
        
            
                
            
        

    

Advance Praise for The Memory Museum

“These stories are a treasure—moving, kaleidoscopic, ingenious. The Memory Museum marks the arrival of a bold and brilliant voice.”

—Madeleine Thien, author of The Book of Records

“A book of astonishing vitality and vision, The Memory Museum encourages us to ask: What is and what ought to be the relationship between self and society?”

—Megha Majumdar, author of A Guardian and a Thief

“In nine stories that resist easy conclusions, M Lin builds worlds bursting with all the complexities that humans hold—longing, hunger of all sorts, and the joys that make impossible any true shunning of the grief we must feel for having loved and lived. In exacting prose, Lin illuminates how memory is the ghost we hold inside ourselves, proving it’s not the places we inhabit that are haunted, but the people, our very bodies, and how fortunate we are, whether experiencing heaven or hell, to have ever existed at all.”

—Dantiel W. Moniz, author of Milk Blood Heat

“Deeply felt and grounded in an intimate acquaintance with contemporary China, these wide-ranging stories portray villagers, protesters, artists, and petty thieves alike with empathy and grace. Nothing is easy for them, and the questions they raise are not easy for us. What an absorbing, probing debut! Wonderful.”

—Gish Jen, author of Bad Bad Girl

“The Memory Museum is a book to get very excited about. With gumption and pizzazz M Lin can seemingly take any form, genre, or style and make it do whatever she wants, always something unexpected. But under all the technical brilliance are the timeless literary subjects: love, death, money, family, and mind-blowing sex with some random guy.”

—Tony Tulathimutte, author of Rejection

“M Lin’s brave and oh-so-imaginative stories unfold with cinematic clarity. In these pages is the particular flavor of loss that is the cost of migration—whether from the village to the city, or from China to the West (and back); the displacement of having multiple identities and languages; the heartbreak of time and the blade vs. comfort of nostalgia. I enjoyed living in the vibrant worlds of Lin’s prose and her wise meditations on memory, art, resistance, class, and music!”

—’Pemi Aguda, author of Ghostroots

“An astounding talent with an unforgettable voice. The Memory Museum is a book for the ages.”

—R. O. Kwon, author of Exhibit
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Scenes from Childhood



I. About Strange Lands and People

My window faces the last tree in our yard. Its leaves, the few dangling from the shrunken boughs, have stopped changing color like they used to. Seasons are a memory of the past. So is time, days and months and years blending, impossible and inconsequential to keep track of. In any case, I don’t care to know the hour anymore, nor do I listen to the news they play in the room they call the resident lounge, where the screen walls display fake windows looking out onto fake scenery, like frescoes from those Roman villas once buried under Mount Vesuvius’s lava. I know well what the news would say: It’s too hot somewhere, and will get hotter the next day, or people died, once again, then more people die. Always more. But if you ask how old I am, I’m afraid I won’t be able to tell you. I only know that I am old, older than humans should ever be.

Here is what I am able to tell you: Many years ago, when the outskirts of my town started to burn, I fled. I picked up my apocalypse bag and headed here, Central Otago, where for decades I’d been paying to reserve my place at this fortified care facility, leaving behind those who couldn’t simply take off as I did. Despite having lived in that small New Zealand town for years, I never considered it anything but a temporary dwelling. My neighbor, the always-smiling Penelope, and her five cats, called it home, the place where she was born and raised and, I assume, died. I had wound up her neighbor by chance, at a time when habitable land everywhere was disappearing so quickly—submerged underwater, dried up, or burned to ashes. But even before that, home had long disappeared from my lexicon.

Once I arrived at the facility, I gave them all I had for a single room, which, I suppose, should last until I die. My door is always open, but save for the unfriendly nurses, no one ever comes in. If you pass by, you might wonder why I, forlorn and doddering, choose to go on living when humanity is approaching its end. And you’d be right to guess that I am what I look like—all alone, no partner, children, family, or friends. What do I have to live for? If you promise you won’t laugh at my cowardice—whoever you are, reading these pages—I will tell you.

I have, like many people, thought about taking my own life since assisted suicide was made practically free. But I cannot bring myself to do it. No, it’s not my flesh that I’m afraid to part with. It’s what it contains, what any person is truly made of—memories. I used to take walks in the basement courtyard while my mind roamed around and through my life: faces of men whose bodies gave me pleasure, warm hands of friends and strangers I held while laughing or crying, tragedies I was forced to witness as a journalist, and sentient landscapes who knew their doomed fate before we did. But if I lingered on one remembrance for too long, trying too hard to recall it with more clarity, more vividness, the opposite would happen. It would start dissolving, as though drenched in a magic potion. I fought that fading. Oh, did I fight it with all the force a dying woman could summon! Yet over and over, I lost. If the same memory happened to turn up again, it would, inevitably, appear fuzzier around the edges, missing a few details, and revised with additions that I could not verify. When walking became too strenuous, I started to spend my days sitting by my window, looking at the lone tree in the yard. My tree. Without my legs hauling me in circles, powering my memory theater, I seemed to have lost the strength to resist forgetting, too. I had no choice but to surrender to my memories, watching them enter and leave me of their own volition.

One day, a strange visitor surprised me: A distant memory from childhood announced itself with such assertiveness that it felt like a transgression, like a caged beast freed at last, racing back to its lover. It arrived not in fragments but whole, without the inconsistencies and hesitations other memories were subject to. As I hurried to make my consciousness a hospitable place for the newcomer, another appeared the next day, and the next, and for many days after that.

If you are as old as I am, you know what I’m about to say is true: Our memories of childhood are the clearest. From where I sit now, decades and oceans away, I can see the wooden swing Grandpa hung from a giant tree in his front yard, the sea of green kiwi vines where my cousins took me under the summer sun; I can smell the smoke of burning stubble swallowing Grandpa’s village on snowy winter nights, the fishy scent of sweet fermented rice soup with egg at breakfast; I can feel the morning mist coating the fine hairs on my forearm, the way Spring Festival fireworks vibrated in my chest. These memories have come to me almost somatically, as if I were, once again, the child in Grandpa’s village, the village that disappeared before the rest of the world started disappearing, the village that I didn’t know I had kept inside me.

You might question why these memories are revealing themselves now. I’ve wondered just the same. Perhaps the long and slow days of old age reminded me of those from childhood, when time, like a lazy turtle on its favorite rock, preferred to stand still. Perhaps there is indeed someone up above who is not prepared for my arrival, and doles out what would keep me down here a little longer. Perhaps these particular remembrances mean more than they appear, a message of some sort, though exactly what, I have yet to decipher. In the beginning, it confused me that the protagonist of these memories seemed unlike the child I believed myself to be, the people and land strange. But trying to shape them into familiar notions has proved futile. These days, I look forward to waking up every day and rediscovering what I used to know, and as I drift into dreamlessness at night, I watch them recede out of focus, mysterious and unreachable once more.

Around mid-century, everyone was preparing for a rumored internet wipeout. Only I was too confident, too stubborn. When the virus erased all cloud services in 2046, I lost all evidence that I had even existed. Although bereft, I’ve not felt compelled to record my memories since. Without documentation, my life belonged solely to myself again, and my memories were alive within me, in a state of ongoing metamorphosis. But these scenes from childhood, arriving with such clarity and ferocity, have commanded me to write them down, as if I were only a conduit they were passing through on the way to their final destination, their purpose beyond my mortal being. For that, I borrowed the neurological writing device from the facility, my fingers no longer strong enough to tap a keyboard, my speech too mumbling for dictation.

If you happen to see me smile by my window, do me the favor of staying away. I’d rather be alone, as crevices of the forgotten past stretch open, and people, whose shadows had once eclipsed me, draw near again.



II. Curious Story

I was born and raised in the former capital of China in the early 1990s. My parents had met in Tiananmen Square in May of 1989, when they were university students, not long before the history of the country was forever changed and its future trajectory irreversibly determined. In the crowd charged with ambition and optimism, my mother heard my father talking in the dialect of the province where both of them had grown up: my mother a city girl from the provincial capital, my father, the youngest of a farmer’s three sons, from a poor village.

The adjective poor was my father’s retrospective modifier when he told me stories of his childhood, describing the kind of poverty that had become obsolete by the time I could understand the weight of what he said. I never asked him whether he had realized that it was redundant to stress that his village was poor, because every Chinese village in the sixties and seventies of the last century existed in absolute destitution. He told me how a piece of flesh along the edge of his ear froze off because his family couldn’t afford a winter hat, how every week he walked three hours to his middle school in the town center, rain or shine, and how by the end of the school week he had to dip his hardened bread in hot water so it would soften. He loved talking about Spring Festivals the most, the utter ecstasy of seeing meat on the dinner table once a year, and, proudly, the fact that at seventeen, when he had scored high enough on the College Entrance Exam to enter a prestigious university in Beijing, he had never ventured farther than his own town. At the time, I, who was fed imported formula and traveled abroad at the age of six, felt bad for the child who became my father. But from where I’m sitting now, his childhood seems idyllic, utopian even—a time when money could solve all problems and people could take comfort in believing that life was always going to get better.

At least once a year, my parents took me to visit Grandpa, my two uncles, and their swarm of children, and at first, the village confused me. Whenever our taxi wound along the dirt path into the village, curious onlookers would watch from the side of the road. They sat on short wooden stools on their stoops, their gazes following us all the way to Grandpa’s house. When we emerged from the car, they stood up and waved at my father with recognition—It’s An and his wife and daughter coming home from Beijing! They flashed friendly smiles at me, calling me by my pet name, Tiaotiao, as if I should have known them as intimately as they seemed to know me.

It took me some time to understand why our arrivals played out that way. The first thing I understood was that the villagers were not outside because they were expecting us; it was simply how they passed time when they were not working in the fields. Sitting before their houses’ red metal gates, they waited for others to stop by for a chat, a meal, or a cup of tea. Sometimes they kept their hands busy, knitting sweaters, sewing shoe inserts, or shelling dried corn into straw baskets to make cornmeal. More often, though, they just sat in the sun, looking at whatever entered their field of vision. Don’t you have things to do? I wanted to ask them. Adults in Beijing always had things to do. Even I, a child, had things to do: homework, games, books, parks, museums, playdates, and piano lessons. The villagers seemed to live in an alternate universe, where time ticked in adagio instead of allegro, and there was always an extra beat to rest. They sat in front of their houses as their shadows tracked Earth’s spin like sundials. I remember thinking, when I was old enough to recite Reform and Opening slogans like Time is money, efficiency is life, that they were squandering their money and lives away. I didn’t know what I know now: that economic development is a sham, Confucian work ethic is repression, time is not money and efficiency is not life, and that I was allowed to take breaks, to waste time, to not do.

The last time I visited the village, a few years before I fled the country to avoid arrest, people no longer sat by the then-paved road. Smartphones had taken over the village like they had elsewhere. Like their city counterparts, the villagers stayed in their own houses and learned about each other’s lives on tiny screens, so aesthetically enhanced that they stopped recognizing the real faces on the street. Back when I was a child, grown-ups gathered in each other’s houses, congregating around tables, the men boisterous and unpleasant, drinking and chain-smoking, while the women conversed quietly in their company, occasionally coughing from the blinding fog of smoke. The men’s favorite drink was dizzy water—that’s what I called the sorghum liquor in green bottles. Just a few cups of it made the biggest man walk as if he had just pirouetted for ten minutes. I knew the women in the room hated it as much as I did, but they didn’t have the privilege of a child, whose absence was tolerated without judgment. I made my escape as quickly as possible and wandered around outside.

Whenever the villagers saw me on my own, they would stop me in my tracks and say, Come here, Tiaotiao, but I wouldn’t come close until they spoke again and introduced themselves as my father’s uncle’s cousin or my father’s cousin’s uncle. One by one, they told me their memories of me as a bubbly toddler and how fond they were of my pet name, “jump jump.” I did not like my name, for I didn’t think that I was a jumpy child. It was not until much later that I learned that the rural tradition in the North was to give children flippant and demeaning pet names, names much worse than mine, like “stinky egg” or “dog leftovers,” so the gods who like to take away the good kids would skip over the obviously unworthy. My name was to protect me. Could that be why I have survived until now?

I don’t remember exactly how old I was when I realized that everyone who called me Tiaotiao shared my last name; we were family. But they were so different from me: Their skin cracked in unfamiliar places, darker and rougher; their taste in clothes was, as my friends in Beijing would have said, of taste as low as dirt; their local dialect sounded crass compared with my Mandarin. Even when they tried to speak Mandarin, their accent was flavored with a heavy nasality that betrayed their origins in just a few words. I wanted to ask my father: How can they be our family? One year, on our drive out of the village, my father told me, as the kiwi fields and brick houses retreated farther and farther behind us, that the village was our hometown. It was our roots. It was in our blood. There is home, he said, and there is hometown. Over the years I’ve often thought of these words. Each time I had to move to a new place, a new country, each time I survived, I wondered if I understood what he meant. I wondered what surviving meant without a home or a hometown.

After the Red War, I lost touch with my family. Nobody has called me Tiaotiao since, and I’ve forgotten how those syllables sounded on warm lips. Today I live among strangers who do not know my name. As I sit in perpetual silence within this small room, my ears yearn for the villagers’ unpolished accent. They could never have imagined that I, the little city princess who refused to come when they beckoned me on the dirt road, would cross oceans and suffer heatstroke to hear them call me Tiaotiao again.



III. Blindman’s Buff

Let me remind you that I was an only child, like all my friends who were born in cities during the thirty-five years of the One-Child Policy. In the village, things were looser. I was envious of my four cousins, two pairs of the same combination: an older sister and a younger brother. I never thought about the pattern as more than a coincidence until I had outgrown my teens and overheard my parents lamenting the absence of a second child. In counting my cousins, they rationalized that the boys were allowed to be born because the local officials acquiesced that an only daughter was unacceptable. Village people needed sons to help with farmwork, but more importantly, to inherit the family land and carry on the family name. My parents had said this so matter-of-factly that I couldn’t tell if they were commenting out of spite or envy. They certainly did not question the notion. Ideas and traditions like that had been around for millennia. A life governed by them had order, out of which came a sense of unity, a sense of peace, a sense that everything was going where it meant to. It must have been, I imagine, a comforting feeling.

Like my father, I was the baby among the cousins, and I relished being the baby. My cousins took care of me like the brothers and sisters I never had. They gave me the best of everything—the best spot on the couch to watch cartoons, the sweetest grapes in my uncle’s yard, and the newest toy they bought with their Lucky Money from Spring Festival—not only because I was the youngest, but also because they understood that I was used to better things. And I understood that they understood it. Though what they offered me was worse than the worst I could have in Beijing, I played along, accepting their kindness and giving compliments in return.

At the end of our visits, my father would take pictures of us kids together. In the photo I liked best, I, six or seven, stood in the center, my pageboy hair tied together on the top of my head. My four cousins—Sister Fang and Brother Yuan, Sister Qian and Brother Wen—towered behind me in a half circle, each of them pulling a strand of my hair. It looked as if a small peacock were spreading its tail feathers on my head. As we smiled for the camera, we all knew that, in a few days, I would go back to the big city, to my elite education, to being an only child with only-child friends, and they would remain in the village, their home and hometown.

Years later, Sister Fang was the only one who got out, settling in the provincial capital after college. Though at some point all of them found profitable work in cities, by the time I left China, the household registration system had taken the other three back to the village. But none of them farmed, unwilling to fulfill the destiny that their parents had intended for them. They gave birth to children of their own in the same houses where they had been born, banking all their hopes on those little ones making it out of the village someday.

But before our lives splintered, we played together as though we were the same. In the city, my friends and I played inside each other’s apartments, where parents supervised us with annoying attentiveness. Even on the playground, we got bored quickly, the slides of different heights and colors delivering the same thrill, the high fences wrapped as if around our brains. In the village, my cousins and I played outdoors, in the front yard, along the dirt road, deep in the field and beyond, for hours and hours. The days were never-ending and the whole world was our playground, vast and fenceless.

My favorite game was blindman’s buff. My cousins explained that the goal of the game was not to be caught by the blindfolded it, the role of which Sister Fang assumed the first time we played. When she started counting, I ran, thinking I’d want to get as far away as possible, not realizing that the game would never end if it didn’t catch anyone. I ran and ran on the path alongside the kiwi field, past a construction site for the elevated tracks of high-speed trains, to a point where I could no longer hear Sister Fang’s voice telling us to stop. I made a turn and ran some more, as though if I ran fast enough, my feet would leave the ground. I ran until I arrived at the edge of a wide ditch, a perfect hiding spot. Into the ditch I went, carefully securing my footing down the slope. There, I crouched and waited. The soil was dried mud, yellow and fractured. To pass the time, I counted plants of various colors and shapes, which didn’t take long. Then I watched some bugs traveling with their goods, occasionally rearranging leaves to help them out. As I was involved in the voyage of the bugs, the sun, also playing blindman’s buff, hid behind the expanding clouds. When it started to rain, I pulled the back of my shirt over my head, which I liked to do because it made me look funny, like a big grown-up with no neck or shoulders. Soon my shirt grew wetter, the sky darker, and I debated if I should start walking back. But I remembered my parents always told me that if we ever got separated, I should stay where I was, and do nothing but wait. So I did, staying in the ditch, waiting for my cousins to appear. Though I couldn’t see or hear them, not for a second was I scared. I was so certain they were looking for me. I was more certain that even if it took them all night, they would find me. It was the kind of certainty I would no longer have as an adult.

Sure enough, before darkness enveloped the village, I heard waves of Tiaotiao moving closer and closer. I ran toward the voices.



IV. Pleading Child

Do you remember what it felt like to be cold? Jackets, scarves, sweater-pants, all the layers we bundled ourselves in. I never liked winter because darkness outstayed its welcome every morning. When we still cared about fashion, it always took me much longer to get ready in the winter, as I had to decide if each layer matched the others.

In the village, style didn’t matter, and it mattered even less in the winter. Villages didn’t have radiators like Beijing, but the temperature fell below zero all the same. The only heat sources were coal stoves and the 炕 (kang). Coal stoves used yeontan briquettes, which we called beehive coal because their perforations resembled the appearance of the wondrous structure. I liked to stick my fingers into the holes and wipe the black coal dust on the noses of the people I loved the most. My cousins learned to run away as soon as they saw me approaching the coal pile in the yard. Grown-ups always kept a door or window open when we burned beehive coal. Though we still had to wear jackets inside, it was warm enough not to think about the cold.

At night, someone would extinguish the coal stove before everyone went to bed. All of us slept on Grandpa’s kang, where my father had also slept as a child. I couldn’t believe the concrete surface that made my back hurt all summer turned into a heated bed in the winter. I remember how my father proudly explained it to me, as if he had invented the kang himself. He took me to the back of the house and pointed to a small metal door on the exterior wall, on the other side of which the kang was located, and said, Open it. When I did, a gush of warm air baked my face. Inside the opening, corn stubble steadily smoldered. Kang is essentially a brick oven, my father told me, as he taught me to throw in another bundle of dry stalks. We sleep on top of an oven! I could not contain my amazement.

I would soon find out that if no one woke up in the middle of the night to add more stubble, the kang would only be warm for the first half of my sleep. That was why my parents tried to convince me to sleep in three layers, but I insisted on going to bed in my Sailor Moon pajamas only. After two nights of waking up at three in the morning and not feeling my feet, on the third night, I wore my long underwear, sweater, and sweater-pants over my Sailor Moon pajamas, and wrapped myself airtight in the blanket. There was still one problem: My head, above the blanket, was freezing. I begged my father to keep the coal stove running through the night. When he refused, I pressed him with tears. It was then that he told me that the coal stove had killed his little sister, a fourth sibling that I had never heard of. The window Grandpa left open had blown shut one night. The whole family, six of them sharing the kang on that night thirty years ago, were poisoned by carbon monoxide. But only the baby died. I got over my tears, my pajamas, and my freezing head, and thought about how the word 死 (si), death, sounded like a snake’s hiss, recoiling every time an image of a deceased infant began to take form in my mind’s eye, until I finally fell into a slumber.



