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My Sister Xiaoqing

I f she was still alive, my little sister 

Xiaoqing should be celebrating her 

fortieth birthday on the tenth of 

February. In fact it’s a full thirty-one years 

since my sister Xiaoqing left this world 

behind. It’s now the middle of the night on 

the ninth of February, 1999, and I sit in my 

library in Nanjing, thinking of my sister, my 

sister Xiaoqing. My wife is already asleep, 

and my daughter too. They are asleep in 

each other’s embrace, their breath even and 

peaceful. My wife and my daughter are 

enjoying the night, enjoying their slumber. 

I have come into the library alone, and shut 

the door to yearn for my sister—my sister 

Xiaoqing.

I t’s fair to say that my sister Xiaoqing 

was a girl with an artistic temperament. 

She almost never took part in the ordinary 

games of normal children. When she was 

five or six, she already showed this kind of 

extraordinary disposition. Xiaoqing often 

sat by herself under a tree, weaving birds 

and insects out of golden rice straw or wheat 

straw. Xiaoqing’s hands were uncannily 

skilled. She was a gifted dancer, and if a good 

mood took her she would dance a little ethnic 

folk-dance by herself. Her little hands would 

wave about above her head in a beautiful 

expression of the Tibetan countryfolk’s deep 

gratitude to Jinzhumami1. I would often 

discover the local farmers crouching in 

hidden places, secretly watching Xiaoqing 

dance. Xiaoqing would dance and sing just 

like a “little devil” (the local peasants tended 

to use that term for anything extremely fine). 

But the locals had an unfortunate habit, they 

couldn’t contain themselves: they loved 

to be over-zealous in expressing sudden 

reactions. When they called out together 

Xiaoqing would stop still. Xiaoqing was an 

exceedingly sensitive little girl, a very shy 

little girl. She was never an attention-seeking 

little brat. So in these moments Xiaoqing 

was like a little rabbit jumping at the sound 

of a bow-string. She would be shocked 

awake from her private trance and be simply 

frozen to the spot, tears streaming from her 

eyes, so abashed that she didn’t know what 

Bi Feiyu / 毕飞宇



024

C
h

in
ese A

rts &
 Letters

V
O

L.1
  N

O
.1

to do. Then Xiaoqing would run away alone, 

clutching her face. The local kids would clap 

their hands and screech in unison, “Little 

devil! Little devil! Xiaoqing’s a little devil!”

Xiaoqing inherited Father’s introversion 

and s i lence,  but  Mother  gave her  an 

extremely rich artistic gift.  The more 

Xiaoqing’s big black pupils grew, the more 

out of the ordinary she seemed. In this 

respect, I was totally unlike my sister. I ate 

well and slept well, I was stocky and tanned 

and strong, running around in the village all 

day, provoking no less than three calamities a 

day. The people in the village all said, “Look 

at Xiaoqing—no way is this youngster born 

to the same parents. He’s just a bastard.” On 

this basis, whenever the village people were 

calling my sister “little devil,” they’d just use 

“little bastard!” to get rid of me. We’d only 

been in the village a few months before the 

villagers had given nicknames to our whole 

family. They called my father “Four-Eyes,” 

and my mother “Aiyowei!”—Mother was 

from Yangzhou, and all Yangzhou people 

tend to use “Aiyowei!” to give voice to their 

joys and sorrows. So you knew just by 

listening that our family of four was made up 

of four distinct members2.

My sister very quickly got into trouble. 

In an instant, those dancing hands of hers 

became unrecognizable, and she could never 

again arc and sway and prance on tiptoe for 

Jinzhumami. Farm work was out of season 

and the school had broken up for the winter, 

but my parents were striving hard all day 

at the salt flats north of the village. Half 

of that salty land was submerged in water, 

and after even just a couple of days of sun, 

the parts that stuck out of the water would 

produce a layer of snow-white powder. 

