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FOREWORD

“The Most Beautiful Chinese Minds” is a book series for international
readers featuring stories of Chinese people from all walks of life
in today’s China. Presented in both Chinese and English, the
series reveals the vivid and personal stories of the everyday lives
of volunteers, entrepreneurs, post-90s youth, ordinary people and
senior citizens as they strive to realize their own dreams and the
national dream of building a moderately prosperous society in all
aspects under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party. The
series includes five volumes: Volunteers: Making the World a Better
Place, Entrepreneurs: Striving for Happiness, Born in the 90s: Never
Regretting Our Youth, Ordinary People: Living a Vibrant Life, and
Charming Seniors: Keeping Up with the Times. Each volume consists
of eight to ten true stories about real people. It is a must-read for those
wishing to better understand the true experiences of everyday Chinese
people in today’s China and the remarkable changes taking place in
their lives. We have also provided QR codes for some stories which

can link to online videos about the people from the passages.
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The Life Hotline Worth Living For

Cao Wenying’s world is shrinking little by little. She is 56 years old,
and still suffers from the after effects of polio, and is confined to
her small bed in her home in Chengdu. A lifetime of lying in bed
has worsened the functions of her heart and lungs. Chewing and
swallowing are difficult. She is paralyzed and relies on her 60-year-
old husband to move her around. When he goes to work, she does not

dare eat or drink because her 90-year-old parents cannot move her.

She is losing weight. She uses almost all of her remaining strength to
talk on the phone.

Her phone service, called “Cao’s Life Hotline,” was begun in 1999. It
provides specialist advice and help for those in trouble. It was started
by Cao and her younger sister Cao Wenjun, who was also paralyzed

due to polio.

The constant calls constitute an encyclopedia of life issues. From the
love troubles of young people to the issues of middle-aged couples
like divorce, infidelity and domestic violence, people would call Cao
and her sister for advice. Some senior citizens would call to complain
that their children weren't taking care of them. A seven-year-old
child called them once. She wanted to share some housework with
her parents, who are taxi drivers, but accidentally broke a vase while

cleaning the house. She asked what she should do.
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One night, they received a phone call from a distressed man who
confided that he was not able to accept he was gay. Cao Wenying was
perplexed. At the turn of the 21st century, the topic of homosexuality
was still unspoken in China, and she didn’t know how to deal with it.
She called university students she knew and asked what they thought
of homosexuality. In the end, she concluded that homosexuality was
not a disease, but rather biological in nature. When the man called

again, she told him. Hearing that, he began to cry on the phone.

In 2005, her younger sister passed away due to lung and heart failure.
In the same year, the doctor also told Cao that she would live for only

two more years.

For a time, she considered shutting down the “Life Hotline.”
Whenever there was a phone call, she would think of her younger
sister. But she endured her grief in order to comfort others. Her story
appeared in the newspaper, and a 16-year-old migrant worker called
her and pleaded, “Can you continue to operate the life hotline? I'll give
you money.” Cao Wenying gave up the idea of quitting, but the former
“Cao’s Life Hotline” became “Cao Wenying’s Life Hotline”.

Gradually, her hotline became well-known, and posters for it could be
seen on campuses, in newspapers, and on websites. She will not refuse
any call. On the other end of the phone line, many people don't know

that the voice that gives them hope comes from a paralyzed person.

When four-month-old Cao Wenying suffered from polio, she became
paralyzed. For the first 20 years of her life, she tried her best to study
and cure her condition. Because of this, she likes the two professions of

teacher and doctor most.
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At that time, “strong acupoint stimulation therapy” was popular in her
city. It involved injecting anesthetics into the main acupoints of the
shoulder blade, arm and thigh, cutting them with a knife, and directly
stimulating the central nerve. The anesthetic was ineffective, and Cao
was in great pain, but she didn’t scream. She thought if she were cured,
she could go to school like other children her age. In the end, however,

the therapy had little effect.

While she was undergoing medical treatment in several hospitals, the
other children who grew up with her in the same courtyard continued
going to school. Cao, however, couldn’t even raise her arms, and her

younger sister couldn’t move her legs.