V. Perfectly Contented

Yesterday I did a word search in the writing device and found that in trying to record these memories, I use words like always and never quite often, words I never trust when someone else says them, and always avoid myself. There they are, again. These memories seem too vivid to be real, like I must have made them up. Sometimes I wonder if I really did make them up, and those words were me asserting authorial power in absolute terms. Whether they are real or fictional, I’m perfectly content to live the rest of my days within them, where I’m beginning to feel something close to belonging.

Years ago, when I finally made it to New Zealand, the country still had enough kiwi fruit to export. I had bought my first New Zealand kiwi from an organic market in New York when I lived there. It surprised me by being dry, unripe, tasteless, and in no way resembled the kiwis of my childhood. Everyone in Grandpa’s village farmed the native Chinese fruit, and—this I have not told anyone—I liked those from my older uncle’s field the most. Every year near the end of September, my older uncle sent two big boxes of kiwis to us in Beijing. My father would push them away and say, I’ve eaten enough kiwis for a lifetime. So, after giving plenty to friends and neighbors, my mother and I ate the rest for days. I never did anything to repay my uncle, perhaps because I knew that he expected nothing in return. The kiwis were unlike the gifts we received from my parents’ friends in the city, who, I came to realize much later, invariably wanted quid pro quos in one way or another. Back then, I took other people’s gifts—my uncle’s kiwis, my cousins’ small kindnesses, and many, many other things that were the stilts supporting the house of my protected life—for granted.

In all the years my uncle fed me the literal fruits of his labor, I only helped him once in his field. One year, because my parents planned to send me to a California summer camp, we went back to the village, instead, during the Labor Day week at the beginning of May. In the village calendar, the first week of May was the week of artificial pollination. My older uncle and aunt would get up early so they could finish the day’s work before the sun rose to an unfriendly angle. It took a whole week to pollinate every flower of their two hundred kiwi trees. What was tedious work for them looked fun to me. I want to help, I told them. Having never said no to me about anything, they agreed.

Here, take the stick and the cup, this is how you do it, my uncle said. Dip the stick into the powder in the cup, then touch every stamen in every flower with it, just a light touch, and redip after three or four flowers. The stick we used was like a long bamboo skewer, with one end wrapped in a spongy ball. I held it up and followed my uncle down the narrow path flanked by green kiwi trees. On both sides, their vines serpentined up the T-shaped stands that gave them verticality, reached toward the opposite tree, as if with mutual desire, and wove together above our heads, tracing mazelike shadows on the soil beneath our feet. Delicate limbs branched off the thick vines, from which palm-sized leaves crowded feverishly on top of each other, and, shyly, the small yellow flowers perked up amid all the grandeur, awaiting our greeting.

My uncle must have thought that the sight of me in his field was hilarious: his spoiled big-city niece, who couldn’t tell one crop from another, doing a farmer’s work. He started laughing, which made me laugh, too. Then he began reciting a Tang dynasty poem in the local dialect. The poem was about the arduousness of farming, and it was one that every kid learned in first grade. But his interpretation sounded different from reading it in Mandarin. The dialect’s vowels, tones, drawls changed the rhythm of the poem. I began imitating his accent, and that made him laugh harder. When we finished our recitation, my uncle told me that our dialect was the standard tongue of the Tang dynasty, in which poetry from that era was meant to be read. This was only partially true, I later discovered, because that particular poet was from a Southern province with its own dialect. But in the kiwi field, I believed it with my whole heart: Reciting a poem from fourteen hundred years ago in the language of my ancestors, I felt as if I were traveling back into history, reliving the lyricism of an ancient time.



VI. Important Event

Did I say I never liked winter? That was a lie. Spring Festival, despite its name, was always in the winter, and it was the best time of the year. School was out, my parents bought me new clothes, and every place from Beijing to the village was dressed up in red. The only awful part was the holiday travels back to the village. The train station was packed with people sitting on suitcases, cardboard boxes, and brightly colored plastic sacks bulging with presents for family and friends in their hometowns.

Once we were aboard the train, my parents and I rode in the soft-berth sleeper car, where the smell of steaming instant noodles calmed me. Those who crowded into the hard-seat cars looked like the villagers I knew—their dark complexions, their tacky outfits, their windburned cheeks, always cherry red. Once, I peeked into their section, expecting everyone to be neatly tucked in their assigned seats like we were in our bunks, but I was met with a sight of horror: bodies jammed into seats meant for fewer passengers, people almost piled on top of each other on the aisle floor, resting their heads and backs on other people’s heads and backs for the entire thirteen-hour ride. It seemed inconceivable that these people, too, lived in Beijing. Was their Beijing the same city as mine?

When my father’s business expanded, we avoided the train and flew to the nearest city instead. But one year, flights were sold out. I was older then, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. Unable to find a seat in the station, I sat on my suitcase like everyone else and looked around. The faces were the same as those I’d seen years before, but this time, I recognized them. These people were no different from my cousins. They had left their villages and made meager livings in Beijing: cooking Beijing’s food, cutting Beijing’s hair, selling Beijing’s shoes, making every bed in every hotel, guarding every door in every skyscraper, building every structure that sold for prices thousands of times more than their wages. Beijing subsisted on them. All the cities in China subsisted on them. Had my father not excelled in his College Entrance Exam, I would have been one of them. After that moment, I couldn’t unsee them around the city, always on the opposite side of a transaction: I was the paying customer and they were paid to make me happy.

That year, the festivity commenced as usual when we returned to the village. On the eve of Spring Festival, as our family gathered for the biggest feast of the year, we watched CCTV’s Spring Festival Gala, the propaganda extravaganza that left out unmentionable events and turned disasters into triumphs. Kids much preferred the pre-Communist traditions: We were allowed to stay up until midnight, and right before the old year turned over, everyone went outside to prepare firecrackers, which had to be set off at twelve o’clock sharp to scare away the mythical monster, 夕 (Xi). But before the TV hosts counted down to zero, loud sputters started somewhere in the village. My father, not wanting to fall behind, rushed to light our firecrackers with his cigarette. The wicks began sizzling as he ran back to me. We watched the bright spark fizzle up the string, our hearts traveling with it toward our throats, until, finally, the first crackle exploded! I pressed one ear against my father’s waist and felt the warmth of his palm on the other. For what felt like a long time, firecrackers popped over the whole village, gray smoke in the clear night sky announcing the arrival of another year, calling for new prosperity. Safe in my father’s embrace, I hoped for that.

The most important event of Spring Festival came after the fireworks—the distribution of Lucky Money. My cousins and I knelt on the floor, kowtowed to the adults three times, and received with both hands the red envelopes, which we immediately ran to another room to open. Over the years, my parents’ envelopes to my cousins kept getting thicker, while those from my uncles barely grew. Whenever I opened their envelopes, I would tell myself not to seem disappointed, but my acting skills had limits. Once, seeing through my untalented performance, Sister Fang’s face froze for the briefest moment. The oldest girl among us, she was always the most sensitive. At the time, life had yet to teach me the feeling she hid behind her blank expression. Only in retrospect did I recognize it: It was shame. I didn’t question why my uncles couldn’t spare more—the village was as poor as it had always been. What I should have questioned was why people in the city managed to amass wealth so quickly. No one saw then that things were already heading in the wrong direction, and that the country’s maniacal urbanization was driving villages to extinction.

I used to think that concealing my privileges and prejudices was for the villagers’ benefit—an act of kindness. Reliving these memories has proved otherwise: My performance came not from kindness, but from irrepressible guilt. And it was for no one’s benefit but my own; I deluded myself into thinking that I already did all I could for them, while in reality, I did nothing. The villagers always knew that I looked down on them and their homes, but they loved me anyway.

If we couldn’t make it to the village for Spring Festival, we would stay home in Beijing. The eve of Spring Festival would be a quiet night not unlike any other night, with the three of us around our dining table and the CCTV gala playing in the background. In the following days, we would dine with my parents’ city friends, who gave me much fatter red envelopes. But firecrackers were forbidden in the city, so Spring Festival was not the same.



VII. Reverie

Memories don’t obey the linearity of time. I realized that long ago. As I age, it has been impossible to predict when a synapse will form between two unrelated impressions. An unexpected smell can recover a lost lover, an old song can immerse me in a precise concoction of feelings, and an extra chopstick on my dinner tray, like the other day, can deliver a forgotten story. When I picked up the three chopsticks lying on the side of my plate, a strange fever gushed through me. You might think what I’m going to tell you next sounds the most fictitious of all. But it really did happen. I swear. I was there.

When I was in elementary school, I got sick every time we traveled to the village, disgusting substances of various consistencies coming out of both ends. Along with digestive dysfunction, high fevers possessed my body. I think it was during those hot and delirious nights that I first experienced the sensation that my consciousness was a separate entity, and that there existed another realm we didn’t always have access to.

At first, the villagers speculated, with all care and no cynicism, that the Beijing princess was having an adverse reaction to their humble soil and water. The boys, Brother Yuan and Brother Wen, joked that I was city fragile. As my illness persisted over the years, the diagnosis morphed into a circulating rumor. Whenever I was sick, people would say that it was my grandmother, my father’s mother, visiting the granddaughter she never lived to meet. My grandmother had died when my father was seventeen, and he hardly ever talked about her. I never asked him whether it was because he was private about the memories of his mother, or because he was, though middle-aged and a father himself, never hardened enough to speak of his grief. It made total sense to my family that my grandmother would want to know me, her granddaughter who grew up with a kind of life that she couldn’t have imagined.

During one visit, I became especially sick. Lying in bed with a high fever, I heard my father and younger uncle murmuring in dialect. The next thing I knew, unsure of how much time had passed, my uncle was sitting on the edge of my bed. In front of him were a bowl of water and three chopsticks. One of his hands held the chopsticks vertically in the bowl and the other scooped water over them. He asked first, Tiaotiao’s grandfather, is that you? My mother’s father passed away when I was four. My uncle streamed water down the chopsticks a few times and waited for something to happen. But nothing did. The chopsticks kept falling like they should. Then he addressed a different person: Mother, Tiaotiao’s grandmother, is that you? He said it again and again, as his hands repeated the action. Once, twice, thrice. Water trickled down the wooden sticks. After the fourth time, he removed both hands, and I let out a feeble gasp. The three chopsticks, now seemingly glued together, stood tall on their own, like an erect column, almost monumental.

Time was suspended, and the chopsticks, somehow, evaded gravity. My uncle stopped his questions. All sounds were subdued at once. Was I perhaps floating? After a moment, I heard my father’s voice, undulating in dialect, pulling me back down onto the mattress. Mother, Tiaotiao is doing so well, he said. She is smart, happy, and healthy, rest your heart. My uncle added, Mother, your granddaughter is going to be someone someday. Then they were silent again, as if waiting for my grandmother’s response. Finally, my uncle said, Please release Tiaotiao and return to where you belong. At that, my father uprooted the chopsticks and dropped a handful of uncooked rice into the bowl.

When I awoke from what felt like a deep coma, my fever was gone. I dragged my feet into the yard and saw my father on a ladder, reaching to pick grapes off my uncle’s vines, and my uncle securing the ladder for his little brother. Next to them, in a bright patch on the ground, a pool of water was drying up unevenly. The rice, white like pearls, glistened in the setting sun.



VIII. At the Fireside

On another feverish night, I was trapped in a vivid nightmare. I dreamed that my older uncle held me as though he were offering an animal sacrifice at an altar. In the background, there was a sonorous voice, mumbling—gibberish, dialect, a foreign language? I couldn’t make it out. When I thought the voice had finished speaking, it howled in a way that was beyond human. Then the voice commanded, Proceed. I felt a flaming burn from below. Even in the dream, I remembered my fever, scared that my insides were turning crisp from such heat. I wanted to ask for help but could not speak. Just then, lightness entered me. It was my uncle leaping into the air, still holding me, holding me tighter. And we landed.

I never told anyone about this dream. After the Red War, I watched a lot of old Chinese movies, desperate to hold on to some kind of umbilical cord that tethered me to the home I could not return. In one movie, when the parents of a small boy died in an accident, the grandmother invited a shaman to expel evil spirits in the family. The shaman put talismans around the house as she chanted incantations. As the finale of the ceremony, the shaman started a fire in a basin and directed the grandmother to hold her toddler grandson in front of it. When the shaman gave the order, with all her strength, the grandmother, clutching the child, jumped over the basin. Like the standing chopsticks, it was one of those village superstitions I used to think of as ignorant. I thought I knew better. Too many of us did. It was when we lost our fear of the unknown that knowledge began to fail us. I wished I could ask my family if my dream was not a dream after all. But, by then, I had no way of reaching them.



IX. The Knight of the Rocking Horse

Time reimagines my memory as if it were a blank coloring book, filling in yellow where it was blue, coral where it was dark gray. The child I was could not have known that, many years later, even her sickness would be coated in sweetness, and the village, with all its backwardness, her only vision for a future.

In your history books, it might seem that villages like the one I’m telling you about never existed. But if you have lived through what I have, you know that history books are not to be trusted. History is someone else’s narrative and has nothing to do with me. The more I write down, the more it seems I am not the one doing the remembering, but rather the memories are remembering themselves, choosing what and how to surface, so that when I die, they won’t die with me. If the memories of the village survive, does it mean the village survives?

Regardless of their fate, the memories are determined to paint an honest picture of the village, not leaving out even the thing I hated the most—the bathroom. Or, more accurately, the lack of a bathroom. Behind Grandpa’s house, there was a latrine, a rectangular hole in the ground delineated by brick walls on three sides. What went into the hole stayed in the hole, and impatiently waited for rain to come. Between rainfalls, hundreds of white maggots crawled into and out of the hole. I did everything in my power not to go there: drink less water, hold my pee, ask my parents to take me to the town center, twenty minutes away, to use a flushable toilet, at which I was almost never successful. When I did have to go, I’d take a big inhale, close my eyes as I squatted above the hole, and hold my breath until I scurried out, pants hanging halfway down my legs.

My uncles took over Grandpa’s kiwi field when the work became too taxing, and Grandpa raised pigs instead, putting a pigpen next to the latrine. The pigs were brown, not pink like those in my storybooks, or they just looked brown because they rolled in the mud all the time. I never knew what Grandpa fed them. It was always mucky stuff. Once, I was asked to dump a bucket of watermelon rinds into their feeding slot. I watched the red-and-green mess empty itself, in what seemed an unthinkably slow process, and ran away as fast as I could.

Having to walk past the pigs made going to the latrine an even more unattractive activity. In the evening, I imagined the pigs and the maggots grew three sizes bigger, turning the back of Grandpa’s house into a battlefield of giant monsters. When I had to go in the middle of the night, I would wake up my father, asking him to stand where I could see him while I relieved myself. He never said no. Half asleep, he would position himself at his post and, like a knight in shining armor, ready himself to pull out the sword if the giant monsters came our way.



X. Almost Too Serious

Grandpa’s pigs disappeared a few years later, replaced by a milking cow. The cow spent most of her days in the pen where the pigs had once lived. She chewed grass, and occasionally mooed.

I was in my early teens then and hopelessly in love with my first boyfriend. He was a year older, which seemed practically grown-up to me. Being with him taught me about vanity, jealousy, insecurity—all the things I later watched out for in men. In the cow’s first summer at Grandpa’s house, I dreaded my usual trip to the village, not only because soon after Sister Fang left for college, the other three cousins also left to become migrant workers, but because I firmly believed that, while I was stuck alone, my boyfriend was passionately making out with a girl in his grade, someone who was more curvy, more soft-spoken, more mature.

One day, on my way out of the latrine, I met the eyes of Grandpa’s cow. She was staring at me. Standing at a distance, still too fearful to approach, I stared back. Her tail wagged off flies in an unpredictable rhythm, but her eyes were so serene. The pigpen seemed too small for her, and I wondered if she felt trapped, if she wanted to get out. In a different kind of story, the child would have set the cow free while the adults were asleep. But my life was not that kind of story. I only kept her company for a short period every day, looking into her eyes as she looked into mine. The world around us vanished in her gaze, and I was at peace, no longer afraid of the latrine, the inevitable end of a romance, or my childhood slipping away too quickly. Since the memory of the cow returned, I’ve often thought of that look in her eyes. Did I, in the little time we spent together, provide her with any solace in exchange?

One day, Grandpa showed me how to milk the cow and boiled her fresh milk. My whole family surrounded me as I took a sip, anticipating an appreciative remark. It tasted so gamy that I suppressed a gag. I considered pretending to like it, but what if they asked me to drink the whole cup? I had to deliver an honest verdict, and felt bad for disappointing them. The next time I went to see the cow, I felt bad again for not liking her milk. I told her that I was still grateful to her. She looked serious, almost too serious, and didn’t make a sound.

And one day, the cow, too, disappeared. Grandpa sold her at the New Year’s open market and did not replace her with anything else.

Once I entered high school, the city promptly unveiled its alluring offerings. Holiday breaks were filled with cram school and group outings during the day, karaoke and secret dates at night. Happily, I committed to chasing adulthood, and did not feel sorry that summers were no longer spent in the village.



XI. Frightening

The only funeral I attended as a child was my older uncle’s, my uncle who read me poems, mailed me kiwis, and held me to leap over a fire basin. He died on an autumn morning in his fifty-first year. He was walking around the village, collapsed, and never got up. His heart had stopped before the ambulance arrived. It was an unflinching way to die, cruel to me as a child, but now, when death feels so near that I can glimpse it, I beg for it to come for me in the same way.

My parents and I arrived in the village a day after my uncle passed. His living room, where the family had gathered for Spring Festival, was turned into a mourning hall, decorated in a lot of white and some black, with an abundance of incense and paper flowers. His black-and-white photo on the altar. His casket in the middle of the room, open. The first corpse I had ever seen. It was not as scary as I had expected. My uncle looked the same as in his photo behind him, just with his eyes closed, asleep.

Everyone wore a white linen drape over dark clothing, a white linen cap, and a white linen band around their upper arms. The bands for kids had the character 孝 on it—one was supposed to carry out filial piety even after the death of a family member. Conversations rippled in murmurs. Tears fell without being heard. I didn’t know what to say to Grandpa, to my aunt, to my younger uncle, to Sister Fang and Brother Yuan. It didn’t seem that anything I could say would console them in any way. In my paralysis, I understood that grief was a private matter; even within one family, it was shared to a finite extent. I was sad to lose my uncle, but not in the same way that my cousins felt losing a father, my aunt a partner, my father a brother, and Grandpa a son. As a family, we could be happy together; in each other’s company, we grieved alone. I held their hands, passed them tissues, and sat next to them, hoping my presence would add some warmth to the room.

During the day, friends and relatives came to mourn. At night, we took turns guarding my uncle’s spirit. Though the body was gone, the spirit of the dead had not yet left the world of the living. It was said that the spirit would visit their house during the first three days. A light needed to be on at all times so my uncle could find his way home. And when he did, he would want to see his family. At seventeen, an age at which the older village women had already become mothers, I was assigned guard duty along with the adults. We took turns sleeping. When we were on duty in the mourning hall, we talked to my uncle so he wouldn’t feel lonely.

The burial was not until the seventh day. During these seven days, there was a tradition to follow for everything—how to mourn, where to stand, how to bow, what to say, how to cry, what to wear, down to the layers of the dead’s clothes, the order of the pallbearers according to their relations, and the music to accompany the funeral procession. At first, this convoluted way of mourning felt formulaic, as if it had nothing to do with my uncle. But after a few days, I grew to appreciate it. These traditions gave all of us a sense of order. They occupied and numbed us day and night. Between these rituals, we succumbed to our exhaustion. I didn’t know then that the real mourning starts when 后事, the after-matters, come to an end. Grieving takes a lifetime.