Nothing grew there except bulrushes. But 

the village issued a deadly order for the earth 

there: we want rice, not bulrushes. The exact 

method was very simple: bury the earth in 

earth. Dig up three feet of earth, then dig 

up another three feet of earth; fill in three 

feet of earth, then fill in another three feet. 

This way, the top three feet of soil and the 

lower three feet of soil would be thoroughly 

shifted around. The worksite was glorious to 

see—the neighbouring villages had lent all 

their labourers to help, and figures in blue khaki 

formed a vast and formidable swarm between 

heaven and earth—relentless, like the old man 

moving the mountain3, like ants on the move, red 

flags dancing everywhere to the unbroken sound 

of shouted slogans, while heroic admonitions 

from the piercing megaphone swept to the 

horizon. That winter my father was undone 

with exhaustion, and one evening when he 

went to squat over the toilet, he suddenly fell 

asleep as he squatted there. The result can be 

imagined, of course: when he turned in his 

sleep, he keeled over into the toilet. The great 

“ker-plosh”  sound frightened the whole 

village. Father earned another nickname 

from this mishap: for a long time afterwards 

people didn’t call him “Four-Eyes,”  they just 

called him “Ker-plosh.” 

On those days when Father and Mother 
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were away, I would be out running wild of 

course, but my sister Xiaoqing wouldn’t. 

She would spend the whole day in the 

blacksmith’s workshop, watching the 

blacksmith forging and hammering spades 

and shovels for the worksite. For my little 

sister, everything in the workshop was just 

too wonderful: those raven-black lumps of 

iron being fired to an orange-red, glowing 

and translucent—as though each lump of 

iron was a transparent vessel filled with 

a mysterious liquid. It was even more 

enchanting when the blacksmith’s hammer 

struck it, as each “dang!” sound was followed 

by ravishing iron shavings spraying outwards 

like a chrysanthemum flower, opening out its 

petals and then vanishing without a trace. The 

workshop was full of musical metal sounds, 

and those lumps of iron grew and changed 

amid the metallic percussion, turning into the 

shapes people wanted. From what happened 

next, I guess my sister must have been 

enchanted by the mysterious liquid inside the 

lumps of iron. She waited till the blacksmith 

put a lump of iron straight out of the forge 

onto the anvil and stepped away, and she 

walked up and reached out her little hands. 

Xiaoqing wanted to carry the beloved piece 

of iron in her own hands. I’m sure my sister 

had waited a long time for this moment. She 

didn’t scream. In fact, in almost the same 

moment that she lifted up the iron lump, she 

had already fainted. Her little hands instantly 

changed their appearance. My sister’s hands 

were not dripping with fresh blood; on the 

contrary, as soon as the wound appeared it 

seemed to form a layer of white scar tissue.

My sister came to in my father’s lap, 

and as soon as she came to, Father put her 

down. He went to the door, and from behind 

the door he took the rod that Mother used 

to beat the washing clean. Father gave my 

bottom a vicious beating. If Mother hadn’t 

come back, I probably would have died 

under Father’s clubbing. Only after becoming 

a father myself did I understand how my 

father had felt. It was the day I cycled to the 

Confucius Temple with my daughter—when 

we got to Sanshan Street, my daughter’s left 

foot got stuck in the wheel of my bicycle, 

scraping off a piece of skin the size of a 

fingernail. In my infinite anguish I gave 

myself a sharp slap across the mouth. In that 

moment when I slapped myself, I thought of 

my father. I stopped dead in the street. My 

daughter held my hand, asking why I’d done 

it. What could I say? What could I say now?

My sister’s hands were useless now. 