But Cao loved literature. Because they couldn’t go to school, the
two sisters would look up Chinese characters in the dictionary to be
literate. They would also read their elder brother’s textbooks to study
on their own, and wrote articles together at home to contribute to
newspapers. Later, their articles were published in local newspapers,
and many people wrote letters to them. A disabled young man told
them his girlfriend’s family would not accept him. At the end of the
letter, he wrote, “If I don't receive your reply within three days, I will
leave this world.” When they read the letter, they realized it'd been sent
a week ago. Cao and her younger sister quickly replied, but the young
man’s family later replied that he had already committed suicide.

This shocked the two sisters. “It'd be better if we had a phone.” After
they mentioned the idea, their parents felt it would be fine “as long as

they’re happy.” They paid 3,600 yuan and obtained a phone line. Cao

then used the phone line for 19 years.
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Soon and unexpectedly, people began calling for advice. An old-
fashioned white phone was placed next to their pillows. As soon as it
rang, her younger sister would immediately answer it. They decided to
take phone calls in shifts. “This life hotline is like a window for us to
know more about the world and society, and see that there are many
unfortunate people in the world, some of whom are more unfortunate

than us.”

People from different walks of life called them, such as young people
working on construction sites and university teachers. Since Cao was
not a student of psychology, she was worried that she could not give
good advice to others. She bought psychology textbooks to study, but

when she answered the phone, she felt that she was competent enough.

In 2002, a2 man called and said that he wanted to commit suicide the
next day. Cao was stunned but immediately calmed down, telling him,
“If you really want to die, you should call my younger sister tomorrow.”
She hoped to delay his suicide this way. The next day, he did not make
the call. The two sisters were very anxious. According to some clues
disclosed by the man, they called each possible workplace, but the man

used a pseudonym, and there was no information about him.

One night, the man called again. He told them that he hadn’t thought
about committing suicide ever since, and he was sorry that the two

sisters had been looking for him.

Cao spent more than 100 yuan on phone bills trying to find him.
Some people advised them not to spend the money. She was a little
annoyed at first, but she thought that if 100 yuan can save a life, then

it was worth it.
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She gradually figured out her own methods, and the key was to
consider each person with great care. When some called, they would
curse and speak incoherently. She would persuade them to calm down
and talk in detail. In the end, she would sum up what they said and

ask, “Is this what you wanted to express?”

As long as there was a phone call, she would chat for hours. She once
set a record of talking for 58 hours. The caller was chattering about his
triend’s love tragedy. Cao Wenying sighed with him on the phone line.
Only when the caller ate or went to the toilet could she take a break to
handle her own things.

After her younger sister died, Cao didn't have the strength to hold
the receiver herself, so she bought a mobile phone. When talking, her
family had to help position her body. The mobile phone was stuck in
her right hand, and she leaned on two pillows, with her head tilted to
the right, and her left hand raised to her forehead and bent outwards.
The touchscreen was in her hand between her thumb and index finger,
and the screen touch pen was in her mouth. She was able to touch
the screen with limited strength. To move the screen pen to another
position, she had to mobilize the muscles of her left cheek and pout

her lips to move the pen several millimeters.

Whenever she found that callers needed more help, she would add

their WeChat. “In this way, you won't spend too much money on your

phone bill.”

Since the “Life Hotline” was put into use, she has never charged a fee.
Some people have criticized her saying, “Only fools don't charge any

money,” but she responded, “It is precisely because I don’t charge a fee
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that I have so many calls. It is because these people really need my

help.”

Over the past 19 years, the questions and problems have been
changing. Cao feels that she has been witnessing the changes in
society. People ask more questions and have higher expectations of
her. She used to insist on “making no decisions for them, but giving
suggestions,” but now impatient adults are prone to yell, “Just tell me

what I should do!” and eager to get solutions from her.

She provides more consulting on emotional issues. At first, she thought
that people who've received a higher education must be very clever and
will quickly get the hint, but she found that they didn’t use their minds
and were impatient. She was puzzled and thought, “They talk to others
endlessly. Why don't they talk to their family?”

Some people disappear after their problems are solved. Others become
her friends and come to visit her from time to time. There are still

endless new calls.