On the sixth night, my aunt put out my uncle’s favorite meal—spicy noodle soup with minced pork, and a glass of dizzy water. All of us spent that night together in the mourning hall. My uncle’s spirit was to come home one final time in the first few hours of the seventh day. He was going to have his last meal and bid farewell to the people he loved the most. In the morning, his heart and stomach full, we would send him off to the netherworld.

Out around the old pigpen, along the dirt road where my cousins and I played blindman’s buff, past the kiwi field, we walked my uncle to the cemetery at the edge of the village, where his mother was also buried. There we performed one last tradition. In front of my uncle’s mound, we burned yellow paper money and drew a circle around the ashes. The spiritual money was lit on fire to be wired to the dead, so my uncle could finally live an afterlife of abundance that this life could not offer him.

Grandpa would die seven years later, and we would do everything all over again on that exact piece of land. My father’s time would come another five after that. My younger uncle became an orphan at sixty-one. It took me many years to understand that when people die, they stop suffering; the pain is left to those alive. And we will never get used to it—one death cannot prepare us for another.



XII. Child Falling Asleep

My parents and I left the village in the afternoon of the seventh day. On the sleeper train back to Beijing, I lay in my top bunk and listened to the CD my piano teacher had compiled for me, pieces by Schumann, Schubert, Beethoven, and Bach, whose two- and three-part inventions usually tired me at the keyboard. But as farm field after farm field passed our window, I cried to Bach’s meticulous notes. At some point, I fell asleep to the smell of instant noodles. It was the deepest sleep I had ever had. I did not dream.

When I opened my eyes, the train was pulling into Beijing. The city was waking up to a new day. We headed back to our city apartment, city life. If I didn’t remind myself of the past week, I could easily imagine that in that very moment, my uncle, too, was starting his day in the kiwi field. His mind would wander from time to time to the three of us, counting the months until we’d come back to the village again.



XIII. The Poet Speaks

I saw this play in New York back in the twenties, the first show I went to after the first global pandemic in my lifetime. It was called By Heart. In the play, the artist told a story about his aging grandmother who, losing her sight and thus her ability to read, decided to learn Shakespeare’s sonnets by heart. When she was losing her mind, too, forgetting even her closest relations, she never forgot the sonnets. When the artist asked her to recite one, she recited Sonnet 30 in her Portuguese village accent. That was the poem I learned by heart. I suppose I am now older than the grandmother in the artist’s story, but I, too, still remember the sonnet. When to the sessions of sweet silent thought, / I summon up remembrance of things past.

My remembrance of the village has waited so patiently, waited my whole life to come to me, waited for me to become like my village family, sitting by the window as they sat by the dirt road, waving and smiling at me, calling my pet name. Except that I no longer have a soul to greet. All I can do is to write down these memories—the first and last thing I could do for the village. When I die, no one will guard my spirit. Will it find home on the seventh day? Will it return to its hometown? Could it be that home and hometown are not places, but the people who call me Tiaotiao?

If what I feel now is the coming of the end, I am ready. Would you do me one last favor? Remember these memories like they are your own. Remember, again. Then take these pages to the yard and burn them under my tree. Draw a circle around the ashes. Send them to me on the other side.






Magic, or Something Less Assuring


Maybe we shouldn’t kiss in public here, said the woman.

Yeah? Yeah. Though I heard this is one of the less conservative countries, said the man.

Waiting at customs in Tangier Ibn Battuta Airport, Ting and Sibo couldn’t help but overhear the conversation between the young couple in front of them. Ting had seen them on the airport bus in Madrid, kissing then, too. It seemed that, surrounded by Moroccan policemen in the arrivals hall, they were finally realizing that they had arrived in a place where it was indecent to put romantic affection on public display. The crown of the woman reached the stubbled chin of the man, a perfect height difference for her to nestle her head against his shoulder. Ting wondered if they were on their honeymoon. When researching this trip, she had thought Morocco would make an interesting honeymoon destination for couples who were looking for more than a torchlit dinner on the beach and rose petals afloat in a warm bath. That kind of formulaic, frivolous staging of romance had never appealed to Ting. The performative aspect made her uncomfortable. Her fondest memories of her relationship with Sibo had no materialistic attributes: They were quiet, fleeting moments when it felt as if they were the only lovers left alive.

The line was barely moving. Ting craned her neck to get a look at the customs booths. Among a dozen windows, only three were staffed by immigration officers. It was impossible not to look at the couple less than a meter in front of her. They were looking at each other now, the woman’s face tilting up and the guy bending toward her. Ting recognized the look in their eyes. They were in love, as she and Sibo had once been. Only people who’ve been in love can recognize other people in love, Ting thought. It was like an exclusive tribe, the moment of I see you. One was either in or out. As if feeling Ting’s gaze, the woman turned to look at her. Ting smiled, and the woman, noticing Sibo next to her, returned a knowing grin. Ting was happy to see other people in love, even though she had to suppress her belief that every couple would, temporarily or permanently, fall out of love.

Ting and Sibo hadn’t gone on a honeymoon when they married, and neither of them could remember why. After seven years of dating and four years of marriage, many things happened without logic or reason. Ting couldn’t quite put her finger on when their relationship had shifted into autopilot. It had always been Ting and Sibo, Sibo and Ting, as if nothing had existed before or would change in the future. They both accepted this stasis. Eleven years was a whole lifetime when they were only thirty years old. The eternity they had spent being each other’s other half had rendered it alien, inconceivable to imagine otherwise. Ting didn’t see Sibo as a separate individual, but as an extension of herself. And Sibo didn’t know who Ting was other than first his girlfriend, then his wife. Even as they walked out of the marriage bureau on a gloomy October afternoon two weeks ago, each holding a copy of their divorce application form, Sibo held Ting’s bag, as he had always done, because Ting had bad shoulders from sitting at her desk for long periods, and Ting reached over and pulled out the collar of Sibo’s pea coat, which he often left carelessly folded inward. Both admitted, only retroactively, that they had been, perhaps intentionally, overlooking the seismic reshaping and reshuffling of the psychological blocks that made them who they were, like humans who remain ignorant of the movement of tectonic plates until an earthquake. That afternoon, they called for separate cars to take them away from their marriage. They had already confessed to their parents, who called them fools. She had already moved out of the apartment that was registered in his name. Sibo’s car arrived first. Ting watched it shrink down the street. She had only known Shanghai as Sibo’s wife. When his car disappeared around the corner, she greeted the trees, buildings, cars, and pedestrians of the city as a new person, as Ting without Sibo.

Ting couldn’t have known that Sibo was doing the same, his eyes on her in the side-view mirror as her figure was reduced to a tiny black dot that he was unable to differentiate from other black dots on the sidewalk. Sibo thought that was the last time he would see Ting for a while. The next would be after thirty days, the legally required 冷静期 (cooling-off period), when they would meet at the marriage bureau again to finalize their divorce. He assumed he would not be coming on the Morocco trip, which happened to fall during this mandatory grace period. Ting had booked the trip for them almost a year ago, as soon as the government loosened the draconian quarantine measures for international travel. Sibo understood that the invitation to travel with his wife, along with their marriage, was no longer valid. And Ting was still his wife, until their photos were pasted and names printed on two identical divorce certificates.

He knew Ting would still go on the trip, having wanted to go to Morocco for so long. She had bought nonrefundable, non-transferrable plane tickets at the lowest price, paid for accommodations in advance at a discounted rate, and booked the most cost-efficient tour guides to go into the Sahara. Frugality was one of her principles. But that was only part of why she’d planned the trip the way she had; more importantly, she hadn’t wanted to leave open any possibility of change. When she set her mind on something, she made sure it would happen. Their divorce was not going to change her mind. That much he still knew about Ting, Sibo thought with confidence, though he couldn’t forget the way the muscles around her eyes twitched as she’d called him a stranger, over and over, in the multitude of fights that had chipped away at their union.

So, two weeks later, when he showed up at the airport check-in line next to Ting and told her that he hadn’t been sure if he would see her there, they both knew it was a glaring lie. If Ting had asked him to leave, he would have. But she didn’t. Since the day at the marriage bureau, he had not heard from her. They hadn’t had any reason to be in touch. It had surprised Sibo, once they stopped living under the same roof and carrying out their filial duty as a couple, how thoroughly their lives had operated in separate universes. Now here they were, in this foreign airport, where the incomprehensible Arabic script unnerved him, knowing no one but each other. Perhaps one last trip as a married couple would make up for the fact that they hadn’t gone on a honeymoon. Perhaps this trip would draw a clean ending to the eleven years they’d loved each other. Or perhaps, just perhaps, by the slightest chance, this foreign land would rain fairy dust upon them, and rewind them into the couple standing before them, who had just resumed kissing.

Do you think all couples should go on one last trip together before they divorce? Sibo whispered into Ting’s ear in Mandarin, making sure the other Chinese tourists couldn’t hear him.

Ting took a step forward in the moving line as she pondered the question. When Sibo caught up, she said, Like a divorce honeymoon?

They shared a laugh. Ting didn’t hate Sibo. In the man standing next to her she still recognized the shadows of the boy she had loved. She couldn’t withdraw the love she had deposited ceaselessly for eleven years all at once even if she tried—and she had tried. She was only repulsed by how he thought about the world, which was in every way different from how she did. Were his thoughts and his person the same thing? She wasn’t sure. She herself often had thoughts that shocked her. If she thought about stabbing someone when a knife was in sight, did that make her a murderer? If she thought about getting hit by a car when crossing the street, or jumping onto the tracks when the subway rumbled into the station, was she suicidal? No, Ting argued with herself, as she often spent hours doing. Those were transient, unpredictable thoughts, while Sibo’s despicable views were sustained and fully formed. What defined a person if not these inventions of the mind? Ting could go on and on like this, throwing these questions up in the air and letting them linger, hovering above her like dark clouds before a storm. When the clouds gathered enough substance to produce a deluge, she let it all fall. It was when she was soaked with exhaustion, confusion, and a clump of emotions that she couldn’t individually name that she surrendered her intellect, closed her eyes, and—against her instinct—felt. It became clear to her then. There had been only one question all along: Did she still want to spend the rest of her life with Sibo? No, she did not.

The couple in front of them left the line. A moment later, it was Ting and Sibo’s turn. They walked up to an officer’s window and handed over their passports.

Where are you from in China? the officer asked, without looking up from his desk.

Shanghai, said Sibo.

Xi’an, said Ting. Hearing Sibo, she added, But I live in Shanghai.

What do you do?

I work in finance, replied Sibo.

I’m a translator, replied Ting.

Of what? The officer looked up at Ting.

Books, mostly. And news articles, art catalogs, anything I can get. I freelance.

The officer wasn’t really listening. He was typing on his computer and scribbling words on forms, glancing back and forth. He was silent for an oddly long time and Ting started to get nervous. Many years of going through US customs, wondering whether her entry would be rejected on someone’s whim, had turned this into a nerve-racking occasion. The officer flipped to the photo pages of their passports. He looked intently at Ting and Sibo, as if he were trying to memorize the outlines of their features. In his pupils, Ting saw the reflection of Sibo and herself, standing side by side in the same way they had for their portrait on the marriage certificate, and felt obliged to provide a verbal footnote.

We’re divorced, Ting volunteered.

Sibo raised his brows in protest and said, No, we’re not. He turned to look at Ting but Ting kept her head straight. The smile she had put on her face was fighting to keep its shape.

Well, not officially, she said.

Not officially, Sibo emphasized.

The officer’s expression showed neither intrigue nor understanding. He stamped their passports, one after the other, and pushed them out under the windowpane.

Welcome to Morocco.

∞

Their guesthouse sent a driver to pick them up. Seeing Ting pointing at the paper sign in his hand, he pushed himself off the column he’d been leaning against and took Ting’s luggage without a smile. Ting wondered if he was upset about their late arrival.

Do you think he’s mad at us? Ting asked Sibo as they trailed the driver in the airport parking lot.

As soon as the question left Ting’s lips, she wished she could take it back. She knew all too well that it was not going to be a matter of concern for Sibo, who, in situations where Ting incriminated herself, always absolved himself, instinctively and effortlessly, of any responsibility. If he didn’t think he’d done anything wrong, he wouldn’t care how his actions affected anyone else. Sibo attributed this dissonance between them to the difference between male and female sensibilities, as though these were innate, universal traits of all men and women. Ting had told him that their differences were not between men and women, but between traditional masculinity and femininity, which were social rather than biological constructs. But men and women do have indisputable biological differences, Sibo would say, and Ting would struggle to find an effective line of reasoning to dispute it. She knew that Sibo had eventually stopped arguing only to appease her, and she had refuted his argument enough times that she promised herself she would not expend her energy on it any longer. What Sibo thought was none of her business anymore. It was no longer her business to change him. Still, she wished she could expel the emotionally draining self-criticism that was programmed into her, that never failed to arise and seize her whenever it could. To change that in herself would be enough.

It’s part of the job to wait, isn’t it? Sibo mumbled, distracted.

He had other things on his mind.

Why did you have to tell the customs person that we’re divorced? He hadn’t even asked.

Because we are getting a divorce.

Legally we’re still married.

Is that why you came on this trip? To remind me that we’re still legally married?

That’s not what I meant.

What did you mean, then?

The driver had arranged their suitcases in the back of the passenger van and opened the doors to the back seat. Without waiting for Sibo’s answer, Ting climbed in.

After the door slid closed automatically, the quiet, liminal interior of a car, with an unsmiling, middle-aged Moroccan man sitting at the steering wheel, suddenly seemed an inappropriate space to continue their disagreement. Sibo didn’t have an answer anyway. When Ting had proposed the divorce, she said that they were fundamentally different people. But his parents were different people, her parents were different people—wasn’t marriage about loving each other despite their differences? Ting had said I hate you many times, but never I don’t love you anymore. There was, Sibo believed, a distinction between the two phrases. Love and hate weren’t mutually exclusive: One could hate and love another person at the same time. At any rate, they were both factually right, and Sibo wasn’t about to admit to Ting the last bit of hope he had hidden in the corner of his heart.

∞

The driver didn’t speak much English, so Ting couldn’t make any progress in figuring out whether he was, indeed, upset. Instead, she appreciated the silent ride into the city. The drizzle that Ting and Sibo had landed in was phasing into a forceful rain. She watched the falling water soften the edges of the architecture, turning the city into an impressionistic painting. As their car wound down the coastal boulevard, Tangier’s ancient medina came into view on a hill, rising above the Atlantic Ocean. A jolt of excitement churned in Ting’s stomach. It wasn’t just that it was her first time out of China since the pandemic, but that she was in Morocco. Morocco! She felt as if she were in a waking dream.

Ting’s obsession with Morocco had started with Sanmao’s Stories of the Sahara. The library at her high school in Xi’an had only one copy, which had lost its cover by the time Ting got hold of it. She was sixteen when she read it, and like every sixteen-year-old girl who read Sanmao, she instantly wanted to be her. Sanmao loved and suffered with a kind of intensity that didn’t seem to exist in the world Ting came from, where adults were trapped in the cycle of clockwork mundanity and the insatiable desire to do more, make more, be more. Sanmao was bohemian, worldly, deadly romantic, self-consciously confident. Ting thought that if she wasn’t going to be Sanmao, she was, at least, going to walk on the same sand that the wandering writer had loved.

Sibo had agreed to the trip to Morocco without knowing Ting’s childhood admiration for Sanmao. When he thought of Morocco, he thought of the first movie they had seen together in New York, the name of which he had long forgotten. Ting always picked the movies they saw; Sibo merely tagged along. This movie featured a pair of vampire lovers and was directed by one of her favorite directors, whose name he also didn’t recall. What he did remember was that they watched it on a bright day and the whole movie happened during the nighttime, which made him feel as if they were turning into nocturnal animals themselves. When they came out of the theater, he thought he was going to evaporate into black smoke under the sun. Ting had loved the movie and told him that the last part of it, wherein the vampire lovers traversed the long and narrow alleys of an ancient town, had been filmed in Tangier. Sibo hadn’t known where Tangier was until Morocco changed its visa policy for Chinese citizens and Ting started talking about traveling there. Since that movie, he would occasionally end up on those cobbled backstreets in his dreams, where the sparse yellow streetlights made the darkness darker, and someone always played a mysterious folk tune out of sight. In those dreams he didn’t know whether he was waiting in fear for a vampire to consume him, or hunting prey of his own.

In the medina, their van wove through the chaos of traffic, cars, people, bicycles, scooters, wheeled carts, and donkeys, all miraculously not running into each other, as if it were a pre-choreographed presentation. Ting rolled down the window, and the noise completed the picture: honks, footsteps, the moan of the wind, the tapping of raindrops on tin eaves, Arabic spoken so fast that it sounded like people were squabbling, merchants standing outside storefronts yelling to tourists in different languages—English, mainly, and French, but other languages, too, that she couldn’t identify. She heard a man’s voice saying nihao right by her ear, but he must have walked by so quickly that she missed the voice’s owner. And the smells. There were hints of spices, a splash of ocean mixed with damp soil and grass, and, faintly, fish. Then it got fishier, overwhelmingly fishier. Ting didn’t realize they were passing an open-air seafood market until their van was in front of its crowded gate. She pressed the button to close the window. The moment the glass sealed the inside of the car, there was quiet again, as if they were submerged underwater.

Look! Ting called out. That’s Café Colon, from The Sheltering Sky!

Sibo turned to look but barely caught the exterior of the café. Almost six years ago, four books into Ting’s career, she was invited to pen a new Chinese translation of the book in celebration of its seventieth anniversary. Too busy to read Ting’s book, Sibo had watched Bertolucci’s film adaptation with her instead. He found it ironic that they had arrived in the same place as the protagonists of the movie, hauling their dissolving marriage with them.

The Sheltering Sky. Sibo repeated the name of the movie to himself, as though attempting to imbue it with new meaning.

Their car passed through a tall, curvy arch with a pointy center, and onto a narrow street that looked almost perpendicular to the horizon. The engine growled in frustration as it heaved them up the slope. Suddenly the driver pulled the hand brake, and the car halted at a slant. He got out and, without a word, opened the door for Ting and Sibo. As Ting emerged from the car, she saw a hand reaching above her in her peripheral vision. For a split second, with the unfriendly driver in such proximity, she was scared. Then she realized he had simply pulled the hood of her parka over her head. It was still raining, and he didn’t want her to get wet.

The driver unloaded their luggage and rolled them to an opening on the side of the incline. Ting and Sibo looked up to see their three-story guesthouse atop the steep street, and the thirty or forty steps that led up to it. Before Ting and Sibo could start strategizing about how they would carry their suitcases up those harrowing steps, they saw the driver, one suitcase on his shoulder, ascending the stairs, his feet stamping on the cobblestones in a steady rhythm all the way to the top. Then he ran back down and did the same with the other suitcase.

They met him at the top of the hill. It was hard to tell whether the drops on his face were rain or sweat. Looking at him, Ting thought of her father, who would have been around the same age, but much less brawny. Her father had been the gentlest man, and he hadn’t smiled much either. Men of his generation had been brought up to be restrained and solemn. Maybe the driver was the same. How silly of her to have misunderstood him.

Thank you so much.

Ting couldn’t think of anything kinder to say, so she smiled. She thought she saw a faint smile on the driver’s face, too, as he said goodbye.