From this point onwards this little girl, so 

fiercely self-respecting, would keep her 

little hands in her pockets, and she was even 

quieter now. Her hands became my sister’s 

great shame, and she put this great shame 

in her coat pockets, one in the left, one in 

the right. But my sister’s dreaming did not 

cease for a moment. When the New Year 

came, my sister asked my mother, “Will my 

hands be well again next year?” Mother said, 

“They will. Your hands will certainly be well 

again next year.”  Xiaoqing remembered this 
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promise. After the Spring Festival she looked 

forward to the first day of the following year 

for three hundred and sixty-five days. On 

the eve of the next new year, before the New 

Year’s Eve meal, my sister put her hands on 

the table and suddenly said, “My hands will 

be better next year, won’t they?” Mother 

didn’t say they wouldn’t, but she didn’t 

promise, either. Her silence seemed so cruel 

on the eve of the new year, and Father’s even 

more so.

T hat year the bulrushes had their way 

again in the salt-flats north of the 

village. Once spring came, the new green 

shoots all died patch by patch, and the 

bulrushes grew in their place. This year’s 

bulrushes really grew like crazy. After 

the Qingming festival4, the salt flats were 

submerged again in water. The bulrushes 

didn’t seem to poke out from the water—

they appeared to have fallen from the sky, 

dense, plentiful, glossy, as though they had 

been carefully tended. When high summer 

was approaching, the bulrushes were already 

fully grown, their narrow leaves supple and 

slender, stalk after stalk, blade after blade. 

Tall and straight, elegant and slim. An 

occasional gust of wind could blow them 

all neatly to one side, but as soon as the 

wind stopped, the wonderfully supple leaves 

would quickly spring back with a veritable 

surge. The great swathe of bulrushes did not 

yield to anyone: they had grown their own 

independent world in the salt flats, a vital, 

thriving world. That’s how it was in the 

salt flats: the world might have been shared 

between rice and bulrushes, but in its very 

roots it still belonged to the bulrushes.

But we liked the bulrushes, especially 

the brown flower-heads of the male plants. 

We called them reed clubs. When the rushes 

were dry and withered, we would aim at 

them with slingshots. As soon as a reed club 

was hit it would silently explode in a ring of 

snow-white, the rushes’ snow-white down 

bursting out in all directions before gently 

dispersing. We liked this game. The grown-

ups didn’t like it, for the simple reason that 

bulrush fluff doesn’t fill bellies, and the 

floating snowy down tolled the final death 

knell for rice and wheat.

When the winter was approaching, 

we chose a windy day. We took reed clubs 

in our hands, and stood, ten or twenty of us 

in a row, on the concrete bridge. The wind 

came rushing past our ears as we beat the 

cement railings of the bridge with the reed 

clubs in our hands. The wind took the snowy 

down and sent it up into the sky. We hit the 

bridge harder—the reed club supply was 

endless anyway. The whole sky was a frenzy 

of billowing downy fluff, filling the sky and 

blocking out the sun.

I don’t know where my sister was at 

that time. She was never one of the crowd. 

But looking at what happened afterwards, 

Xiaoqing must have been crouching in an 

inconspicuous place, secretly watching 

our game. My sister liked this game—but 
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she was never one of the crowd. On New 

Year’s Day, my sister finally had her gale. 

She stood by herself on the cement bridge, 

clutching the calendar from home. Only two 

days before, Mother had hung that calendar 

before the poster of Li Tiemei and Grandma 

Li5. With the gale blowing, my sister tore 

off the bright red New Year’s Day, and with 

her disfigured fingers she threw it into the 

wind. Next came the black second, the black 

third, the black fourth, the black fifth, and the 

black sixth—my sister tore off all the black 

and red days and, white as blossoms, one by 

one, the days floated along the river on the 

wind. They rose up, they twisted and curled, 

struggling a little, finally falling to the water 

and being carried away by the waves. A lot 

of people saw what my sister was doing, and 

they saw the days floating and tossing and 

turning in the river. Nobody spoke. I am sure 

that many people saw an unlucky portent for 

my sister in the scene before them.

