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While Hollywood and the bestseller lists hype a fake RN
underground with phony sensationalism, writers like Kathy Acker, :
Lynne Tillman, Patrick McGrath, Eric Bogosian, Joel Rose, Ron Kolm, and others
have been living and writing about the real thing—and reinventing American
fiction in the process. Tough, gritty, and often shocking, Suburban Ambush is
an indispensable introduction to the women and men writing about what the
Village Voice has called “the lower east side of somebody’s gut”’

Available at better bookstores for $14.95. Or call 1-800-537-5487.
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Tiananmen Square

empty. We had set out for Tiananmen Square: a big,

conspicuous European television team—reporter, producer,
cameraman, sound-recordist, translator, lighting man, complete
with gear. A cyclist rode past, shouting and pointing. What it
meant we couldn’t tell. Then we came upon a line of soldiers. Some
of them had bleeding faces; one cradled a broken arm. They were
walking slowly, limping. There had been a battle somewhere, but
we couldn’t tell where.

When we reached Changan Avenue, the main east-west
thoroughfare, it was as full of people as in the days of the great
demonstrations—a human river. We followed the flow of it to the
Gate of Heavenly Peace, under the bland, moonlike portrait of
Chairman Mao. There were hundreds of small groups, each
concentrated around someone who was haranguing or lecturing
the others, using the familiar, heavy public gestures of the
Chinese. Other groups had formed around radios tuned to foreign
stations. People were moving from group to group, pushing in,
crushing round a speaker, arguing, moving on, passing along any
new information.

For the most part these were not students. They were from the
factories, and the red cloths tied around their heads made them
look aggressive, even piratical. Trucks started arriving from the
outskirts of the city, full of more young workers, waving the
banners of their factories, singing, chanting, looking forward to
trouble.

People were shouting: there was a battle going on between
tanks and the crowd, somewhere to the east of the city centre.
Details differed, and I had trouble finding out what was being said:
I watched the animated faces, everyone pushing closer to each
new source of information, pulling at each other’s sleeves or
shoulders. Tanks and armoured personnel carriers, they were
saying, were heading towards the Square. They were coming from
two directions, east and west. The crowds that gathered couldn’t
stop them.

‘It’s a different army. It’s not the Thirty-eighth!” The man who
said this was screaming it, clutching at our translator, holding on to
him, trying to make him understand the significance of it. ‘It is not
the Thirty-eighth!” It had been the Thirty-eighth Army that had

It was humid and airless, and the streets around our hotel were
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tried to recapture the city twice before. The soldiers had been
unarmed: the commander, the father of a student in the Square,
had ordered that operations be carried out peacefully.

We pushed our way towards the Square where, despite the
rumours and the panic, we saw something very different: several
thousand people standing in silence, motionless, listening to a
large loudspeaker, bolted to a street lamp:

Go home and save your life. You will fail. You are not
behaving in the correct Chinese manner. This is not the
West, it is China. You should behave like a good
Chinese. Go home and save your life. Go home and
save your life.

The voice was expressionless, epicene, metallic, like that of a
hypnotist. I looked at these silent, serious faces, illuminated by the
orange light of the street lamps, studying the loudspeaker. Even
the small children, brought there with the rest of the family, stared
intently. The order was repeated again and again. It was a voice the
people of China had been listening to for forty years, and continued
listening to even now. But now no one did what the hypnotist said.
No one moved.

And then, suddenly, everything changed: the loudspeaker’s
spell was broken- by shouts that the army was coming. There was
the sound of a violent scraping, and across the Avenue I saw
people pulling at the railings that ran along the roadway and
dragging them across the pavement to build a barricade.
Everyone moved quickly, a crowd suddenly animated, its actions
fast and decisive, sometimes brutal. They blocked off Changan
Avenue and the Square itself, and we began filming—flooding the
sweating enthusiasts with our camera-light. People danced around
us, flaunting their weaponry: coshes, knives, crude spears, bricks.
A boy rushed up to our camera and opened his shabby green wind-
cheater like a black marketeer to reveal a row of Coca-Cola bottles
strapped to his waist, filled with petrol and plugged with rags. He
laughed, and mimed the action of pulling out each bottle and
throwing it. I asked him his age. He was sixteen. Why was he
against the government? He couldn’t answer. He gripped another
of his Molotov cocktails, laughing all the time.
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Tiananmen Square

our translator heard that it would move in at one o’clock.

It was half-past midnight. In the distance, above the
noise of the crowd, I thought I could hear the sound of guns.
I wanted to find a vantage point from which we could film, without
being spotted by the army. But the tension that was bonding
members of the crowd together did not have the same effect on the
members of our small team. It was hot and noisy. We argued. We
started shouting, and I headed off on my own.

I pushed through the crowds, immediately feeling better for
being on my own. There were very few foreign journalists left in
the Square by now, and I felt especially conspicuous. But I also felt
good. People grabbed my hand, thanking me for being with them. I
gave them a V for Victory sign and was applauded by everyone
around me. It was hard to define the mood. There was still a spirit
of celebration, that they were out on the streets, defying the
government, but the spirit was also giving way to a terrible
foreboding. There was also something else. Something I hadn’t
seen before: a reckless ferocity of purpose.

I crossed back into the main part of Tiananmen Square, the

That the army was coming was no longer rumour but fact and

| village of student tents. There were sticks and cardboard and

broken glass underfoot. The smells were familiar and strong—
wood-smoke, urine and heavy disinfectant. A couple clung to each
other, her head on his shoulder. I passed in front of them, but they
didn’t raise their eyes. A student asked me to sign his T-shirt, a
craze from earlier days. He had thick glasses and a bad
complexion, and he spoke English. ‘It will be dangerous tonight,’
he said. ‘We are all very afraid here.’

I finished signing his shirt, at the back below the collar. He
grabbed my hand and shook it excitedly. His grip was bony and
clammy. I asked him what he thought would happen.

‘We will all die.’

He straightened up and shook my hand again, and slipped
away between the tents.

The camp was dark. There were a few students left; most of
them had gathered in the centre of the Square, around the
Monument to the People’s Heroes. I could hear their speeches and
the occasional burst of singing—the Internationale, as always.
Here, though, it was quiet. This was where the students had
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