∞

Ting and Sibo met in a small liberal arts college in Maine, where there were fewer than ten Chinese students every year. Coming from Chinese megacities, they thought that the American college town was cold, drab, and oppressively lonely. Sibo was a year older, though his extra year at school hadn’t earned him any more friends. His American classmates considered him a reticent Chinese math nerd. They didn’t know that Sibo was a sunny person in his mother tongue: He didn’t talk much in English because he had once overheard other Chinese students saying that his heavy accent embarrassed them. He understood English perfectly, but he was unable to get rid of his accent. He believed that the anatomy of his mouth was not made for that language. Ting, on the other hand, spoke English with a learned American accent and studied literature. Still, she was not American enough to date any of them. She didn’t know the TV shows they grew up watching, the lyrics to the pop music of the aughts, the brand names of candy, beer, and cigarettes that everyone bonded over, or the flirtatious jokes with which people hit on each other. She felt so stupid when she had to ask people to repeat their questions, only to then say, Sorry, I don’t know what that is, and she loathed feeling stupid.

So it wasn’t surprising that Ting and Sibo found each other. They started sleeping together during Ting’s first Thanksgiving break, when all the American kids went home. The campus was desolate and the warmest place was in each other’s beds, under each other’s covers, inside each other’s bodies. During the short time that they spent out of bed, they went to the back of the campus, where American couples liked to make out in a big patch of trees. For those few days, the forest was theirs and theirs only. They reached their hands under layers of fabric and kissed until they couldn’t feel their noses and toes. It was one of those situations where the sum of one plus one wasn’t two: Ting’s loneliness plus Sibo’s loneliness equaled zero and it was loneliness no more, like some kind of magic trick. From the start, being with Ting defied mathematical rules and everything Sibo loved about them: their simplicity, clarity, and grace. Eleven years later, Sibo often thought that if there were an opposite of math, it would be marriage: messy, incalculable, and never equal on both sides.

When Sibo received his master’s degree, they moved back to Shanghai together. Ting always wondered if it hadn’t been for Sibo, whose parents wanted their son to stay close and inherit their family business someday, she would have wanted to stay in the US. She had already started getting gigs as a translator for Chinese media during her year in New York. If she went back to Shanghai, she would probably get to translate books, which excited her. But she loved New York—the endless ways the city had inspired artists in the past gave her permission to imagine herself becoming one. In the end, the choice wasn’t difficult, because it was impossible to find sponsorship for an H-1B, the lottery work visa for “specialty occupations”; translation, or anything in the arts, was not special enough. She moved to Sibo’s city, into the apartment that Sibo’s parents had purchased for him. But it didn’t take long for Ting to become enamored with Shanghai. The city reminded her of New York: the humidity in the summer air, the coffee shops in the French Concession, the storied addresses where this writer or that artist had lived, and the intangible qualities of the city, unpredictable, like a temperamental person, that moved her when she least expected it.

∞

The following morning, by the time Sibo woke up on his side of the bed, Ting had already left. When he texted to ask where she was, she said that she preferred to walk around on her own, but they could meet for dinner at the restaurant Saveur de Poisson. See you at dinner, he wrote back.

Standing on their petite balcony facing the cream-colored medina, Sibo thought about what he should do for the day. They usually went wherever Ting wanted to visit. Without her, he was clueless. He downloaded the travel app Mafengwo and swiped through the recommended destinations. The top sites were seaside spots that were too far to walk to, so he settled on a couple of places close by, washed up, and headed downstairs.

On the first floor was a modest living room with three wooden tables and a kitchen that looked onto the dining area. The innkeeper, Fatima, was generous enough to take out some breakfast items for Sibo that she had already put away for the day—Moroccan pastries, olives, fig jam—and asked him if he wanted tea.

What kind of tea? Sibo asked.

His English was rusty. He felt embarrassed uttering those rounder vowels that sat deeper in his throat than Mandarin.

Mint tea. It’s Moroccan special, said Fatima, her friendly face accentuated by her blue hijab.

Sibo thanked her. A few minutes later, Fatima brought out a silver teapot, its body etched with relief lines crisscrossing endlessly, its handle wrapped in a delicate piece of purple embroidery. She warned Sibo not to burn himself. Sibo said okay and let out a quiet snicker that Fatima didn’t seem to notice. Sibo knew she was only being thoughtful, but he couldn’t help but feel offended. He was Chinese. Did she think he didn’t know how to drink tea? He could imagine his American classmates from college, attracted to the intricate pattern on the teapot, touching it with their bare fingers and yelling Ouch! They knew nothing of tea or teapots. Their tea came in bags, the worst tea ground in the worst way.

Where are you going today? Fatima asked from the kitchen.

I think I’m just going to walk around.

Do you want to watch the sunset?

Sibo nodded. He loved sunsets, how the sun kindled the clouds. It was at once the same anywhere in the world and particular to each place, varying just slightly in indescribable, unsentimental ways.

The best place to watch sunset in Tangier is Café Hafa. It’s walking distance, said Fatima, pleased with Sibo’s affirmative answer.

Sibo got lost in the maze of the medina for the whole afternoon, wandering into alleys connected by low arches and irrational turns, only, at the bottom of an unnamed hill, to be surprised when the landscape opened up again onto a cemetery full of trees, stray cats on one side, a white Christian church on the other, where he overheard a woman with a North American accent talking about how the architecture had ended up in some famous painter’s kaleidoscopic body of work. When he came out of the church complex, Sibo stumbled upon a street market and walked past farmers in big hats who sat cross-legged behind their fruit and vegetable baskets and cast their aloof yet solicitous eyes onto passersby. Then he walked across another tranquil patch until a regal, European-style chateau presented itself. He wondered if this was where Port and Kit stayed in The Sheltering Sky. He took a photo of it with his phone and continued walking.

When he felt thirsty, he bought fresh pomegranate juice for ten dirhams, less than half what it cost in Shanghai. The merchant, who looked barely eighteen, hand-pressed three pomegranates through the juicer and into an actual glass—no plastic. Sibo thought Ting would have been thrilled about that. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in climate change (not a phrase Ting would use, for she believed it to be something much more imminent, much more disastrous than politicians’ inaccurate, manipulative use of the word change). He recycled when he could. But if saving plastics, minimizing waste, or whatever Ting insisted on doing cost him comfort or convenience, he wouldn’t bother. In this moment, though, standing next to the juice cart and appreciating the flow of the crowd as his lips reddened from the sweet elixir, he didn’t mind the glass. It was the best juice he had ever tasted. Sibo took out another ten-dirham bill and asked for seconds.

When he arrived at Café Hafa, around six, the open-air rooftop was packed with people waiting to be seated. The popular spot seemed as disorganized as the streets of the medina. It took Sibo a while before he got the attention of a server and was led to a table already occupied by a hip Moroccan couple in their twenties. They acknowledged Sibo in a friendly way without pausing their conversation. He noticed that the woman—similarly, in fact, to many local women here—was not wearing her headscarf. He didn’t know much about Islam, but somehow this put him more at ease. He ordered a mint tea, the kind he had liked in the morning, and cast his gaze onto the ocean. Café Hafa was built against the side of a cliff and laid out in multiple levels like rice terraces. From where Sibo sat, on his left he could see the sun setting over the Atlantic and in the distance, across the strait, the land of southern Spain. After hours of meandering between the walls of the medina, which always seemed to be closing in on him, this high, open vista of the ocean was a liberating change of scenery.

Ting would love it here, he thought. It was a habit of his to wish for her when he had something worth sharing: a good plate of food, a stunning view, a vision of a future he was willing to work for. If that’s not love, then what is? Sibo wanted to ask someone. He wanted answers. If Ting were here, maybe he’d work up the courage to have a serious talk with her again, in front of the ocean, basking in the golden glow of the North African sun. Maybe a change of heart would take a chance and pay them a visit. He took a few photos of the view but had no one to send them to. He tried to post them on WeChat but couldn’t think of a caption. So he put his phone away and scanned the café for something else to dwell on: items on people’s tables, tourists taking photos of each other, white square tiles with ornate patterns, trees he didn’t recognize. And then, sitting among all these strange things, there was something familiar. Or rather, someone. There, as if a magic lamp had granted Sibo’s wish, was Ting. She was pulling her gray scarf off her head, chuckling with two girls at her table as she ruffled the silky fabric around her neck, almost blushing. Her head had been covered; that must have been why he hadn’t seen her before. He was not prepared for the sight of her: Ting looked happy. Sibo couldn’t remember the last time he had seen her laugh like that. She was listening intently to one of the girls. Then she started speaking, too.

Surprising himself, Sibo stood up and, seconds later, found himself tapping Ting’s shoulder, surprising Ting, too. For a moment it looked as if Ting were going to say something to him, but she didn’t. Instead, she asked the two young women if Sibo could sit with them. They welcomed Sibo and introduced themselves. One of them wore a blue sweatshirt that read, KANYE ATTITUDE WITH DRAKE FEELINGS.

They go to college here. Imane is studying law, and Sairish is studying medicine. Isn’t that amazing? Ting said to Sibo in English, as if she were their proud older sister.

That is amazing, Sibo said. What were you talking about? I don’t mean to interrupt.

Sibo’s question was directed to no one in particular. Imane and Sairish seemed to assume Ting would answer, but Ting was taking a long time to sip her tea, insisting on silence.

Finally, Imane spoke. We were asking Ting what the pandemic was like in China, because we read everything was really strict there.

And I was also asking her if China was going to find out how the virus happened, Sairish added. After the pandemic, I’m kind of thinking maybe I can be—what is it called? Doctors that focus on pandemics? We are probably going to have more pandemics in the future. And what happened in China was terrible, I’m sorry.

Sairish made a sad face as if she were completing her sentence with an emoji.

Other than occasional emails with foreign clients and group Zoom calls where he only needed to listen, Sibo hadn’t had a real-time conversation in English for many years. He wasn’t sure if he was up for broaching this topic in a language he couldn’t speak with confidence. The Moroccan girls spoke English with a certain downward intonation that must have come from Arabic, and it took Sibo some getting used to. Meanwhile, Ting was looking at him in a way he couldn’t quite read. She probably wanted him to keep his mouth shut. But this conversation, which Ting and he had had so many times since the beginning of the pandemic, had now extended beyond the two of them. They were talking to people who were not Chinese. Sibo felt compelled to speak his mind, not just for himself, but for his country.

You mean lockdowns and quarantines? he said. That was the only way, the right way.

Ting was looking down at her lap and picking at the rougher skin around her nails. She had known exactly what Sibo was going to say before the words came out of his mouth. She didn’t know, either, why she had looked at him the way she had. Perhaps it was a dare, to see if he would stand by his convictions in front of foreigners. Now that he had said it, she debated whether she should let it slide, and steer the conversation toward something unimportant and pleasant, or, once again, push back. They had fought over the Chinese government’s authoritarian tactics again and again, and over countless other issues: their respective gender roles, the censorship she faced in publishing, the internet bullying of a feminist comedian, deals at his workplace that made the rich ultrarich and worked the poor to literal death. Whether to buy from big corporations whose algorithms exploited their employees; what, if anything, to do about the doomed planet, the omnipresent surveillance. Over Hong Kong, Xinjiang, Taiwan; over the US, over Wolf Warrior; over boycotting Nomadland; over the military parade on National Day; over the disappearances of dissidents and activists and citizen journalists; over changes to the constitution; and so on, and so on. Ting couldn’t quite pinpoint when Sibo had changed. No single event had altered his perspective; there was no clean narrative like in a movie. At first, she’d thought Sibo had just been poisoned, and if she could find the antidote, pull him back to her side, and prove to him that his sources of information were unreliable, if the people they called friends were suffering as a result of what he believed to be right, if she appealed to him as his loving wife, she could save him, save their marriage. But nothing worked. It had occurred to her that perhaps it was their country that had changed, but to blame the government or a certain population for their divorce was a stretch, and a dissatisfactory one at that. Or perhaps Sibo had been the same person all along, and it was she who had changed, who hadn’t known the man she married. She felt suffocated, as though someone had a grip on her throat day and night, and the oxygen in her private, domestic space was slowly being sucked out, becoming indistinguishable from the repressive air engulfing the public sphere.

They were getting a divorce after all. There was no reason she should hold back any longer. Ting glanced up at Imane and Sairish, who seemed perplexed. They were looking at her, holding her responsible in some way.

Remember I was trying to explain young Chinese people called Little Pinks? she said. I forgot to mention that I’m married to one.

Oh, I didn’t know you guys are married, Sairish said, exchanging a look with Imane.

It’s not important, Ting said, because—

We’re getting divorced, Sibo said, finishing her sentence.

He may as well beat her to it, if that was what she wanted everyone to know.

Well, his trying to finish my sentences is only part of the reason, Ting said.

Sibo wished he could make jokes in English like Ting, who was sharing a conspiratorial smirk with the girls. Then she turned to him.

See, that’s not what I was going to say, Ting said. I was saying that it’s not important, because what we were talking about, the pandemic, was more important.

It was uncanny to watch Ting address him in English. They both knew that it was not only for the sake of their spectators, but also for the uncharitable pleasure of taking advantage of his weakness.

She continued, You say the lockdown and the quarantine was the right way, but at what cost? You know the same things I know. A paralyzed boy was starved to death because his only caretaker was sent to mandatory quarantine. Pregnant women couldn’t get to hospitals because their residential complexes had just one suspected case. People kept getting stuck away from their homes because lockdowns happened overnight without any notice—roads closed, all forms of transportation halted. Small businesses never got any government help. Even just a few months ago, they were putting down people’s cats and dogs because their owners were forced into mandatory quarantine. What right do they have to kill those innocent animals? Not to mention that Chinese people overseas haven’t been able to see their families for over two years. Even if you’ve recovered, they test your antibodies and make it impossible to come in. You remember what happened to Yilun.

Ting turned to Imane and Sairish to explain. One of my best friends, she couldn’t even come home when her dad died.

And they killed people’s cats? Imane asked incredulously. How did the cats have anything to do with anything?

Animals can get sick, too, Sibo said with authority.

He doesn’t care about animals, Ting said dismissively.

I think animals get the virus from people? Very rarely it’s the other way around, Sairish said. She picked her phone up from the table to check.

So you tell them, Ting demanded of Sibo. How was any of it for the good of the country?

Sibo didn’t look at Sairish or Imane. He kept his eyes on Ting and said, It was good for the health and safety of the majority of the people, people like you and me. You benefitted from it, too. Show some appreciation.

I didn’t want other people to sacrifice their lives for mine. But there wasn’t anything I could do about that, was there? That’s the whole fucking problem, isn’t it? That’s why we’re getting a divorce. At least I can decide what to do with my own marriage. And please don’t talk like you and I are the same. It’s obvious we are not.

Nobody, not even Ting herself, could have foreseen the segue into the topic of their marriage. Imane and Sairish defaulted to awkward speechlessness, looking far out at the horizon.

Sibo spoke again. So you’d rather be in America and get Covid, then? You think they care about people like you? Maybe you forget what it felt like to live like second-class citizens, but I haven’t.

You always ask me that as if it’s even a logical question. Whatever America does or doesn’t do is beside the point. Neither China nor America has to be right, or better. America is also fucked up, just in a different way.

Exactly. Our system proved to be the best at reacting to national emergencies like this pandemic.

Everything with you is about how our system is superior, how we won the war against Covid. It’s like the whole country has amnesia. What about Wuhan? They knew it for more than a month and didn’t tell anyone. We still don’t know how many people died. Nobody talks about it. It’s all victory, celebration, the greatest people, the greatest country. Aren’t you sick of it?

Ting felt a soreness climbing up her nose, and she breathed in to let the fresh air flush through it. She was not going to cry. How had her sunset with mint tea and sweet Moroccan women at Café Hafa, where the Beatles and the Rolling Stones had once sat and chatted about sex, drugs, and rock and roll, turned into this?

The sun had dipped under the horizon while Sibo and Ting were not paying attention. Now the clouds stirred, gently like a strawberry milkshake, as the sky darkened by the minute. Everything in sight was losing definition.

Then Sibo spoke in Mandarin, almost startling the girls. Ting, why can’t you just love your country? Why do you have to hate it so much?

I don’t. Love and hate aren’t mutually exclusive.

You hate me. You’ve said so.

I hate that I feel the most alone when I’m with you.

Ting didn’t think there was anything else for her to say. She wasn’t going to say, I don’t love you anymore, as if she were the heroine of a melodrama. It wouldn’t be accurate, either. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him anymore: It was that she couldn’t. She could only imagine that Sibo felt the same.

Sibo stood up, freeing both of them.

Not long after Sibo left Café Hafa, Ting apologized to Imane and Sairish, and left, too. She went to Saveur de Poisson, as planned, and had a big Moroccan dinner on her own. When she came back to their room, neither Sibo nor his suitcase was there. Ting sank into a night of heavy sleep. The next morning, she woke up in the same clothes she had worn the day before, which now smelled like salty sweat and smoked fish, cooled anger and expired sorrow.

∞

On Ting’s last day in Tangier, she took a day trip to the dreamy blue village of Chefchaouen, where she ran into to a group of local women drumming and singing in the street in celebration of something, the exact nature of which she never came to learn. In the afternoon, she sat in the village square listening to the call to prayer on the mosque’s loudspeaker. That night, she rode an overnight train to Marrakech, the starting point for her journey into the Sahara. The rhythmic clickety-clack of the old train wheels rolling over the rail joints kept her up all night. Lying awake in the flickering beams from trackside lamps, Ting admitted to herself that everywhere she had gone since Sibo left, she had wondered if she would see him. For all she knew, Sibo might already have gotten on a flight back to Shanghai. She didn’t know what difference it made, his being in the country or not. She had been prepared to travel by herself in the first place. But now that Sibo had come and gone, it was as if he had left a rupture in her that she couldn’t close. It was not even that she actually wanted to see him, or that she minded roaming solo. It was that the circumstances under which Sibo had left seemed imperfect, unfinished somehow. She felt abandoned despite understanding that none of what had happened was abandonment. They had spent a precious decade with each other—if not the most precious decade of their lives. Didn’t they deserve a proper farewell?

The sun in Marrakech burned Ting’s skin in a way that was unfamiliar to her, but she managed to find shade under the wooden canopies that hung over the souks. As she was driven through the Atlas Mountains to the Saharan village of Merzouga, the sun got lower and harsher, the air thicker and dryer. It would take two days to get to her desert camp. The tour guide, Arij, with whom she had been in contact before the trip, brought with him his friend Wiwul, and Ting couldn’t understand a word of the Arabic they were speaking to each other. During the first hours, it crossed her mind more than once that they could easily drive her to a remote place, if somewhere could be more remote than the Sahara, and rob, rape, and kill her.

Then they started talking to her. They were both twenty-nine years old. Arij was from Merzouga, so he liked driving tourists into the desert: He got to see his parents and stay in his childhood house. Wiwul was Berber from Beni Mellal. Arij explained that he had brought Wiwul to show him the route and scenic stops along the way so Wiwul could start driving tourists on his own soon. It was a profitable gig if one liked driving and meeting people from around the world. Ting asked them questions about Morocco, Islam, and the history of the Berber people; they asked Ting about her school days in the US, her work as a translator, and if she was married. Ting decided to tell them that she was, and felt the two men treating her differently afterward—with more respect, maybe. Sibo was there, protecting her, without physically being there, without even knowing. He would be happy to know that, she thought. How sad it was, being a woman in a man’s world, but she was relieved to feel safe. Fortunately, Arij and Wiwul didn’t probe further into her marriage, so she didn’t have to make up any lies. The three of them stuck to less personal topics. It felt good to talk about, think about, anything else.

The moment Ting knew they were officially in the Sahara was unmistakable.

Here we go. As-Sahra! Arij declared.

Their four-wheel-drive Jeep leaped off the gravel road and started swimming through loose sand. Ting bounced in the back seat, but smoothly, not in the jerky way that a car hits a speed bump on a city street. She felt adrenaline bubbling in her body, making her nervous, and almost confusing her, but it was exhilarating all the same. As far as her eyes could see, it was all warm sand, infinitely flat, infinitely edgeless, and heat waves vibrated visibly, boiling above the amber expanse.