My sister was unusual in anything she 

did; her particular talent came with her at 

birth. If she were alive, no doubt my sister 

would be an exceptional artist. Art was 

instinctual to her. Wherever she trod, there 

appeared art. She could imbue such meaning 

in the most ordinary thing, transforming it 

into a rare and unforgettable poetic marvel. 

But if my sister were alive, I prefer to believe 

that she would be an ordinary woman, an 

ordinary wife and an ordinary mother. I wish 

I could see Xiaoqing now, not greater than 

life, not less than life. My sister should be 

equal to life, ordinary and content, serene 

and satisfied. Life, however, did not will it.

I n the winter of that same year, a 

large group of outsiders came to the 

village. They were shut inside the school, 

and they sat in a circle all day in the school 

playground, listening to people reading and 

lecturing. When evening came, the lights in 

the classrooms were always lit until very late. 

In the depths of night when everyone was 

quiet, we could often hear severe shouting 

and desperate whimpering from over at 

the school. When we had time, we would 

crouch on the perimeter wall and look for 

those people who sobbed in the night. But 

you could barely distinguish the men from 

the women with these people, nor the young 

from the old. Their expressions were all the 

same, the tone and cadence of their voices, 

even their sitting postures were all the same. 

The most curious was how, when they 

walked, they looked like a pack of nocturnal 

animals: cautious, suspicious, evasive; it was 

impossible to imagine what they had been 

doing in the night.

The incident happened in the evening, 

when my sister Xiaoqing was setting paper 

boats afloat on the stone pier in front of the 

school. A woman came walking out of the 

perimeter wall—she was in her fifties, her 

hair long and greying, wearing a pair of 

very thick glasses, and she looked a little 

terrifying. The woman hunkered down 

beside my little sister and began to wash 
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some clothes. Out of fright my sister silently 

left the pier, and took the measure of her 

from a distance. While the woman washed 

her clothes, she turned her head and looked 

around from time to time, and when she was 

convinced there was no one there, the woman 

quickly left the pier, walking straight ahead 

along the riverbank. But her clothes and her 

washbasin caught the current and floated 

away in the opposite direction. My sister was 

very sharp; she was sublimely intuitive. My 

sister trailed behind the woman, tailing her 

all the way to the village. On reaching the 

village, the woman stepped into the wintery 

stream, walking down until the water only 

left her upper body, then only her head, then 

only her grey hair. My sister set off running 

back, running and shouting out, “Help! Oh, 

Help—” 

My sister had successfully saved a 

human life. People gazed at her with curious 

and astonished expressions. My sister was 

extremely abashed: she knew she had done 

something amazing, yet from her expression 

she seemed to have made a mistake. That 

woman was hauled up onto the bank, and 

even her thick glasses were trawled up with 

a fishing net. But what happened the next 

morning proved that my sister didn’t just 

“seem to have made a mistake”, she really 

had made a mistake. That second day the 

woman stood all day on a bench in the 

schoolyard, with everyone surrounding her 

on all sides, standing in a big circle. When 

evening approached, the woman’s body 

was rocking endlessly on the bench. But 

this woman had extraordinary balance: no 

matter how far she swayed, she was still 

able to right herself. From what we could 

observe from the top of the wall, it was 

mainly the bench that toppled in the end. If 

the bench hadn’t toppled, the woman could 

absolutely have kept it up on that bench for 

a week. Once the bench fell, the woman had 

no choice but to tumble down from on top. 

It was no great problem, though—she only 

lost a few front teeth, and shed a little blood. 

The following morning she stood back up on 

the bench with strength and vigour, until for 

some reason the woman burst out into loud 

peals of laughter. Her laughter was really 

odd, her whole body twitching, her head of 

grey hair tossing and turning—there was 

only sound, no content. I had never heard 

such hollow, baseless, rapturous mirth.

Saving this woman’s life should have 

been the most successful thing my sister did 

in her short life. In fact, it was a disaster. As 

it happened, my sister Xiaoqing’s half-lived 

life was lost thanks to this deed.