Cao understands these people. “Since I'm a disabled person, society
does not set such high demands on me. But for other people, they have
parents and children, and they have to face the world.”

After her “Life Hotline” became well-known, Cao was called
“Sichuan’s Zhang Haidi,” but she is unwilling to accept this. In
1983, Zhang Haidi’s story as a paraplegic girl who became a writer
spread throughout China. At that time, 20-year-old Cao had long
hair and was ridiculed by other people who said, “She only looks like
Zhang Haidi, but is nothing like her.” Zhang Haidi brought her both
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motivation and pressure.

At that time, Cao was introverted, stubborn, unwilling to speak, and
very angry at what they said. “Zhang Haidi is paralyzed from the
chest down,” shed said. “Although I can’t move, my nerves are in good
condition.” She said that she could feel “a strand of hair brushing
across her skin.” She found it hard to bear the summer season.
Mosquitoes sucked blood on her legs. She could only stare at them

and call her mother to come help her drive them away.

Now, Cao regards the “Life Hotline” as her career. She said with great
confidence, “I am Cao Wenying. I didn't do what Zhang Haidi did,
and Zhang Haidi didn’t do what I have done. You can’t compare the

»

two.

“I have no alternative. If my hands and feet are in good condition, I

must have more work to do.”

She has always felt bad that she was never able to go to school to study.
But she feels that “with this hotline, we know our value, the ability we
have, and we also know that we are disabled, but not useless, and not a

burden to society and our parents.”

Cao met with her husband Yao Shuangquan through the phone. His
tamily was very poor growing up, and he became a migrant worker and
was often bullied. He heard about Cao Wenying’s “Life Hotline” on
the radio and called for advice. At that time, Cao had many suitors, but
she loved Yao Shuangquan because he supported her in continuing her

“Life Hotline” career, so she decided to marry him.

Relying on her 60-year-old husband to carry her in his arms or on
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his back, Cao could finally move out of her small bed. The process is
unnerving. She only weighs 35 or 40kg now. Her husband said that
it was unlike carrying a “35kg thing.” If the center of gravity is not
appropriately controlled, she could suddenly fall to the ground.

When her husband goes to work, she won't drink a sip of water
because she is “afraid of going to the toilet.” Now she is worried that
her husband will retire this year, and all her family cannot live on the
retirement salary of her elderly father. But if her husband finds another

tull-time job, her situation will be even more difficult.

She still can't give up the “Life Hotline.” She vowed, “As long as I'm

alive, my ‘Life Hotline’ will exist.”

A middle-aged man she once helped talked about “Teacher Cao” with
admiration. He had visited her in person, and admired her for being
more “open-minded” than many healthy people. In Cao’s view, “I feel
I lose nothing by helping them. I learn a lot from them that I cannot

study in books. My gains are more than my losses.”

She admitted that 19 years ago, she was not as open-minded as she is
today. When she was young, she thought about death, but she found
that she could not commit suicide. After the “Life Hotline” was put
into use, the idea gradually disappeared. She found herself thinking
more about how to pull others back from the brink of death.

She says that she still had many unfulfilled dreams. She wants to see
the sea, and she wants to take her 90-year-old parents back to her
hometown. But fate never gives her and her family a chance to have a

brief respite.
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She always remembers the first time she went on a journey. In 1991,
relatives from her hometown of Tangshan, Hebei Province wrote
her a letter and invited Cao and her sister to visit. They took the
train, traveling for two days and two nights, all the way north back to
their hometown. Their little niece pushed them in their wheelchairs
fast through the fields, plucking wildflowers from the roadside and
sprinkling them on their bodies. They took the flowers home and

carefully put them in vases on the windowsill.

At dusk, she saw the huge red sun on the horizon rolling down to the
ground, and the evening glow was splashing on the green fields that
ripples. The world was tranquil, the fields were vast, and the smoke
curled up. For the first time in her life, she felt that in nature, all her

pain had become insignificant.

At that moment, she reconciled with fate. “We will all die sooner or
later, but we should let nature take its course instead of ending our
lives by ourselves. Everyone has their own value in the world. If we

sink down day by day, then we are living in this world for nothing.”
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