What does Sahara mean? she asked.

It just means desert in Arabic.

Really?

Ting always supposed the word Sahara meant something grand or profound, something that would give her an unexpected perspective. Now that she thought about it, the meaning of words was often transformed when they were adopted by other languages. As a translator, she had learned to accept these subtle discrepancies in her work; what got lost in translation was her private treasure to keep. She looked out the window, satisfied with the new understanding of a familiar word.

There are no marks, she said to Arij.

Ting turned to check the shallow prints left by their rugged wheels, sure to disappear in minutes.

How do you know where we are going?

No need for marks, said Arij, unfazed. I grew up in this desert.

It’s like you have a superpower, said Ting.

The two Moroccan men cracked up, gleefully repeating, Superpower!

Ting closed her eyes, swaying with the car to keep her balance, the dry air already baking her throat.

Camp was a few tents standing firmly in the middle of the desert. Arij told her that the people at the camp would take her on a camel ride in the afternoon, and that dinner would be included. He made a joke about how she wouldn’t have anywhere else to eat. He and Wiwul would pick her up tomorrow after sunrise and drive her to Fez. Before he drove away, he reminded Ting to look at the stars at night.

Ting settled her luggage and waited in the back of the camp. High dunes rose in the distance. It was difficult to gauge how far they were.

That’s Erg Chebbi, the camp attendant, Saïd, told her.

Erg?

Like a sea of sand dunes, he explained, his hand tracing the curves of the dunes in the air.

It’s beautiful, Ting said. Is there anyone else coming on the camel ride?

We have three other guests. They went to Merzouga village for the market. An Italian couple, and a guy, Chinese. They should be back soon.

A Chinese guy by himself? Ting had to ask. What does he look like?

About my height, Saïd said. Quiet guy. Very nice. He’s been here for two nights already. We got a shepherd puppy a few months ago. He loves the dog so I let him feed her every day.

Sibo was about Saïd’s height. But would he get along with a puppy? Ting couldn’t be certain.

∞

When Ting heard a car approaching, she hurried to the front of the camp, so that if it was indeed Sibo returning from the market, she could be there waiting. After the Italian couple, Sibo got out of the car. He did not seem surprised to see her. Sibo walked toward Ting and stopped an arm’s length away. They didn’t hug.

I wasn’t sure it would be you, Ting said. You don’t like dogs.

I didn’t before, Sibo said. Guess I do now. People change.

What are you doing here?

You think I would abandon you just like that?

You didn’t abandon me.

I wanted to get out of Tangier, and I knew you were coming to the desert. I thought it might do me good, clear my thoughts a little, so I came early.

How did you find someone to drive you so last minute?

The guesthouse’s driver found someone for me. He was actually very nice, so was the guide who took me here. And Saïd, too. Have you met him? People are so much more friendly than I expected.

Morocco hasn’t been what I expected, either. I thought visiting the Sahara would change my life somehow. Now that we’re here, I’m not really sure what I expected it to do.

Ting looked into the distance, and added, The desert does look surreal, though, doesn’t it?

They looked around, as though in each other’s presence they were seeing the Sahara for the first time again.

You coming on the camel ride? Ting asked in a cheery tone.

Ting, Sibo, and the Italian couple wrapped their hair and covered their faces as instructed, straddled their gentle but inscrutable camels, and set out toward the dunes.

Saïd led the caravan on foot. They trekked for a while, then got off at the bottom of a high dune and climbed up to the peak. The Italian couple sat down and leaned into each other. Ting and Sibo planted themselves away from the couple, each hugging their legs into their chests, taking care to leave a virtuous distance between them. The sun was setting over the rolling hills of sand.

So did the desert help you clear your thoughts? Ting asked.

I don’t know yet.

Sibo paused for a few seconds before speaking again.

Being here makes me feel very small. Maybe a lot of the things I care about don’t matter as much as I think.

Sibo didn’t know what, exactly, he was referring to. It was just a feeling. Ting nodded, not knowing what he meant, either, but she felt his feeling, and didn’t need to know more. Before them, sand was all they saw; silence was all they heard. The sun seemed so far and so close at once, so majestic but so intimate, performing only for the two of them, kissing the horizon, being subsumed with the steadiness and precision of a prima ballerina. There was nothing more to say.

Tonight they would gaze at the stars. Tomorrow they might fight like there was no tomorrow. In three days they would be back in their home country. In another fifteen, they might meet again at the marriage bureau, and this time come out with their divorce certificates. A year or two after that, they might lose touch. In thirty years, they might start asking themselves if there was any meaning in fighting with anyone. In fifty years, they might forget each other’s names and the name of the country where they once rode camels in a great desert. Or none of that would happen, not in the way they expected, because life wasn’t like that. Here and now, they were Ting and Sibo, Sibo and Ting, watching the daylight pass over the Sahara, to the other side of the world.





You Won’t Read This in the News


The old bus cruises out of Shanghai with a low hum. If it attempts to accelerate, its belly will groan, and the turning wheels will, again, slow down. So the engine patiently hauls forward its giant metal jacket and the passengers within. Under the shadows of the dim streetlights, the southern summer heat holds everything still. Inside the bus, the windows are open. Hair flies backward, exposing angelic, sleeping faces, caressed by the artificial breeze manufactured by a moving vehicle.

In the third row, two women lean their heads into each other. A few hours earlier, they shared the same bag of makeup—mascara, eye shadow, blush, lipstick—and put them on for each other in the same flashy style, which, somehow, only emphasizes their differences. Under layers of cosmetic concealment, they can’t be more than twenty years old. A mother, sitting two rows behind them, looks a little older, though twenty-five at most, her lap a pillow for a boy of four or five. Three rows farther back, on the other side of the bus, a middle-aged couple, even while sleeping, wear a tight knot between their brows, dreaming the same disquieted dream. A few men spread out toward the back of the bus. They look alike in their white cotton tank tops, lean and malnourished, their hands young but rough from carrying bricks, mixing concrete, scaling steel panels and poles with no safety net underneath. The dashboard clock reads 23:31 in red, insistent numbers. Behind the windshield sits a cardboard sign with the name of the destination, a town that does not welcome the resting hearts on this bus, or anyone else. Yet they are being carried toward the lifeless place, toward an old, new day.

The only ones awake besides the bus driver, who perhaps only has half of his brain conscious, like a sleeping whale, are two young men sitting in the back row. The older one tilts his head over the backrest. From afar, he looks like he could be dreaming, too, but up close, passing headlights flash across his glassy pupils in the rhythm of a waltz—vroom, whoosh, rest, vroom, whoosh, rest. His light blue polo shirt has been sweated through and washed too many times, its color fading into a perennially dirty gray, the rim of its sagging collar growing fuzzy. On the left side of his chest, a triangle of three black strokes evokes the trademarked logo of a German sports brand. He had spent what could sustain him for a week on this shirt when he arrived in Shanghai a year ago, and wore it only when he looked for new jobs, oblivious to the spelling under the proud, recognizable insignia: ADIDOS. He could read the individual letters but didn’t know how to pronounce them together. He called it Ah-dee, which he found strange at first, as if learning a new language. But when he returned to his hometown during Spring Festival, the foreign name rolled off his tongue in a store, and the young saleswoman looked at him like he had knowledge, taste, and all that came with those things. Neither of them knew Ah-dee was what city people called the German brand, too, nor did they know that they were buying and selling the brand’s cheap knockoffs. Although his favorite shirt has not worked in his favor in the past few months, he wears it tonight nonetheless. Eyes on the ceiling, he wishes that some kind of a god could bless the long night ahead, but having grown up without a religion, no prayer comes to mind.

The younger one, at the opposite end of the back row, looks out the window. Earbuds in, he clutches his phone, switching songs now and then. Everything he wears is brand-new—a new shoddy black suit, fitting too loosely over his bony build, a new pair of black fake leather shoes, a new white dress shirt, unbuttoned almost to his belly button, and a new face, one that hasn’t yet been altered by all that is to befall him in this lifetime. His eyes, unblinking, shimmer with an impulsive anger, fearless and uncontrollable. Even as he stares at nothing on the highway, this rage climbs up along his spine and arises on his face, surprising him. At nineteen, he hasn’t expected living to be this difficult. He has heard about it, of course, from his parents who sought work in big cities and saw him once a year during Spring Festival, from older friends who left their village before he did, from guys he met in temporary housing on the outskirts of Shanghai, but those were other people’s misfortunes, and he was unprepared when it was his turn. If there were a god it’d be the god of unfairness, he thinks, playing roulette with poor bastards like him. To drown his thoughts out, he cranks up the volume, the syrupy songs made by no-name internet songwriters now audible in the tranquil interior of the bus. He forces his eyes to close, as if persuading himself to rest for the long night ahead.

∞

Wake up, Kunshan is here, the bus driver announces, as if they had not driven to the town, but the town had materialized in front of them.

While the other passengers slowly unfurl their limbs, the two young men in the back row zip down the aisle and jump out. The younger one takes out a wrinkled pack of cigarettes from the cross-body bag he wears uncomfortably over his suit, the strap cutting right into the side of his neck. He flips the top open and gives it a few quick, skilled taps, ushering out the cigarettes.

Qiang-brother, he says softly, extending the pack to the older one, who pulls out a cigarette.

He follows suit, lighting Qiang’s, then his own. Each man takes a drag with deliberation, holds it in, and in, lost in the bliss of cheap nicotine, until a long, foggy breath escapes from between their lips. Smoking is one of the few things that make them happy: the feeling of a solid object between their fingers, the freedom to administer the dose of pleasure, the thrill of wanting something and getting it in the next moment.

Meandering their way out of the bus station, they pass a hive of food vendors and late-night customers on plastic stools, munching on meat skewers, spicy soups, sweet sticky rice, savory pancake wraps with sausage, the allure of which makes the younger man stop walking without meaning to. He loves street food. Qiang is a few meters ahead, looking at his young friend drooling over the cheap food they can’t even afford.

Wen-zi, he beckons. Let’s go.

Wen turns to see Qiang waving. Wen has known this man, nine years his senior, for less than forty-eight hours, but he trusts Qiang like the older brother he never had. They met in the lobby of a Shanghai hotel where both were waiting to meet the boss of a security company. There were ten other guys who had also paid two thousand yuan to someone who claimed he was recruiting security guards—with room and board—for the company, but not even the shadow of the boss was seen on the hotel premises. They waited for hours, huddling in a corner of the empty lobby and taking turns smoking outside, as if, as long as they remained in place, some sort of lifeline would find them. The others started leaving one by one after the cigarettes were depleted. By the end of the day, Qiang and Wen were the only two left; neither had a place or people to return to. They were both out of money, out of beds where they could stay the night, out of optimism that could sustain them through another scam or rejection. That night, on two adjacent park benches, they talked about their future, near and far. Between begging for money, a means of survival that seemed to have been eradicated from the street, and the plan they would ultimately act upon, they chose the latter, which still allowed them to speak of dignity. The next day, they spent the last of their cash on a pack of cigarettes and two bus tickets to Kunshan, where Wen now scans the spellbinding food spread within arm’s reach and tells himself that he will find a way to eat by the time the sun comes up again.

Wen catches up to Qiang and they keep walking, passing a group of schoolboys in uniforms, down the street and around the corner, the sound of people bantering and laughing growing faint behind them, as the streets get darker and narrower ahead.

When Qiang turns right at the intersection, Wen follows. The new street is lined with lush trees, their branches sprawling over the sidewalk, reaching toward the middle, where they join and loom over the two men and parked cars like a canopy. Qiang and Wen lighten their footsteps as if trespassing, moving at the hesitant pace of people who don’t know where they are going. Both of them wait for the other to say something, perhaps something that would stop the other from doing what they plan to do. Nevertheless, they hold the silence in their slow march. If they were more perceptive men, they would have understood each other’s wavering reticence. And understand that, although it seems as if fate, having won at every turn of events, had brought them to this place they know nothing about but will remember for the rest of their lives, they still have a choice. The sky will be light in a few hours and somewhere in this factory town there will be bosses looking for workers. But in this moment, none of that occurs to them. Choice belongs to other people; they do what they have to and that is hard enough.

Abruptly, Qiang stops. He prods Wen with his elbow, gesturing at him to look—a black sedan next to them, the front passenger window broken. In the split second when Qiang ponders what to do, Wen has already thrust himself against the car and stretched his upper body into the broken window. He rummages through every compartment, opening and not bothering to close them.

Anything? Qiang whispers, standing next to Wen’s butt, which is sticking out of the car.

Nothing, Wen says. Just shit. Like a comb and shit.

What kind of comb? Qiang asks.

He thinks of his wife, whose long hair was the first thing he loved about her. She cut it short five months ago, when she found out that she was pregnant, saying that long hair absorbs nutrition that should go to the baby. She had seemed elated on his phone screen, and he was happy, too, but when they hung up, he found himself thinking that he didn’t like her short hair. It made her face look flat and chubby. They had fucked almost every day when he was home for Spring Festival. He had waited all year for that, and having kids was the last thing on his mind. Now he’s about to have one, and penniless. His wife said he would be a good father, so he will. After the baby’s birth, he will ask her to grow her hair long again.

Wen backs out of the car, holding out a small wooden comb. You want it?

Qiang takes the comb, running his fingers over the handle, feeling the carved pattern like a blind man reading a braille book. The wood feels solid and warm from fermenting inside the glove compartment. He puts it into his pocket.

Once walking again, they soon discover that the windows of the next car and the next and the next are all broken. Wen fishes around obligatorily in every car, a treasure hunt yielding only trash—soiled napkins, disposable utensils, a single sock. Frustrated, he kicks the tire of a car, and the resistance from the rubber reverberates through him like a blow to the stomach, awakening the anger that he has managed to quiet since getting off the bus. His parents always say he’s good for nothing. But what do they know about him? They didn’t raise him, though they think they did just because they sent his allowance to Grandma every month. Grandma was the only person who liked his company, even when he failed his high school entrance exam, even when he spent all night in the internet café and came home in the morning demanding a bowl of hot congee, even when he said to her things he wished he hadn’t. But Grandma is dead now, and he is to become a man of his own.

Fuck this place! Wen curses too loudly.

Before his rant goes further, Qiang tapes his palm over Wen’s mouth. Across the street, a flashlight dances behind a car’s windshield. Keeping as still as possible, they watch the light dart like a mouse.

That’s why we’ve been getting nothing! Wen says under his breath. This fucker already took all the good stuff.

Another moment of quiet. The same idea emerges in two minds. After all, that’s what they come here to do.

Qiang-brother, Wen says. Let’s get him.

Let’s get him, Qiang repeats, unsure who needs convincing.

Wen eyes Qiang’s pocket. Qiang reaches into it. With a nod, they crouch like runners at the starting line of a track and begin sidling toward the light.

Crossing the street, circling behind the moving beam, the two men disappear into the waist-high bushes, where they can finally see the flashlight’s operator—a man dressed in black, with a black face mask and a black backpack strapped over his chest. Like a burglar in Hong Kong gangster movies, Wen thinks, approving of the professionalism.

Staying behind the shrubs, Qiang and Wen follow him to the next car. They watch the burglar back away from the car window, holding something up in one hand, and the other swinging back as if drawing a bow.

It’s a slingshot, Qiang whispers to Wen.

When he was a boy, Qiang loved playing with slingshots. He and his friends made them with sturdy branches foraged in the woods, and launched pebbles, chicken bones, the pits of peaches and plums at all kinds of things. A decade later, during Wen’s childhood, Wen barely knew what a slingshot was; playing with friends meant sitting together and devoting their full attention to their devices.

The burglar’s projectile makes a subdued cracking sound when it hits the glass. The man steps forward, gives it a gentle knock with the slingshot, and—Wen can’t believe his eyes—the window blossoms into shards, pouring onto the ground like a shimmering waterfall, gathering a pool of moonlight by the tire. But Qiang is too preoccupied to be mesmerized. He reaches into his pocket once again and pulls out a small knife.

∞

While Qiang keeps his knife at the burglar’s neck, Wen, squatting, is picking through the man’s backpack. A few dead cell phones, an iPod Touch, and a pile of small bills. Wen shoves the electronics into his bag. Clamping the flashlight between his lips, he counts the money. The texture of cash makes his heart flutter, his fingers moving faster than he can count.

Five, six, seven … seven, eight, Wen mumbles to himself. Twenty-five … Thirty …

Qiang and the burglar watch Wen’s fingers, finally, slow down.

Forty … Forty-two.

Wen jumps up.

Motherfucker! Only forty-two kuai.

Qiang has already suspected this from the color of those bills, light green and purple, none of them pink.

Wen smacks the burglar’s head with the crinkly stack. You’re a shit burglar, he says.

Quit babbling, Qiang scolds Wen. Search him.

Wen stuffs half the cash into Qiang’s pocket, half into his own, and starts groping in the burglar’s pockets.

This really tickles, the burglar thinks, and even with a knife at his neck, he can’t seem to suppress his giggles. He tries, and it sounds like he is choking, which makes Qiang move the knife a hair off his neck. Wen isn’t expecting a jackpot or anything, but he is nevertheless satisfied with his finds: a working phone, some change, and an ID card. The burglar has a name as plain as his own, Song An.

Hey, we’re the same age! Wen exclaims. Born in the same month, even.

Qiang unhooks Song An’s mask: The man he’s holding against his body is just a boy, his face pimply, its expressive muscles not yet mastering the art of hiding his emotions. They show what he feels: The boy is terrified.

How old are you?

Qiang knows the answer but asks anyway.

Nineteen, Song An says.

If they didn’t have his ID, he would have said that he was twenty-two; he started telling people he was nineteen three years ago, at age sixteen, when he left his hometown to look for work. He glances at Wen, who is clicking through the phone he bought with wages from working at a kids’ clothing workshop thirteen hours a day.

That … He pauses to swallow. Big brother, that’s my phone.

With a few extra words, his Northeastern accent announces his provenance as somewhere far, frigid, and destitute.

Qiang looks at the two nineteen-year-olds in front of him. How is one different from the other?

Forget it, Wen-zi, Qiang says. Just give his phone back.

Forget it? Qiang-brother, we’re trying to rob him here!

Realizing he was too loud again, Wen lowers his voice.

If we count the change, we have only a little over fifty kuai. Those ancient dead phones aren’t worth shit. Now you want to give his phone back?

There’s the one with the half-bitten apple on it, did you see? Song An says. That’s Apple, American, it’s worth money!

You think I’m a dumbass? Wen says, almost laughing.

He heard the pride and sincerity in Song An’s voice. Even on the brink of his throat being slit, Song An seems genuinely concerned that his perpetrators get good money for their spoils.

You ground beetle! Wen says, hitting Song An on the head again. It’s just an old-ass Apple!

Wen shoves Song An’s phone into his bag, too.

Big brother, can I have my ID? I’ll need it for work, says Song An, trying for the next thing he might be able to salvage. I beg you, big brother.

Take a photo, Qiang commands.

Wen points his phone at Qiang and Song An. The fake shutter clicks. A flash.

Fucking idiot! Qiang growls. I asked you to take a photo of his ID!

Wen obeys, ashamed of his lack of professionalism. The fake shutter clicks again. Qiang snatches the ID from Wen and hands it to Song An.

If you say anything to anyone, we’ll fuck you up. Qiang delivers this threat with as much conviction as he can muster.

When his son reaches nineteen, Qiang will seldom get as close to him as he does to Song An in this moment, the boy’s body locked in his arms, their faces nearly pressing into each other, the horror in the boy’s eyes so transparent up close. On the rare occasions when Qiang will touch his son, he will try to establish not the presence of fear, but a sense of protection.

∞

With fifty yuan between them, Wen walks with his nose pointing up at the moon. He is hungry, but nothing is open at this hour, so he might as well let his belly sing with pride. They really did it!