There were only a few days until the 

Spring Festival, and we were all delighted. 

The Spring Festival was heaven for us. That 

noon, the mysterious visitors in the school 

finally left our village. They lined up like 

troops and marched through the little alleys. 

Many people stood on either side of the 

alleyways, watching these strange visitors. 

They had arrived silently, and now they left 

silently. My sister should never have been 
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standing by the roadside. She never was 

one for hurly-burly or standing in a crowd; 

yet there she was that day. Things are hard 

to predict in life. Things that diverge from 

common sense happen around us all the time. 

Nobody can explain this world. Nobody.

Just as the column was passing my 

sister, a figure suddenly shot out from their 

midst. It was that woman. In her ferocity she 

suddenly threw herself to the ground. When 

she stood up again her hair was all loose, and 

her thick glasses had fallen to the ground. 

She reached out her hands, and seized my 

little sister by the collar, frantically shoving 

and shaking her, her own body shaking back 

and forth with the motion. Her grey hair 

danced wildly in the air, and through the wild 

hair my sister saw the woman’s severely 

short-sighted pupils bulging outwards, like 

a crab’s. Of course my sister also saw the 

mouth with its lost front teeth, dark and 

gaping, like a locust ready to rip and bite. 

The woman placed the tip of her nose against 

the tip of my sister’s nose, and emitted a 

hysterical, piercing shriek: “It was you who 

didn’t let me die, it was you! It was you!”My 

sister’s little face was already papery with 

fright, and the jet-black gleam in my sister’s 

eyes had flown away in an instant. There was 

only light, no content. My sister had seen a 

ghost. My sister had saved her body, but her 

spirit had long ago turned into a drowned 

phantom, roaring and billowing at Xiaoqing 

like surging waves. After the woman’s hands 

had been prized apart, my sister collapsed to 

the ground. Her eyes looked dead ahead; her 

mouth hung open.

My sister Xiaoqing was never herself 

again. She was not shy any more. She never 

again was that little dancing devil.

Father did not beat me. Neither did 

Mother.

After the winter holidays, my sister 

never went back to school. She sat at the 

front door all day, counting her crippled 

fingers. If anyone called out, “Hey, little 

devil, dance for us!” my sister would straight 

away set about waving her arms and legs. 

When she did this, she was often like a fully-

wound spring, as though, if she didn’t dance 

to the very last second, she would keep 

dancing forever, until she was sweating and 

her muscles were spent. Once my little sister 

danced until the sun was setting behind the 

mountains, and the evening rays slanted 

into the empty alley, stretching my sister’s 

shadow until it was as long as the alley 

itself, a great long shadow floundering on 

the ground, deep and dark, as though the 

earth had grown arms, had grown fingers, 

as though my sister was grappling with the 

earth, yet in the end she couldn’t escape the 

earth’s grasp.

In all the years since my sister passed 

away, I often make these futile speculations. 

If my sister was still alive, what would 

she look like? These imaginings drive me 

crazy—I will never be able to envisage a life 

that has already vanished. I cannot imagine 

what my sister would look like, and this 
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powerlessness makes me understand the 

cruelty of death and the tribulations of life. 

Death will always be the heavy burden which 

life must drag. In this life, in this realm, there 

is no relief from it.

T he beginning of spring was the most 

difficult time in the countryside—

anything edible had more or less been eaten, 

and whatever was due to grow hadn’t grown 

yet. The earth was a swathe of emerald—you 

often hear of the “green shoots never meeting 

the old chaff,” and this was exactly that time. 

People whose families were in trouble would 

often have to roam the neighbouring villages, 

begging a bit here, cadging a bit there, taking 

a bit as they happened to pass by. At any 

rate, setting aside a day’s provisions would 

never pose a problem. That day Sanhuo from 

our village went to Gao Village. He was 

fifty-something, but his frame was skinny 

and little—he looked just like a wrinkly 

youngster. At lunch-time Sanhuo roamed over 

half of Gao Village, and ate himself so full 

that his stomach protruded when he walked. 

