. Covering my
face with my hands, shame and embarrassment engulfed my senses. I
did not move, nor did he. All I could hear was my heartbeat.

Time stopped.
It felt like an eternity. Mother’s image disappeared and there was
a vast empty space. As if in a sweet dream, peaceful and quiet, I
began to relax, tasting the ecstasy of this physical closeness,
where two souls met and two hearts were beating in rhythm. I wished
that I could stay there forever.

The beautiful
head on my chest stirred and I was suddenly awake. My senses came
back and it dawned on me what we were doing. I pushed him away and
sat up.

Quickly
covering myself and trying to button up, I mumbled: "We shouldn’t
be doing this. Don’t you ever try this again, bad egg!"

Calling someone
a “bad egg” was an endearment, especially the way it was said by a
girl in love.

After I left Yu
that day, I was determined that things had to change. I have to
leave and think. I cannot live this double life any more, I
decided.

That evening,
before Mother could start her fight against me, I asked if I could
go and visit Grandma in Mianyang, a different city hundreds of
kilometres away. Mother agreed immediately. That would get Yu out
of the way; she must have felt relief. I was to buy the ticket the
next day and to travel the following morning.

On my way to
get the ticket at the coach station at the other side of the town,
I went to see Yu one more time.

The August heat
was so severe that every movement of one’s body, every moment of
hurry, called into being buckets of sweat. Nonetheless, I ran
downhill from the school and hurried to his house in twenty minutes
- a journey normally taking half an hour to accomplish at a fast
pace. I was so eager to see him, so oblivious to anything else that
I nearly ran into a peddler selling summer fruit on the streets. I
heard him cursing me; I carried on jogging.

Yu led me into
their living room. I stood in front of the blast of air from the
furiously spinning electric fan. What a relief! In between drinking
tea and wiping off the sweat, I told him that I was leaving,
following my parents’ orders, blushing at my white lie. What's the
point of telling him that it was my idea? Would he agree with me
that the situation had become so intolerable that I had to
escape?

He was
indignant, accusing me of being cruel and selfish. "You have made
my holiday even shorter than it is," he added, bitterness in his
tone.

I turned my
head sideways. Oh, dear God, I could not face him, his eyes so full
of apprehension. I did not know how to stop his sadness, or his
anger.

His mother came
in and insisted that I join them for lunch. She had already cooked
a full meal, and began to put different dishes on the dining table.
I glanced at my watch and noticed the time flying. What the
hell, I told myself. Just a meal and then tell another white
lie to Mother about my delay.

No use to argue
against the Chinese hospitality, either; the more you refused, the
more insistent the hostess became. I took the seat next to Yu. At
least I did not have to face him.

"Please, try
this. This is Yu's favourite dish." His mother sat opposite, piling
my rice bowl with different items; fried egg with shrimps, spicy
beef, and summer vegetables. The dish she pointed out especially
was a stir-fried chicken with fresh ginger, spicy and tasty. I
wanted to compliment her cooking, but did not utter anything in the
end, tongue-tied.

I took comfort
in knowing that the best compliment I could give her was to eat as
much as I could, although I did not have any appetite. Summer days
like that were not helpful in terms of food consumption. On top of
that, my heart was wrenching with guilt and regret. Maybe I did not
have to go? Part of me was beginning to have doubts.

The harmonious
family atmosphere saddened me. I did not remember the last time I
had a meal like that with my family. Both Mother and Father usually
ate at the staff canteens, and did little cooking at home. Even
during school holidays, we normally fetched three meals a day from
the canteen.

Eating from a
communal canteen was a practice encouraged by the government,
starting from the years of the “Great Leap Forward” in the late
1950s, when all family cookeries were being scrapped to produce
steel. My parents got used to that quickly. Besides, cooking
facilities at home were so poor that it took forever to light the
bad-quality coal or wood in the fire stove. Most homes had no
kitchen, nor gas, nor electricity for cooking.

After being
fed, and before I could say goodbye to Yu's parents, his mother
took out a Swiss watch, which her relatives from Hong Kong had
sent. "We want you to have this, as a gift, a love token from Yu."
She handed it over to me.

It took me by
surprise. Although touched by her kind gesture, I refused to accept
it. "I really appreciate it, but I have a watch already." I felt
like a fool.

"You can do
with an exchange. Look, this watch would look good on you; a lot
smaller, and more feminine. It's gold." She tried to persuade me.
Yu and his father also insisted that I try it on.