The whole town has gone to sleep, but both Qiang and Wen know that their night has only just begun. One of them is starting to get off on this business of jumping and scaring people, and the other carries on because he has to. What they took from Song An isn’t even enough to stuff the gaps between their teeth, Qiang thinks. They need more. Much more.

That wasn’t too bad, was it? We can really do this, Qiang-brother, Wen says as they stroll down a wider avenue. That dick-head was scared shitless. Wouldn’t dare let out a fart even if you asked him to.

We got lucky. That’s all, Qiang says.

Lucky? We won’t get shit for those dead phones. Maybe the Apple will be worth something.

A bright glare swims in and out of Wen’s peripheral vision. He tries to catch it.

My good Qiang-brother, you still showing off that knife? Put it away already.

Right. Qiang puts the army green sheath over the short dagger and returns it to his pocket. He rubs it nervously as they keep walking.

It’s a cool knife, though, adds Wen.

Qiang doesn’t respond. He is thinking about how Song An’s angular shoulder blades pressed into his chest and how hard he will have to try to erase the terror on the boy’s face from his memory. And how he has become a person who holds a knife to a boy’s throat and if he is that person, then could he be that person, himself, and a good person all at once? He peeks at Wen, and wonders if he has made a mistake agreeing to come on this field trip with his new friend, if he could have said different things so they would end up in a different place.

Wen is looking around for their next target. He wants a big fish, not just some second-rate petty thief like Song An, who has even worse luck than himself, being so far from his hometown. Wen would have befriended him if they weren’t in the shoes they are in tonight, and he would have asked Song An what Northeastern snow is like, if it really piles up to people’s knees and covers everything in white like he has seen on TV. He imagines his Southern hometown cloaked in powdered snow, and while his brain thinks of cold, his heart feels warm. He has nothing to go back to, but he still, reluctantly, misses the place he calls home. His village had only one- or two-story houses, unlike the tall apartment buildings along this avenue. Why do people like to live on top of each other so much? He gazes up at the dark windows, picturing all his big fish sleeping in their AC-cooled air and silky sheets, safe from what he is capable of. He knows Qiang doesn’t want to hurt anyone. He doesn’t, either; they are only after money, that’s what they agreed on. But I’ll do whatever it takes, Wen thinks, not completely understanding what that might entail.

Somewhere behind Qiang and Wen, emerging from the quietness, is the sound of a creature, agile and urgent, running toward them. When the noise finally reaches their ears, they turn around to see the dark outline of a person growing larger by the second. It’s approaching so fast that running from it seems futile. Neither of them moves. Then the silhouette gets closer, and closer, until they recognize it—it’s Song An.

Big brother! Song An slows down, panting.

Wen has posed himself in a kung fu stance with Bruce Lee hands, and Qiang’s knife is out from its sheath. The battle formation stops Song An three meters away.

Between short breaths, Song An says, Big brother! Can I come with you?

∞

When Song An was left alone in those sidewalk bushes where they had dragged him, all his possessions taken, for a minute, he was paralyzed with the burden of his human agency. What was he to do? Did he have to go on with this hopeless life? What was next if he simply could not go on any longer? He started working in a shoe factory in Guangdong two months after his sixteenth birthday. A year into the job, like everyone else, he started smuggling imperfect export rejects out of the factory and sold them to local stores, but as luck had it, he was the only one caught, fired, and blacklisted. Going home was not an option; nothing but rice farming awaited him. He would lose face, returning so soon after venturing out. People don’t come home until they’ve made enough to start their own small businesses, a hair salon or a baby store, until they reach the age of marriage, or until, at the latest, their kids need to go to school in the town of their household registration. He was nowhere near any of that glory. For a boy who had never possessed much, Song An possessed a toxic amount of pride that he carried around like an umbrella, his heart safe under its shade. A child with a dead mother, and a father who’d vanished, he needed it as a shield from people who knew too much. As he went from one factory to the next, he made sure no one knew much about him at all, and watched the covering overhead slowly depart from his sky, revealing patches of sun that sometimes felt generous, and sometimes mercilessly illuminated his loneliness.

After the last factory closed, he migrated north to Kunshan, where, he remembered, a former colleague was headed to an electronics manufacturer. For days he couldn’t find a gig, and eventually ran out of money for the cheapest bed on the edge of town. It was never his plan to break car windows, but none of his plans had panned out, so planning may not have been his forte. He thought of the two guys who had not hurt him. He wondered if the boy his age shared a similar life story. Everyone he met at the factories did. It was better that way—sympathy needed to be neither dispensed nor received. And the older guy, Qiang-brother, he was gracious. If he did have to be a criminal, even just for one night, Song An wanted to be one with them. They were kinder to him than most people he had met in his life.

∞

The three of them now march in a line. If someone were to stand at the other end of this long avenue, it would look like they were slowly rising above the horizon, like sea turtles coming up to the surface for air.

What’s snow like in the Northeast? Wen asks. Does it really go up to your knees?

Of course! We have so much snow in the winter it’s endless, and we have endless snowball fights!

Song An boasts as if he were personally responsible for all the snow in the world. It’s easier to remember your hometown with genuine fondness when it’s reflected in other people’s eyes.

Who taught you to break car windows with a slingshot? Qiang asks.

This? Song An pulls the slingshot out of his backpack.

Fuck, why didn’t I take his slingshot? Wen slaps his thigh. We could be breaking windows right now!

Wen will blame himself in every unfortunate situation for decades to come, for not being intelligent enough, educated enough, hardworking enough, until he will witness his own child going through the same cycle and finally hears the question that has been festering inside him: Is the world set up for them to fail?

Song An tells them that he overheard a conversation in a restaurant two days ago. Two big guys had drunk so much beer and one kept bragging about how he used to break car windows with slingshots.

Tonight was my first try! he says.

Why did you become a thief? Qiang asks, temporarily forgetting that he himself is none other.

Song An enumerates his series of misfortunes since he left home. Big brothers, he says in conclusion, I don’t want to be a thief.

Neither do we! Wen declares allegiance, which emboldens Song An. He steps in front of Wen and Qiang to face them. Why are you guys doing it, then?

As Wen recounts the events of yesterday, the heat of that anger, again, flushes through him. That motherfucker! I hope his whole family fucking drops dead!

Why don’t you shout a little louder so the cops can hear you? Qiang speaks with muted authority.

Wen, hushed, kicks every tree he passes. Thump, thump, thump. He likes the pain in his foot, of which the cause is clear, the duration predictable. Thump.

Give Song An’s stuff back to him, Qiang says.

Just give it all back? That leaves us with—

We are all brothers now. How can we steal from our brother?

Fine. Brothers, Wen says, kicking another tree.

Wen empties his bag into Song An’s backpack.

Thank you, Qiang-brother! Song An grins at Qiang, then at Wen. When we get more money, I’m okay any way you guys want to split.

Wen puts his bag back on, the lightness of it weighing him down.

But why didn’t you stay in Shanghai and mug people there? Song An asks. Shanghai people must be rich! Too many cops there, says Qiang.

Qiang-brother has a wife back home and a kid on the way. If he got in, they’d probably starve, Wen explains. I heard that petty crimes are common in Kunshan. It’s close to Shanghai, so we took the night bus here.

If someone had told me that one day I would be mugging people on the street, I would have stayed in the army in Xinjiang, Qiang says.

What he really wants to say is that he just doesn’t know what else he can possibly do, but he isn’t going to sound weak in front of these boys. The truth is he wouldn’t have been able to stay in the army even if he’d wanted to. One was either promoted to an officer, an opportunity unavailable to a mediocre soldier like him, or forced to return to civil society, having lost years of what could have been work experience. After the army, he worked with a construction company until the owner disappeared in the middle of a contract, owing the workers months of pay. He moved home after that, but the small-town economy did not need another hand. Then he left for Shanghai, where he waited every morning at the popular pickup spot as a day laborer while looking for a long-term job. One day, he was brought to work at the top of a half-finished skyscraper. When he didn’t have to concentrate on where he was wheeling the rebars, he caught glimpses of the glistening metropolis, which, he thought, surely was big enough to have a place for him.

Qiang-brother! You were in the army? That’s badass. Why didn’t you tell me yesterday! Wen pats Qiang on the back. I always wanted to be in the army! If I didn’t fail the physical exam.

What was wrong with you? Song An asks.

Wen pulls up his pants to expose his right calf. Despite the near darkness, Qiang and Song An can make out the twists and bumps of Wen’s flesh.

When I was a baby, Wen says, one time my Grandma held me while she was cooking, and accidentally dipped my right leg in a boiling pot.

The way Wen tells this anecdote does not give away how he feels about it all these years later. Song An nods—he was right about Wen’s upbringing—wishing he could give him a hug or something resembling one. Qiang makes an acknowledging sound in his throat. Consolation and commiseration are unspeakable in brotherhood.

Tell us about army life, Qiang-brother! Song An pleads, feigning excitement, as if changing the subject were the closest thing to kindness that he could offer.

The army was good times, Qiang lies, feigning matching excitement.

His time as a soldier still makes up his nightmares, all the training, hazing, and political education. But he doesn’t tell the boys any of that. Instead, he tells them what they expect to hear—being fed on a fixed schedule day in and day out, bonding with your fellow soldiers like blood brothers, and being able to send home every month money you earned through doing cool, manly things. He shows them the etching of his old regiment’s number on his knife, which they stroke gently, with longing.

∞

It’s past three in the morning. For twenty minutes, Qiang and Song An have been sitting on the curb while Wen, leaning on a telephone pole, plays his role as the surveyor. Across the street, a hubbub of youngsters loiter in front of storefronts, spitting, smoking, kicking up dirt.

When Wen suggested breaking into more cars, Song An said he had gone around town all night and learned that people don’t leave valuables in their cars—if they wanted to mug someone, there was one place in town where people would hang at this hour, which they are looking at now: young people coming and going from two internet cafés on the eastern edge of town. Nestled between them is a small twenty-four-hour shop with everything the café-goers subsist on—drinks, snacks, and cigarettes. Now, with the three of them, they could jump anyone. But they wait patiently. When an appropriate candidate leaves the scene alone, they will follow.

Wen knows exactly who patronizes the internet cafés. At home, he was one of them, and if he could sit inside one now, he might never get up. Like everywhere else, most customers at these two internet cafés are men, so when an exception appears, Wen takes notice. A guy in his mid-twenties walks out with a young woman in an oversized zipper hoodie and tight jeans, just like girls Wen knows back home. That’s too hot for the weather, Wen thinks, but girls are always cold. Her duffel bag makes her shoulders heave at a slant and her back slightly hump. The young woman is trailing the guy as he walks toward his scooter, which he jerks out from a dense row of them. Her lips are moving, not his. The scooter’s lights come on, he straddles the seat, she clutches his shirt, he tries to shake her off, scowling. But she won’t relent. As he drives away, she holds on to the corner of his shirt, chasing him, until she must let go, weathering the indifferent dust swept up behind his wheels in stillness. Undone but unfazed, she remains where she is for a while, unaware of what she is looking at or who might be looking at her.

When the young woman starts walking again, Wen, keeping his distance, advances with her across the street, a lion treading after its prey. Qiang and Song An stretch their legs, rising from their stakeout.

∞

It’s not as easy as they thought to take the girl. The three men, novices as they are, have not agreed upon an exact plan of action. It does not occur to Wen to cover her mouth until she tries to scream, nor does Song An intuit the necessity of taking her duffel bag off before he hurls her body over his shoulder like the sacks of rice he used to carry. Her duffel bag smashes into his face.

Fuck, I can’t see! Song An curses, trying to wiggle his head out from behind the bag.

Qiang rips the bag off the girl as he attempts to still her flailing limbs. Wen keeps his hand over her mouth, but the choreography of their abduction is becoming impossible to maintain. The girl’s muffled yelps vibrate against his palm.

Shut your fucking mouth! Wen strikes her across the face.

She falls silent for a moment, and so do the three men, and—it seems—the whole world. Wen has surprised himself. Sure, he was involved in gang fights in middle school, but it was just tough-looking boys roughing around. He has never hit a girl. How this anger controls him is illegible to himself and will remain that way for a long time.

They reach a dark spot behind some trees and Song An sets the girl down. As soon as her feet touch the ground, she makes what sounds like the beginning of a squeal.

Do not make a fucking sound! Wen threatens.

Song An raises his arm to block Wen but a second too late. Wen strikes her again. Song An watches his own hand hanging in the air and suddenly doesn’t know where to put it. They are each holding one of her arms now, keeping her in place, but the girl doesn’t need much more coercion, as if she no longer minded whose hand is on which part of her.

Beside them, Qiang starts to look through her duffel bag. Wen’s hand burns a little, and as it curls into a fist, he realizes it’s wet. With more light, Wen sees tears trickling down the girl’s flushed face. She cries so quietly, Wen thinks. Even as he stands so close, he barely hears her breathing. Her meekness infuriates him in a confusing way: He hit her to shut her up, and now she is as silent as a dead body, why is he still angry? He squeezes her arm as if trying to pop a balloon.

Qiang-brother, anything? Song An asks.

Qiang hasn’t found anything other than neatly folded clothes. The softness of her cotton underwear makes his fingers tingle. He thinks of the uninhibited strokes his hands could make across his wife; the freedom she grants him somehow makes handling her less exciting.

You’re wasting time. There’s no money in the bag, the girl says.

The calmness in her voice startles the men. Wen wonders if he should hit her again. Qiang keeps rummaging anyway. He wishes he could stop, but with the two boys counting on him, he has to keep going. He finds a few bras, some T-shirts and jeans. Like she said, no money. He stands up to search her. As he unzips her hoodie and reaches into the inside pockets, his hand brushes her bare, moist skin. Under the hoodie, a tank top hugs her figure. The warmth of her skin awakens a remote but familiar feeling in him. The girl’s nipples, charged by adrenaline, stubbornly present their shape through the thin fabric. The two delicate mounds on her chest are all the three men can see. Thoughts they are not willing to articulate form seemingly on their own. Blood changes direction in their veins. If they had to speak, things they’d never thought of would come out of their mouths and make themselves heard. Wen cups one of her breasts. Then Song An cups the other. They each hold a woman’s breast for the first time, knowing nothing about what they could do to it. The girl does not look at any of them. She looks through them as if they were not there, as if she were not here.

If she had resisted, the men would have pushed her onto the ground and instinctively piled themselves over her screams, scratches, and kicks. But she does no such thing, which makes the men, simply, lost. Her chilling nonchalance renders what they are doing too easy, too irrefutable to fool themselves.

I’ll do anything you want, the girl says. Just don’t hurt my baby.

Qiang slides his hands over her belly and feels her small bump. He steps away from her. Wen and Song An hesitantly retract their hands. For a while, no one speaks.

How old are you? Qiang finally asks, hoping she will give him a number that’s much larger than his guess, as though that would make what they are doing more forgivable.

Eighteen, the girl says. Next month.

Wen and Song An glance at each other, then at Qiang, who collapses into a squat, burying his face between his knees.

What do you want? I’ll do anything, the girl offers again.

Let her go, Qiang says. He zips up her bag and hands it to her.

The girl is free. But she is not running away. For the first time, she is truly looking at the three men, who are standing around her as though turning into stone, almost scared of her.

Where are you gonna go? Qiang regains control of himself. You don’t have any money.

Don’t know, she says.

What happened? Qiang asks.

She considers telling the truth: She stole money from her parents, who have disowned her, but the hospitals wouldn’t perform the procedure on an underage girl without a guardian’s consent. So she paid an unlicensed clinic a town over, whose address she found on a telephone pole sticker that advertised painless abortions. While waiting among chipped walls and rusted chairs, she heard a woman screaming. It reminded her, strangely, of a baby’s cry. And she thought, as she had never before, that she would like to hear a baby cry. Her baby.

When she asked for a refund, the clinic gave her a ruthless no and told her to leave. Just minutes earlier, the father of her child had said the same, though fuck off is closer to what he actually said, which she is not going to tell the three men. It was good to hear it, in a way, so that she is finally ready to fuck off, to leave this town, this life.

Nothing, she says. I’m just sick of it here. What do you care?

She catches the moment Qiang flinches, so subtly, but enough for her to feel a sense of power. He has no reason to care, she thinks, other than that despite what he has done, he hasn’t stopped feeling. Little does she know that having witnessed the scene in front of the internet café, each of the three men has already pieced together a story not far from the truth, but out of pity, they will not pry.

Your parents okay with you leaving like this? says Qiang.

I don’t have parents, says the girl.

I don’t have parents either, says Wen.

Song An is about to say something, too, but swallows his words. When the girl turns to Wen, he averts his eyes, remembering what he did.

But my kid will have a mother, the girl says. I’m leaving. Probably go to Shanghai. I’ll find a job and raise my kid there. I’ll figure it out.

That’s what Qiang thought, too, three months ago. Go to Shanghai, find a job, and figure it out. He didn’t. But when the girl speaks of her child, there is the first hint of life in her voice. Qiang can’t bear ruining her precious optimism. For as long as it will last for her, he, too, will believe in it.

You can join us if you want. Right, Qiang-brother? Song An suggests. We are just doing this to get by, until we find the next job.

No, we can’t take a girl around, Qiang says.

You’ll look less suspicious with a girl, the girl says without a beat, as if expecting such debasement. I can be useful.

She’s right, Qiang-brother, Wen says.

The girl is smart, Song An says.

Smart girls don’t get pregnant like me, she sneers.

She likes sex. She likes the power she has over men who want her body and she is young enough to believe that that kind of power lasts. She slept with a few boys in her school before she met the child’s father, who is nine years older. She let him do anything he wanted and took pleasure in his satisfaction. She let him skip the condom once, twice, then always. She let him finish inside her. She let him yell Get a fucking abortion in her face. His spit shot into her eyes and she had to squint. She has been punished for her desires. No, she is blessed, isn’t she? She’ll always have someone from now on, a child who will be hers till the end of time, a false idea she will have to discard when the time comes.

The moonlight is not nearly bright enough for her to see the three men clearly. Despite not knowing what they look like, despite what they did to her, she feels she can trust them more than any boy she has been with.

Let me come with you, she says.

What’s your name? Song An asks.

Shanshan. Shan as in shining lights, she says.

People often mistake the character in her name to be the exquisitely feminine character popular for girls, which has led her to a habit of explaining it preemptively. It’s not her real name; she gave it to herself.

The guys, almost timidly, say their names without Shanshan’s asking. Their names are so commonplace that the meaning of the characters no longer registers for most people. But Shanshan hears them in their original signification: Qiang—strong, Wen—erudite, An—peace.

Where should we go? Wen asks.

Anywhere. I’m never coming back to this godforsaken town, Shanshan says.

Shanshan doesn’t yet know that three years from now, when her mother offers to take care of her daughter, she, having forgiven everything, will happily agree so that she can quit her hair salon job of washing people’s hair until her fingertips puff and bleed, and be an apprentice at the bakery that smells like happiness. Then her mother will start to ask her to send money every month for child support, and she won’t discover until years later that only a fraction of that will be spent on her daughter; most of it will be added to the fund that her parents are saving to buy an apartment for her younger brother. At the bakery, she will meet a nice boy. The boy’s family will oppose their union because she has an illicit child. When she hears the word illicit, she will miss her daughter dearly. She will move back to the same godforsaken town, determined to accompany her daughter through every milestone.

I don’t think any of us wants to come back here again, Qiang says. Come on, we need to hurry. It’ll be light soon.