This was already enough to make one livid. 

But worse, much worse, he should never 

have had that wicked thought at Gao Dawei’s 

front door. Gao Dawei was a revolutionary 

solder who had just retired from service 

the year before. Just outside the door his 

military cotton cap, padded jacket, cotton 

trousers and cotton shoes had been hung to 

dry. Sanhuo was just like one possessed—

he snatched all these accoutrements of the 

retired soldier and gathered them up in 

one swoop, then crouched in the nearby 

toilet, throwing his beggar’s garb into the 

lavy trough, and walking out in the style 

of a revolutionary soldier. Valiant, solemn 

and mighty, he looked ready to carry on 

the revolution to the bitter end. But he had 

forgotten a very important detail: the cap, 

trousers and shoes were all several sizes 

too big for him. When he turned his head 

quickly, his head swivelled around, but the 

cap didn’t budge. Thus the more Sanhuo 

exuded solemnity and power, the more 

furtive and shifty he seemed. Never mind the 

fact that on such a warm day, nobody who 

didn’t have shit for brains could possibly 

wrap themselves up so snugly. Sanhuo was 

discovered as soon as he came out of the 

toilet. A panhandler passing himself off as a 

revolutionary soldier—what else might he be 

capable of? The whole of Gao Village turned 

out. They pulled off Sanhuo’s disguise, and 

hoisted his skinny, twig-like true form over 

a tree. His body was festooned with the spit 

and phlegm of the whole of Gao Village. The 

Gao Village party branch secretary made a 

speech: this was certainly no ordinary petty 

thievery—its “character” was more serious. 

The village branch secretary told people to 

write “Reactionary Beggar” on Sanhuo’s 

chest and back with foul-smelling black 

ink; and leaving him naked but for a pair 

of underpants, they drove him out of Gao 

Village.

The folk of Gao Village never expected 
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that our village would take revenge. About 

twenty days later, a high school graduate 

of Gao Village, Gao Duanwu, went to 

Brokenbridge Village to see a prospective 

wife—joy of joys. Our village was the only 

way between Gao Village and Brokenbridge, 

so when Gao Duanwu was coming home 

he passed through the teeming ocean of our 

villagers. The “reactionary beggar” Gao 

Duanwu was stripped bare just the same, 

and covered with spit and phlegm. Our 

whole village was brimming with vengeful 

wrath, everyone’s breast filled with hatred. 

This kind of hatred is extremely hollow; 

but then the emptiest kind of rage is also 

the most real. Gao Duanwu took a vicious 

beating. Returning to his village, he didn’t 

head for home; instead he stood naked at the 

village branch secretary’s door. Gao Duanwu 

shouted up at the eaves of the branch 

secretary’s house: “Secretary—Revenge!”

Revenge may bring closure to one 

hatred, but of course for another hatred, 

revenge marks the beginning. Our village 

foresaw that the Gao villagers wouldn’t let 

it rest at that. We heightened our vigilance. 

We fortified our defenses; our unity was our 

fortress. We were waiting for them.

They didn’t come. They didn’t come 

the following day, and by the tenth day they 

still hadn’t. A month later, we welcomed 

the film projection team from the commune. 

After dark we sat happily in the school 

playground. I had my little sister with me. 

My parents never watched films. They’d 

given me the task of looking after my little 

sister. She and I sat in the very front row of 

the audience, looking up, watching how the 

enemies on the silver screen got rooted out 

by the police, faction by faction, like peanuts 

being dug up. The film had just got halfway, 

when an unknown voice suddenly shouted: 