"No, I can't
take it. I really can't. Please understand." I put the watch on the
table, when Aunt Yu refused to take it back. I could not imagine
what my parents would do if they found out that I had accepted
gifts from Yu’s family.

For a moment a
strange thought hit me: how nice it would have been if Mother were
like Aunt Yu! Immediately a terrible guilt followed and I despised
myself - how impious to think that of my own mother!

Although
dreading the moment when I had to bid farewell to Yu on my own, I
was left with no choice. His parents retired to their room before I
could make an excuse to leave. An uncomfortable silence fell
between us and hung heavily in the air, already too hot and sticky.
I bowed my head and felt like crying:

"I'm so sorry.
But I have to go."

His initial
anger had subsided and I could tell that he was sorry too. Without
a word, he came close and embraced me. He kissed me all over my
face and I felt something salty in my mouth. I opened my eyes.

I had never
seen a man cry before. My heart melted at his passion and his
sorrow. Large teardrops began falling down my cheeks as well. Our
tears mingled together and I tasted the saltiness, unable to
distinguish whether it was his or mine. All I could feel was a
stabbing pain. I felt like I was dying inside.

Sobbing between
our kissing, I felt like I was drowning in a wide ocean while
desperately trying to reach for something to cling onto. I held Yu
tight, as if he were my only hope of survival. Deep down, I feared
that he was not strong enough to save us both. I would have to
either drag him down or let go of him. My heart told me to drag him
down and my head told me to let him go.

We held onto
each other. I had lost all sense of space and time. Melting into
his arms and kisses, I could not move nor speak. I was using all my
remaining energy simply to cling to him. There was so much
desperation that it was like a knife, sharp and cruel, causing
excruciating pain. My whole body and soul were aching for him and I
did not know how to stop it. The pain penetrated deeper and deeper
inside me, until I found it hard to breathe. I could feel the same
despair in him that made him tense and strong. His grip on me was
so tight that it hurt to think that we could not be any closer!

He was
whispering, his voice husky and charged with emotion: "I have loved
you for a very long time, ever since we were at school, even though
I never had the chance to tell you. Now I have you as my
girlfriend, and I love you more and more each day."

He did not give
me any chance to respond and carried on: “When I first wrote to
you, I was not sure about your feelings for me. Now I have realised
how much you mean to me. I want to be with you for the rest of my
life. I will never be happy without you, my dearest. I swear I will
wait for you. Please promise you’ll write to me as soon as you
can.”

Listening to
his confessions, my tears kept pouring and began to soak his shirt.
My sobbing became more violent. I could no longer bear it.

Using the last
drop of energy I still possessed, I disentangled myself. He was
reluctant to let go. He looked drained as he handed his
handkerchief to me. I wanted to say something, but was unable to
make a sound, lost for words. Something inside me was hurting so
bad that I no longer knew what to say. He turned away to the
window, his shoulders drooping to the sides. After one more look at
his back, I quickly hurried out of his room.

When I returned
home, Mother made a point of looking at her watch. Then she saw my
swollen eyes on my puffy face. For once she kept back what she was
about to say and reserved her sarcastic comments for another time.
I could see from her suppressed yet triumphant expression that she
was silently gloating: You will not be able to see him for at
least a year.

Anything could
happen in that period of time.

 



Chapter Two:
Shadows of the Red Sun

 


The East is red, the
sun has risen,

China has produced Mao
Zedong!

He works for the
people's happiness,

Hu er hai yue, He is
the people's saviour.

-Li Youyuan

 


Ask any
Mainland Chinese person over the age of 30, and he or she will sing
“The East is Red” for you, for it is certainly more popular than
even “God Save the Queen” in Great Britain. I would claim that many
Chinese, like me, could sing it in our sleep. The lyrics may be
simple; two more stanzas follow, showering praise over Mao and the
Communist Party.

The verses may
be pure propaganda, full of zealous words without rhyme or much
poetry; the music did not carry a great tune nor offer any
imagination, yet it was one of the most frequently played melodies,
in the world's most populous country, for decades. A poor peasant
named Li Youyuan wrote it in 1942, based on a northern folk song.
It gained popularity in Yan'an, where Mao first established himself
as a great leader and subsequently the Communists expanded their
power across the country.

In the
mid-1960s, “The East is Red” became the hymn for the Cultural
Revolution and the unofficial national anthem, sung by everyone
prior to all political meetings. The Central People's Broadcasting
Station began its day with this song, played on a set of bells cast
over two thousand years ago.
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