∞

It’s always darkest before dawn, Song An often says to himself. He appreciates the proverb’s good intention, finding solace in its declarative lucidity when life is unrelentingly messy and grim. Today, as he walks with three strangers, who are the closest thing to friends he has, he realizes a fundamental truth: The darkness before dawn is not the darkest at all. While they have been talking, the first light of dawn appears below the horizon, and in the same instant, darkness ends without lingering. Another day is beginning, and Song An is uncertain if he is ready for it. For years to come, Song An will feel this trepidation as a new day starts. He’ll work different jobs that require him to be awake at this hour: delivery person, security guard, hotel kitchen staff. He’ll go through the same dread of launching into another day, only to exhaust himself past nightfall. Sometimes he’ll think of Qiang and Wen and wonder if they have found a better way to make a living or if they are also pushing through days and nights like swimming against forceful currents. He’ll regret not asking Shanshan to stay with him; she will remain the most special woman he will ever meet. But knowing that these friends are out in the world, each on his or her own, gives him enough hope to make it through day after day.

At the end of the block, steam oozes out from a storefront. As they get closer, the enchanting smell of flour, almost sweet, seduces Wen’s empty stomach. He sees a tower of bamboo steaming trays, and at the conjuring of pork baozi, saliva accumulates under his tongue.

Hey, do you think we can get some breakfast first? Wen addresses the question to the group. But really, he’s asking Song An.

Song An hesitates, though it’s funny Wen asked, considering that the little money he has could have all belonged to Wen.

The breakfast place on the corner? Shanshan says. We can also just eat and … run.

I’m starving, says Wen.

Me too, says Shanshan.

We could eat first and … raid the register, Wen hears himself say.

Wen will forever remember this feeling of hunger and how it puts thoughts into his head. This particular memory is the one Wen will come back to time and again, long after he spends seven years in prison for attempted armed robbery of an upscale jewelry shop in a much bigger city: his belly growling, his legs weak, his hands clammy, and the evil desire for survival whispering in his ear. It will take Wen the rest of his life to unlatch himself from the person who was born that day, someone who tells himself that he is only taking what he is owed, that every time is going to be the only and last time, and when he has enough, he will turn his life around.

The four of them walk toward the open door, their footsteps tapping in an impatient cadence.

∞

I’m not open yet!

As Qiang, Wen, and Song An walk through the door, the boss-auntie shouts friendly without pausing her wonton-folding. Then comes Shanshan.

Can we eat? Shanshan puts on her good-girl voice.

The boss-auntie looks up to see Shanshan: her hoodie unzipped, her hands casually framing her baby bump. She stops the work of her fingers.

Okay, take a seat, the boss-auntie says. What will you have? Four trays of baozi, Wen says, earnestly, as the four of them sit down at a table. Give us five, will you? What congee do you have? Only millet right now. The rest is not done yet. Four bowls of millet congee, then.

In a blink, their order is spread on the table, and the four of them start gorging on the baozi as if they were trying to choke themselves. The congee is too hot, but they gulp it, leaving a burn down their esophaguses.

After the birth of his son, then his daughter, and after failing in a few more cities, Qiang, in his late thirties, will move back to his hometown and open a breakfast place of his own. First, he will run it with a portable stove mounted on a tricycle, making only the local breakfast hot pepper soup. Eventually he will save enough to rent a small storefront like the one he is sitting in now, offering the full fare—baozi, congee, tea eggs, tofu flower, wonton soup, breakfast noodles, fried dough sticks. Qiang will work with his wife, who will have long hair again, but he will no longer find it beautiful. Watching people eat his food is what he will enjoy the most, remembering how he felt years ago in Kunshan. In the afternoon, when his day is over and his wife is busy with the kids, he will sometimes type fragments of words and sentences on his phone. Before moving home, he will once come across a workers’ monthly writing workshop on the outskirts of a Northern city, and he’ll attend it for three months until he moves again. He won’t share anything at the workshop, afraid to humiliate himself, but now if he reads some of his words together, it stirs a tender feeling in him. Ashamed of his unmanliness, he will not tell anyone about his so-called poems.

For goodness’ sake, slow down! Aren’t you a hungry bunch, the boss-auntie says, laughing. She returns to her work table. What’s the hurry? It’s early. Plenty of time left in the day.

Nobody says a word. Their mouths are preoccupied with chewing and swallowing, and their minds with something else. Wen steals glances at the boss-auntie. Stuffed into the pocket of her apron is a stack of cash. He can tell that someone has taken care to flatten, one by one, the darkened and crumpled bills. On the same table where the boss-auntie places rows of wontons, a shoebox rests against the wall. It would be easy-peasy to get both the cash and the shoebox, Wen thinks. Following Wen’s gaze, Song An, too, locates the shoebox.

Keep eating, Qiang says, looking at Wen and Song An, though none of them have stopped.

Your baozi is delicious, auntie! Shanshan says with a stuffed mouth, smiling at the boss-auntie, who is coming out from behind the table.

Not to brag, but I make the best baozi in town! Here, try my chicken soup wontons. It’s my son’s favorite. The boss-auntie turns up with four bowls of wonton soup. She sets a bowl before each of them. They all look at her, unsure.

Eat, no worry, eat, it’s on me. The boss-auntie taps her chest. She stands beside their table, waiting for them to start.

You all are too skinny-looking! she says. Need to eat more, especially you. She points at Shanshan. My son is twenty-six this year. Skinny just like you all. He went out to Beijing. Three years now. Every time he comes home, he looks skinnier. You young people are working too hard these days.

She checks out Wen and Song An.

How old are you two? You look even younger than my son. Must be growing still! And you? She rests her hand on Qiang’s shoulder. You’re about my son’s age, no?

Qiang nods, harder than he means to.

Thank you, auntie, Shanshan says, not looking up from her bowl.

Don’t mention it. When I see hardworking young people, I think of my son. Can’t help it, the boss-auntie says with a bittersweet smile. Okay, you keep eating. I gotta keep making these wontons. The town is waking up in a minute.

The boss-auntie makes her way back behind her work table, gathers the filling with chopsticks, and folds the skin into a perfect wonton. She puts another piece of wonton skin in her palm and does the same, over and over.

Qiang, Wen, Song An, and Shanshan hide their faces behind their raised bowls, slurping the last of the chicken soup. They don’t want the others to see what their faces look like at the mercy of such unbearable kindness. The smell of sweet porridge mixes with the savory chicken soup in the air. Outside, the first light has intensified into a saffron morning glow. Birds are chirping up a symphony over the electrical wires. The world seems just perfect if they would let it last.

Softly, the boss-auntie starts humming a cheerful tune, popular before the four of them were born. Then, abruptly, she stops, as if forgetting something important. She turns to her customers and shouts in her friendly way, Kids, how’s the soup? Want anything else?





LUCY


While waiting for my flight to Shanghai at JFK, I bought myself a large Oreo Cookie Blizzard from Dairy Queen. It had been my childhood favorite. When I was a kid, the only place to get a Blizzard in all of Shanghai was at the counter of department stores with a Western flair, though it’s difficult to say what exactly contributed to what I defined as Western—perhaps a certain lighting, a certain scent in the air-conditioned air, a certain style of the salespeople, or a certain group of brand names. Unlike the packaged ice cream from our neighborhood stores, a Blizzard was made to order and came in a giant cup, which the cashier, in a Dairy Queen baseball cap, always flipped upside down before handing to me. Then, as I followed my parents through the multilevel department store, I flipped the cup, too, over and over, until it started to thaw.

But when I came to the US for college, I realized that Dairy Queen was considered junk food, suitable only for suburban malls or highway rest stops. After moving to New York, a city that was too full of itself to appreciate such delicacies, I stopped getting it altogether. Still, in my heart, it remained my treat of choice. Today I took my time, patiently waiting for the sweetness, after the initial icy sensation made me squint, to melt at the tip of my tongue. I hadn’t had any artificial sugar for four months, and the Blizzard tasted even better than I remembered. Seeing more and more Chinese passengers flock toward our gate, I jabbed the spoon into the cup with increasing frequency, and extracted, each time, a bigger chunk of the ice cream. Today, I gave myself permission to have as much sugar as I wanted.

I hadn’t cut sugar for the reasons one might imagine for a healthy-looking young woman. Four months prior, I had learned that I had a brain tumor, a lesion the size of a fingernail on my right brain stem. I learned, also, that the brain stem was an inoperable location, due to its neurological complexity and compactness, so surgery would be an unwelcome last resort. It had been an incidental finding when I went to a TMJ specialist for migraines related to my teeth grinding at night. The doctor, in the same sentence in which she urged me to manage my stress, hinted at the possibility of brain cancer. After a few more lengthy MRIs and visits to neurosurgeons and neuro-oncologists, it became clear that the current state of medicine couldn’t do anything about my asymptomatic tumor, only provide me with more lengthy MRIs and regular checkups. I was told that my tumor had likely been there for more than a decade of my twenty-nine years, or possibly since birth. If it acted up, it could be fatal, or it could stay dormant for the rest of my life, as if it weren’t there at all. No doctor or god could predict which way it’d go. Life expectancy was not discussed, partly because I didn’t dare ask.

Terms like life expectancy were coined so we could talk about death without summoning it. As gracefully as the doctors toyed with the pliancy of language, I heard death, for the first time, ringing its enchanting bells. On the day of my last appointment, and for many days since, I could sense its presence, appearing by my side when an idle moment came along, when evening threatened to fall, or when there seemed to be no trigger at all. At night, it visited my bedroom, standing so close that I could reach out and trace its shape. I would wrap myself tightly in my comforter, like how a mother wraps a newborn, and pull the soft weight over my head, shielding myself in a cocoon. I was terrified.

Is there anything—anything at all—I should do? I had asked the doctor, unwilling to accept that I could emerge from this discovery unchanged.

Nothing. Just live a normal life, the doctor had said.

As if that were possible. As if a normal life were something I should have understood perfectly. As far as I could see, there was only this new, abnormal life ahead, in which everything would be shrouded in mortality’s shadow. I took things into my own hands and started an anti-inflammatory diet, cutting out all artificial sugar and processed food. I kindled a genuine ambition for my academic career, a path I had chosen when I didn’t know what I would be good at other than school. If I were to die tomorrow, I wanted to die a brilliant scholar. After I passed my PhD qualifying exam, one of my committee members wrote to me, I can’t wait to see what you contribute to this field. I wanted to say, I can’t wait, either! I wanted to make meaning of the rest of my time, which, my brain tumor had also clarified, was much more than my profession. Whenever I thought of it, the present was instantly reintroduced to me—the vegetables on my plate, the street musician I was passing, a tree’s leafy branches crossing over my head. With the tumor’s company, in the face of death, I felt alive.

As much as my tumor attempted to push me to live, in our moments alone, its unfulfilled potential still scared me. At first, I had hesitated to tell anyone, because I was afraid of how a brain tumor would change people’s perception of me. Then I told some close friends, who were caring and supportive, but I came to realize that being with anyone who was not going through what I was only made me, despite myself, angry and bitter, and I didn’t want to resent other people’s kindness. In those initial days, I had been, perhaps self-indulgently, grieving my own death. In grief, everyone else looked indifferently happy. I imagined that my friends, however concerned, resumed their happiness when they walked away from my misery.

I finished my Blizzard as the boarding announcements started, in Mandarin first, then in English. People were standing up, forming a long line in front of the gate. While I scrambled for my bags, my phone dinged, and immediately dinged three more times. Only my mother texted in this style of automatic firing. After getting in line, I opened our family WeChat group.

Are you boarding yet? I went to the market today and bought everything you like to eat.

How long is the flight again? Fourteen hours?

Or fifteen? Such a long flight. Get some sleep.

Ask for an extra blanket.

Right away.

Call us when you land.

Text is fine, too.

Smiley face. From my father.

Rose. Rose. Rose. My mother added.

In fifteen hours, my brain tumor and I would meet my parents together for the first time.

∞

I had taken the same China Eastern flight once or twice a year for the last three years, and it always felt like I was teleported home before even setting foot on the plane. Standing among the Chinese passengers, I felt a sense of solace that I hadn’t known I needed; I had, without realizing it, gotten used to existing as an alien, which was what I was on all my immigration paperwork. Comfort now came from looking the same as people around me, the relief of being invisible. I thought, for a second, that these were my people, but immediately sensed the falseness in that possessive phrase, as I remembered how often I felt out of place in China, where people thought I should love, hate, and do the same things as they did, just because I, too, was Chinese. I couldn’t truthfully say if I was more of an alien here or there. Beneath my longing for home, there was always a simmering dread. And when it was time to return to New York for a new school year, the same cocktail of conflicting emotions would again monopolize my hours, stretching me in opposite directions. It was as if home were always elsewhere, and so was life.

In the line, a young man stood in front of me. His sweatshirt had the name of an elite New England college. His parents, who looked to be my parents’ age, stood on either side of him, both shorter than their son. The father wore a baseball hat with DAD written under the name of the college, which was particularly tacky with his green, oversized polo shirt, making him look like a prepubescent teenager in his father’s wardrobe. It was a terrible fashion choice, one that my father would have made, but I had never bought him such a hat.

I gathered from their conversation that the son had recently graduated and they had gone on a family road trip out west to the national parks. I had taken a similar graduation trip with my parents. It was a popular choice for Chinese parents, who, unimpressed by America’s meager history and culture, were still affected by its wonders of nature that required no translation. I wondered if his parents had also had a hard time with fast food and Applebee’s being the only dining options, and protested by eating ramen in motel rooms. If they had also taken fifty pictures at every scenic spot, then another fifty with different combinations of people in them. And if they had also broken into silent fights and made up by acting like nothing had happened. When the father put his arm around his son’s shoulders, the son stepped forward just far enough to avoid the physical contact. The father let his arm stretch in an awkward reach, like a person probing in darkness, and gave his son’s shoulder an extended squeeze. I wondered what this middle-aged couple would do if their only son died.

Even in my most devastated moments, I knew that my parents could not know about my brain tumor. At least not when they couldn’t see with their own eyes that I was, indeed, still breathing and blinking. I might have been grown up enough to speak a different language, live on a different continent, or buy my own Blizzard, but I was still their only child, and an only child was not allowed to die. A child belonged to their parents for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, and even death would not do them part—I knew my parents, like most Chinese parents, believed this. A part of me would admit, if pressed, that I’d chosen to live oceans away to escape from that kind of overbearing domination disguised as selfless love. But another part of me missed that intimacy, in which you were so wholly included in another person’s idea of themselves, like a Russian doll inside its larger, identical mother doll, immune to loneliness.

I imagined my childhood bedroom in our Shanghai apartment, my childhood stuffed animals obediently sitting on my childhood bed. Every time I settled in there, I could see the fortress that I’d carefully built around myself in the US crumble before my very eyes, and I would, as if touched by a fairy’s magic wand, revert to the child who always betrayed her own lies. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to keep my tumor from my parents. But I wasn’t ready, either, to let it bifurcate their life like it did mine.

∞

I had picked an aisle seat because I liked to stay hydrated on these unending flights and used the bathroom frequently. When I got to my seat, the two next to mine were already occupied: In the middle sat a young Chinese girl who looked about six or seven, and by the window was her father, a Chinese man a few years older than me. I sat down and noticed the Pixar movie Coco playing on the girl’s iPad. With big headphones on, she was so entranced that she might not have noticed me at all. I had always been a sucker for Pixar movies. When Coco came out, I had seen it in a theater and sobbed in the dark as the credits rolled. The girl must have started the movie not long ago. The little boy, Miguel, had just arrived in the land of the dead. I wondered if she would cry like I did, about the porous yet impenetrable border between the living and the dead, about forgetting what you want to remember, about having a dream and not apologizing for being a cliché, about loving and hating and embracing and escaping your family all at once. When I looked up from the iPad, the father smiled politely at me, and I realized that the corners of my mouth, too, were raised.

Soon after the doors closed, the plane began to taxi as the safety video played on the small screen in front of me. I always thought that bringing up the fact that everyone might die on this very flight at a time when no crew or passengers could disembark was a completely morbid idea, but I watched the video carefully, reviewing the two ways to inflate a life vest and memorizing the location of the closest emergency exits. It was the first time I had been on a plane since my diagnosis, and I wasn’t sure what edged me closer to my mortality: my brain tumor or the flight. The plane made a U-turn onto the runway and joined the queue for takeoff. The father stowed the girl’s iPad. The cabin lights were off. I closed my eyes and tried not to think about the fact that a large percentage of aviation accidents happen during takeoff and landing.

The plane started to accelerate. It was getting loud, so loud that I couldn’t hear my own thoughts. My body had an impulse to fold into itself. My right hand was clenching my left. Images I didn’t recognize flashed across my mind.

MRI machines, a familiar voice said in my head.

Yes, it’s the inside of MRI machines. Their deep tunnel of a belly, the ivory metal interior with its futuristic noise of machine and metal, walls encroaching upon me as if a muscular hand were squeezing a flimsy plastic bottle. I was to imagine myself completely paralyzed. No movement, no getting out, just like now. My limbs felt like they were detaching from my trunk, floating on their own. I tried to lengthen my breaths but the oxygen inside my veins was coursing in the wrong direction. I was almost gasping when I felt a hand on my forearm. Without opening my eyes, I put my hand over it. It was soft and small.

Hey, it’s okay. It’s over, a little girl’s voice said in an American accent.

I registered the impossible lightness of the giant metal bird levitating off the ground. The head-pounding noise had subsided. I blinked my eyes open.

Look! the girl exclaimed.

With her free hand, she pointed at the oval window next to her father. We were, indeed, flying away from human civilization and into the clouds. I let go of her hand.

I see. Thank you, I said.

I swallowed and tried to compose myself. Had that been a panic attack?

You’re welcome, she said. I used to be scared of planes, too.

I opened my mouth to explain that it wasn’t exactly flying that I was scared of, but what was the point? She was six years old and a stranger.

Instead, I said to her, And you aren’t anymore?

She shook her head.

How did you do it? I asked.

My mom taught me to count my inhales and exhales. Like this.

She started to count one through six as she took a slow inhale, slightly lifting her chin and stretching her neck long. Her clavicles deepened and I thought, in spite of my resistance to misogynistic aesthetics, that they were beautiful. I wondered if her mother was also beautiful, with sunken clavicles.

The girl counted six through one on her exhale and said, You wanna do it?

I said I was okay now and thanked her again.

But I’ll definitely try if it happens again, I added.

Also, whenever we fly, I can play games and watch movies for as long as I want. So it’s not so bad, she said. And when we get there, I get to see Yeye, Nainai, Waigong, and Waipo, and they are so much nicer to me than—

She stopped mid-sentence as she gave her father a sidelong glance. I chuckled and looked beyond her at the man. He had a loving grin on his face, perhaps proud of his daughter for conversing so naturally with an adult. But when he caught my eyes, something froze on his face. He gave me a wistful, almost embarrassed smile, as though I had intruded on a private moment.

Stop bothering ayi, he said to his daughter in perfect Mandarin. Keep watching your movie.

He reached for the iPad in the seat-back pocket. Strangers and friends had started telling their kids to call me auntie about a year ago. But to me, ayis were ancient. Every time I was called ayi, it reminded me that I was now, in the eyes of children, also an ancient grown-up who was supposed to know what she was doing at all times. That had been what I had mistakenly expected of adults.

I’m not bothering her. We’re just talking, the girl refuted in English, inching her face close to her father’s in a defiant tease.

Who promised to speak Chinese once we got on the plane? the father said in Mandarin again.

我说我在. The girl paused to think. Making 朋友.

交朋友, make friends, her dad said.

I immediately understood their situation. I could see my own future in them: The parents must have come to the US for school, like I did. After graduation, they chose to stay. If they weren’t wealthy enough to get a green card through investment, which seemed likely, seeing that they were cramped in the economy cabin with me, they probably worked in tech, engineering, finance, or academia. Any other field offered almost no chance for a work visa. When their immigration status stabilized, they had their first kid. In order for the child to communicate with the grandparents, or in an effort to preserve her Chineseness, the parents imposed the language on her. For many second-generation kids I knew, it usually didn’t work out the way their parents intended.