“Gao Village is here! The Gao Village 

people have surrounded us!” As soon as the 

voice reached us, several unfamiliar people 

from outside the village jumped up from 

the benches, treading on people’s heads and 

shoulders, fleeing the crowd at speed. I knew 

something was afoot, so I grabbed my sister 

and ran to one side. The police chief on the 

silver screen was still smoking a cigarette, 

deep in thought, but the crowd had already 

erupted. Everyone was pushing their way 

to the perimeter wall and the main gate, and 

only the projectionist and his projector were 

left in the middle of the playground. The 

playground wall hemmed in the frantically 

fleeing crowd, and people started to trample 

on top of others. Just at this critical moment 

my little sister was swept away by the 

crowd—her palms were almost all scar 

tissue, which was terribly slippery. I couldn’t 

work out where my sister had been pushed 

off to. This chaotic scene carried on for about 

ten minutes or so, and after ten minutes 

or so the crowd dispersed—everyone just 

disappeared. I crouched in a hiding-place and 

watched carefully for a while—nobody. Not 

a single one of the Gao villagers. The whole 

thing had sprung up from nowhere.
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The film had stopped, leaving only 

the very bright electric lamp shining there. 

The empty playground was lit up as white 

as snow. My sister and a dozen or so bodies 

lay higgledy-piggledy in the corner by the 

wall. They were all old people and children. 

Some people moaned on the ground, but my 

sister didn’t. I walked up to her—my sister’s 

nostrils and the corners of her mouth were 

full of blood. In the white light of the electric 

lamp, the blood on my sister’s face was such 

a fresh red. I knelt by my sister’s side and 

propped her up. Xiaoqing didn’t move, but 

her stomach convulsed heavily, rising and 

falling. I said: “Xiaoqing.” Xiaoqing didn’t 

move. I said again: “Xiaoqing.” Xiaoqing 

still didn’t move. My sister’s eyes were 

opened very wide, looking at the heavens, 

the heavens up above. Gradually her stomach 

settled down, and her hands cooled down 

bit by bit. I held on hard, but I couldn’t 

hold on to the warmth, it was determined to 

recede. She was looking up at the heavens. 

The heavens were magnified in her pupils, 

boundless, limitless. I was terrified. I 

croaked: “Xiaoqing!”

I don’t know when my parents came 

rushing. I just know my father pulled me to 

him with one motion. I knew I was doomed. 

My sister had died at my hands, and Father 

was sure to beat me to death. At this point a 

lot of people came back to the playground, 

and I heard a clamour of piercing cries. I 

didn’t run, I just waited for my father to beat 

me to death. He didn’t. He gathered me into 

his lap with one sweep. That was the only 

time in my life that my father hugged me. I 

started to tremble. Everything before me—

including Father’s embrace—everything was 

so extremely horrifying.

It is now the ninth of 
February, 1999, and if 
my sister was still alive, 
tomorrow would be her 
fortieth birthday. But it’s 
thirty-one years since 
Xiaoqing left this world. 
Time after time I search 
for how she looked while 
alive, but I simply can’t 
remember. She should 
rightfully be middle-
aged—but where is she, 
my sister Xiaoqing?

Translated by Kay McLeod 
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Notes:

1. Editor’s note: The Tibetan word for the People’s Liberation Army.

2. Editor’s note:“Four distinct members”（四类分子）here is a parody of one of 

the resounding political parlances of the Cultural Revolution, referring to four categories of 

enemies of the revolution: landlords, rich farmers, reactionaries and bad elements.

3. Translator’s note: This refers to the story of the“Foolish Old Man”from a Chinese 

fable of the Warring States period, who doggedly worked to remove a pair of mountains which 

sat in his path. In twentieth century China, the tale took on overtones of collective effort and 

the power of mass labour.

4. Translator’s note: Also known as Tomb Sweeping Day, a springtime festival at which 

Chinese families visit and tidy up the graves of their deceased relatives.

5. Translator’s note: Li Tiemei and her grandmother, Grandma Li, are protagonists in The 

Legend of the Red Lantern, one of the eight revolutionary model operas officially sanctioned 

during the Cultural Revolution. Their images on posters were all but omnipresent during this 

period.