For as long as I was pursuing my PhD, my returning to live in China was a real possibility for my parents. I had been delaying having this conversation with them, claiming that I would settle wherever my career took me. I knew that they wanted their only daughter to live in the same city as them, marry a nice Chinese boy, and, as a child was supposed to, take care of them when they couldn’t themselves. But I never told them that my research, focusing on China’s history of government censorship of the arts, practically meant I’d never be able to work in a Chinese institution. I had asked myself if I had chosen the topic to create, subconsciously, a force majeure in my filial contract. If my parents knew about my tumor, would they demand that I stay in China, out of worry, out of protection? I wanted to ask my neighbor how they had handled the decision to settle in the US, but the time didn’t seem right for such a personal question.

Yeah, I’m 交朋友, the girl said to her father. Then she turned to me. Right? Aren’t we friends?

Of course. We are 好朋友.

I smiled at her, grateful for her presence. She possessed a precious quality of forthrightness that most Chinese stifled at an early age. The girl, satisfied with my answer, put her headphones back on.

Before she hit play on her iPad, she said, Just call me if you get scared again.

∞

As the plane continued to climb into the sky, I closed my eyes and wished Lucy would talk again.

Welcome onboard, Lucy, I greeted her in my head.

The familiar voice that spoke to me, in that earlier moment of fluster and fright, belonged to Lucy—my brain tumor. I had named her after the earliest known human ancestor, who revolutionized our understanding of Homo sapiens. And my Lucy, like the 3.2-million-year-old ape, was the origin of the new person I was becoming.

Lucy was her own being. I never knew when she would speak and she didn’t always answer when I called for her. Her voice was gentle but firm, like that of a wise fairy. Or a witch, depending on what she was saying. Like the first time she spoke, when I was taking a boxing class, practicing a sequence of jab, jab, cross, with a room of sweaty women, she said, You can’t beat me out of you. Sometimes she spoke in fragments or cryptic phrases that would take me a while to unravel. The night before, as I zipped my suitcase, Lucy had asked, What do you fear? The query echoed in my head as I was falling asleep. As the reality of seeing my parents approached, she was questioning why I was so afraid to tell my parents about her.

Though she was temperamental, I’d come to rely on Lucy. No one knew me like she did. Neither could anyone control me the way she could. Discovering her was the loneliest event of my life, but I was nevertheless, in her symbiotic, inseparable company, less alone.

What do you fear? What is it? In the dim cabin, I imagined Lucy’s voice asking again and again. Her volume grew lower, as if she were moving farther away, until the rumble of the plane overwhelmed her like a chalk eraser wiping words off a blackboard.

∞

When I woke up to the sound of the meal service, the man and the girl had switched seats. The girl’s head leaned on a tiny pink pillow against the window. In her arms was a gray stuffed elephant that looked soft from repeated washing. The man was watching a Spanish film I had seen in New York months before. It was a fictionalized autobiography of the lauded director’s personal and creative journey. The father and daughter seemed to have good taste in movies. I used the bathroom before I was served, squeezing past the flight attendant and the cart. When I came back, the father was tucking a blanket behind the girl’s shoulders. I understood that he was not going to wake his daughter to eat.

The man and I both asked for the beef dinner: braised beef cubes with pan-fried noodles and a few pieces of carrots and broccoli. I had tried all the varieties on this flight and the beef option had the highest probability of being edible, but this meal fell outside that probability. In my peripheral vision, I saw the man discreetly spitting a chewed-up mess into his napkin. I did the same.

This food is terrible, isn’t it? he said to me in Mandarin.

I mumbled in agreement, laughing self-consciously. Though he had done it first, it mortified me that he had seen what I did.

I have snacks, he said. Do you want some?

The more he spoke, the more I heard the Northern accent of his Mandarin. It must have been his wife who was from around Shanghai.

Is it for your daughter, though? Save it for her. She’ll be hungry when she wakes up.

No matter. I’ll get her some plane snacks. She likes them, he said as he pulled out a pack of hazelnut chocolate mini-wafers and held it out to me.

I dumped a few onto my tray and thanked him. The more artificial sugar, the merrier.

You’re not from Shanghai, I said to him.

I’m from Changchun, he said. My wife is from Shanghai. You, too?

I told him that I was born in Chengdu and grew up in Shanghai. We exchanged some information about our trips back home. When I asked him how long they were staying, he checked on his daughter, still sleeping, before answering.

My father-in-law just passed away. He’d had lung cancer since last year, but they didn’t tell my wife, because we were having a hard time conceiving a second child and they didn’t want to stress her out. The cancer turned out to be much more aggressive than the doctors predicted. She went home last week and he died two days ago.

There was a presumption of my understanding in his unaffected tone. It was apparent that he had not been surprised by how the events had unfolded, and neither was I. Things like that happened all the time. When my grandmother died, I had been preparing for my high school entrance exam. My parents didn’t tell me until both my exam and the funeral were over. My uncle passed a few years ago, but my whole family continued telling my grandfather that his son was working in another country and it was too expensive for him to fly home for family functions. My grandfather had dementia now, and it was a relief to those taking care of him that he couldn’t remember much of anything anymore. I had always accepted these so-called white lies as the way things were, but I saw now that it was not that simple and shouldn’t have been. They were told in the name of love, but tangled in our reasons were also self-interest, condescension, disrespect, distrust, and a disorder of priorities in life. If I didn’t tell my parents about Lucy, was I falling into the same trap?

But we haven’t told her yet, he spoke again, glancing at his daughter.

I’m sorry about your—I started in English, then switched to Mandarin to say—father-in-law.

I knew that he wasn’t looking for my sympathy when he told me about his family situation, just like when I told my friends about Lucy, I always felt bad for the position I put them in, forcing them to respond because, especially in English, it was impolite to not communicate their sorriness. I disliked the formality. There was nothing the receiver of the news needed to be sorry about, for they had done nothing wrong. Not to mention that I’m sorry pivoted the emotional axis to the speaker while it should stay on the person suffering. But I said it anyway because I didn’t know what else to say. I could have said what we say in Chinese: 节哀顺变, to curb sadness and accept change, but it always sounded like an impossible command to follow.

He shook his head with a smile, then said, We want to tell her together in Shanghai, though we haven’t figured out what exactly to say yet. It’s her first experience of death, you know, and we want to get it right. She loved her waigong.

That must be difficult, I said, unable to offer any helpful advice.

My parents had never taught me about death. 死 was an unspeakable word; if I said it in front of them, they would tell me to repeat a nonsense word three times to chase it out of my mouth. Like most Chinese, we stayed away from the number four in every possible way, simply because it was, even with a different tone, the same syllable as death. Without realizing it, we would pass on these strange behaviors to our children, as they would to their children, as if by avoiding death in our language we could avoid it altogether. When death makes its entrance, finally, unexpectedly, inevitably, we are left speechless.

∞

For the rest of the flight, the three of us alternated between sleeping and watching movies. The man chose only art house new releases or classics. The girl, after finishing My Neighbor Totoro, started Coco from the beginning again. I must have slept through the first time she finished Coco and hoped I would get to see her reaction to the ending this time. I was reminded of how, growing up with DVDs, I also used to watch the same thing over and over and somehow never get bored. I picked a few commercial Chinese movies that I had missed in the past few years. None of them were any good but I kept watching, falling asleep and rewinding to find my place.

One time when I woke up, the cabin dark and quiet, I found my head resting on the man’s shoulder. He was, luckily, still asleep, snoring lightly. I watched his chest rise and fall, and it comforted me. The doctors had said if Lucy were to misbehave, because of her location near the cranial nerve 5, it could cause breathing difficulties. I breathed with him. Our bodies breathing on their own, awake and asleep, might be the most miraculous thing they do. After a while, I lifted my head and regarded his face, unafraid. He was not particularly handsome, but his features arranged themselves with tenderness. I allowed myself to imagine, for a second, that he was mine, that he loved me, that we were traveling home together with our daughter. He would certainly know about Lucy. He would have been there for me through all of it. We would discuss everything and he would help me make a decision about my parents. But it wouldn’t matter if I told my parents or not, because I had him and I would be just fine either way.

Another time, awakening from a sleep I hadn’t known I had fallen into, I could almost remember my dream, but only an impression lingered, like a sunken shape on a pillow, no longer resembling its maker. I had a feeling that Lucy spoke in the dream. I wished I could summon her, ask her, if she was so wise, to tell me what to do. But it didn’t work like that. I thought about her question—was she not going to speak again if I didn’t answer it? I have many fears, Lucy. It would hurt my parents if they found out that I didn’t tell them about you. It would hurt them if I did. It would hurt me, too, either way, because they were hurt, because none of us can change anything, because loving and being loved make death more terrifying. What do we owe each other? What is the right way to love? The right way to die? I have no answers, Lucy.

∞

When we were close to landing, the girl asked to switch back to the middle seat. She stayed on her iPad, approaching the end of Coco. When the little boy, Miguel, came back from the land of the dead to his great-grandmother, Coco, with a guitar and her childhood favorite song by her father, “Remember Me,” the girl paused the film and took off her headphones. She put the iPad between us.

Do you wanna watch this part with me? It’s my favorite.

I agreed and told myself not to cry. I had been enough of a mess in front of her today. I smiled at the man and we started the scene. I was aware that he was watching, too.

Just wait, something amazing happens, the girl said after Miguel started singing to Coco, her voice full of anticipation.

Coco, who was too old to remember anything else, still remembered her father’s song. She started to sing with Miguel. She muttered, Papa. I almost started crying again, but when I stole a peek at the girl, she had a big, bright smile on her face.

Coco remembered! she exclaimed. Now Hector can come visit everyone and Coco will be with her papa when she dies and everyone is happy!

She was right, of course, not only about the plot of the movie but also about the happy nature of it. She saw it for what it was. What was there to cry about?

I tapped the man’s arm.

Your daughter already knows everything about it, I said in Mandarin.

Knows about what? the girl asked in English.

The man also looked confused. I pointed at the iPad, and mouthed the word for death, 死亡, to the man. He nodded, understanding at once.

What did she say, Dad? the girl asked.

The man told his daughter he would explain when they saw her mother. The girl made her father promise. They hooked their pinkie fingers together.

We talked more as the plane descended. I found out that the man was a game designer and his wife a graphic designer, unlike the professions I had previously assumed. The girl liked Miyazaki movies but she had never finished Spirited Away. She was too frightened when the gluttonous parents turned into pigs, and never watched past that. I told her that she should be a big girl and watch until the end. As we were getting close to the ground, we stopped talking. The girl held my hand and told me not to be scared. And if I did, we could count our breaths together.

∞

I felt a slight soreness in my nose when I got off the plane. I wasn’t sure if it was the pollution in the air, or if, inexplicably, I was going to cry. I didn’t, though. My neighbors and I separated at customs, since the girl held an American passport. I went through the electronic turnstiles for Chinese citizens, and waved to them from the other side.

I walked out of arrivals at Pudong International Airport to longing eyes searching for the most important people in their lives. Two of those pairs of eyes belonged to my parents, and I spotted them right away. My mom put her hand high in the air and waved like an excited child. I waved back and watched them move toward the opening in the railing. As we were getting closer to each other, I saw myself as the person they were seeing: their twenty-nine-year-old daughter, their dearest, their pride, radiating youth and health and hope. If they didn’t see Lucy in me, maybe I could forget about her, too, just for a little while.

Nannan! my mom called out my pet name.

She hugged me as my dad took my luggage cart.

Did you lose weight? You look skinnier than last year. I didn’t notice in our video calls.

She continued without my answering, You look prettier, though. But don’t lose any more weight. Too skinny is not pretty.

I know, Ma. I didn’t try to lose weight, I said, feigning impatience. I just eat healthier these days.

My dad patted me on the back and I did the same to him, which made him laugh. Behind him, I saw the little girl. She was hugging a woman who squatted to meet her. The father stood with their suitcases, holding a cone of soft serve. When the woman stood up, I saw that she had a small baby bump. She was smiling, revealing the depth of her dimples. Like her daughter, she had beautiful clavicles. The three of them linked hands and started to walk away. From the back, I could see that the girl was doing most of the talking, turning her head up to the left and to the right, as though she were badgering her parents for an answer and unsure about who would give it to her.

Let’s go home, Lucy said to me.

Let’s go home, my dad said, as if hearing her.

Yes, Ba, I said. Let’s go home.

My mom tucked her arm around mine, something she had started doing when I became taller than her. We used to walk like this in department stores, until I had to hold my Blizzard with both hands, waiting for it to melt into the perfect softness, trailing my parents at a rebellious distance. Today, the three of us walked arm in arm among reunited families. And, as all reunited families do in their first hours, we spoke of happy things only.





Shangri-La


The accountant first heard of Shangri-La Magic Massage from her colleague, who gave her a flyer.

My parents were from Shangri-La, the accountant said.

Her colleague, who had grown up here in Pittsburgh, laughed. There’s no such place. Shangri-La is an imaginary, unspoiled paradise.

The accountant, perplexed, wondered if she had misremem-bered her parents’ hometown. She had visited it once as a child, an impoverished place surrounded by snowy mountains. Maybe it was a different Shangri-La, the accountant thought, and said nothing more.

Friday at lunchtime, the accountant texted her husband to meet her there after work. All massages were 20 percent off through opening week. During her childhood, her father had visited the massage parlor down the street on Fridays. This was in Kunming. The few times she had gone with him, her father said that kids didn’t need massages. She’d lain on the chair next to him and watched his features slowly unwind themselves. Her father kept a cigarette between his fingers, and with every puff of smoke, his body sank into the chair a millimeter more.

Today she would stroll to her own local massage parlor and with her own money, buy herself some pleasure. She spent the whole afternoon looking forward to the bright storefront, as if what happened inside not only connected her to her father, but was a rite of passage, from child to adult, girl to woman. When no one was watching, she took off her flats and wiggled her feet under the desk. They danced in anticipation.

At 6:15, she arrived at Shangri-La Magic Massage, and her husband was not there. These days they mostly went out together, and she had forgotten that when they didn’t live with each other, he used to be late all the time. Her husband worked from home as a code farmer for a video game company. When he was not working, he preferred gaming over going out, uttering quiet commands into his headset and occasionally screaming unintelligible exclamations. The accountant didn’t mind. She felt fortunate that they had found each other. They both came from middle-class families in provincial capitals. Their families had exhausted their savings to afford their American educations. They’d had good grades and no hobbies. They both preferred Chinese friends, as superficial as those friendships were, and kept an agreeable distance from Americans. They worked boring jobs and made a decent living. Once in a while, they had boring sex. He was always gentle and kept it short; she had no complaints. They had never said I love you to each other. There were many things above love. They were kind to each other’s parents. They fully integrated their finances. He cooked dinner if she was tired and carried her purse if it was heavy. And she knew she would have his child. Neither of them was restless in their boringness.

Outside Shangri-La Magic Massage, her feet were losing warmth in Pittsburgh’s early winter and she decided to go in first. The chimes rang as the door opened, announcing her arrival. Like that of her father’s massage parlor in her distant memory, the interior was unassuming, the fluorescent lights clinical but welcoming. She knew instantly that her foot massage was going to hurt like a foot massage should.

She knew instantly, also, that the staff were Mandarin speakers from mainland China. Their faces, hair, clothes, shoes, glasses—she just knew. She said in Mandarin, smiling, Two people, one hour, make feet. No performative greetings, no small talk. Everyone looked up at her, including two white women lounging on the bulky black sofas, double chins folded over their phones, legs stretched out on the ottomans. They looked away quickly but the Chinese staff didn’t. Two middle-aged women standing against the wall, a young female receptionist behind the desk, an older man, and a man in his twenties with glasses, sitting on a low stool—all of them fixed their eyes on her. The accountant was used to that stare, the honest and probing look that Westerners often misinterpreted as rude or threatening. The receptionist gestured to a vacant sofa chair and said, Sit here.

As the accountant settled in, the receptionist kept an excited but slightly embarrassed smile on her face. The accountant often felt the same way when meeting a fellow Chinese at an unexpected time and place. She wondered if she was their first Chinese customer. The receptionist asked if she worked in the nearby office complex, what she did, where she was from, how long she had been in Pittsburgh, if she was married, and if she had kids. Impolite questions that made the accountant feel alive inside. She answered each of them happily and dutifully. She would have told the receptionist her annual salary, which people in Kunming always wanted to know, but the receptionist didn’t ask.

She told the receptionist that her parents were from Shangri-La.

Such a coincidence, the receptionist said. It’s where Yulong Snow Mountain is, no? I’d like to travel there one day.

Does the owner have a connection to Shangri-La? the accountant asked.

Oh no, it’s just a pretty name 老外 likes, the receptionist said with a mocking grin, trying not to look at the two laowai customers.

The door chimes sounded again when the accountant’s husband walked in. He sat next to her without explaining himself. One of the middle-aged masseuses and the young man with glasses disappeared into the dark hallway and reappeared with face masks on, holding two wooden pails half-full of hot water. The accountant dipped her heels in, testing the temperature. As expected, a little too hot. She lowered her feet inch by inch, taking pauses in between. The masseur stood beside the ottoman in silence.

Once her feet were properly soaking, the masseur asked her to sit on the ottoman and started rubbing her neck and shoulders. His fingers moved in firm and forceful strokes, their tempo rash, as if hastening to finish a mud sculpture before it dried into a nonmalleable brick. For some reason, she trusted those imprecise hands to hold her. She relished being held, handled, her shoulders relaxing, her belly hollowing, a rush of heat softening all the way through her. When his hands came closer to her bare neck, she got a whiff of a familiar scent. It was the permanent note of tobacco that her father had smelled of. Above her crown, she could sense the young man’s lips opening and closing under the mask. She wanted to know if he also had that sour breath that her father and her uncle and their whole generation of men had. She took an inhale, as lightly as she could. Yes, he did. It was an aroma that predated her intelligence, primitive in her body before she understood that it was hers, those kisses on the cheek from men who first loved her floating in the undefined mind space of what she could not remember. She glanced at her husband, who was the only man she had been with, and who did not smoke.

After finishing her neck and shoulders, the masseur handled her feet with the same sureness. He did it without once looking at the accountant, which emboldened her to look at him as much as she wanted. He wore a white Nike T-shirt with the black Swoosh at the center of his chest. A gold chain around his neck, dark blue jeans, and tasteless sneakers. A typical outfit for people like him. Behind his mask, behind the slim-framed glasses, his eyes looked distracted, gazing nowhere in particular. The glasses made him look more educated than he must have been. Nerds from school and people with desk jobs wore glasses, not people like him. People like him—why did she keep using that phrase? Of course she knew what she meant: In China, people like her and her husband, though far from wealthy, were city people. Then there were people like the masseur, the leftover kids of migrant workers whose education halted at the mandatory nine years, who started working at sixteen in restaurants, hotels, hair studios, nail salons, construction sites, and massage parlors. Masseurs were much less common than masseuses. Most men would rather risk their lives climbing a steel structure unprotected than perform the unmanly job of rubbing a woman’s feet.

If the accountant and the masseur had been sitting in these exact same chairs in Kunming, she wouldn’t have thought anything about him at all. In their own country, he would have been invisible to her. But in America, in Pittsburgh, in the neighborhood where they both worked, the accountant couldn’t look away from him. What had she done to sit at one end of the sofa and the masseur at the other? What was he thinking, she wondered. Was he asking himself the same question? How old was he, how did he come to America, what visa was he on? How did he become a masseur? Where was he from and where did he live now? She would have asked, had he looked at her just once, granting her an opening. But he kept his head down and his hands on her feet, so she kept her mouth shut. Her husband, like her father, kept his eyes closed. She stared at her own feet. They looked like they belonged to the masseur more than herself, and she wished it were true.

∞

On Saturday, the couple’s friends came over for a barbecue on their balcony, overlooking a pretty patch of sky and a construction site that would become a taller building. The husband’s new George Foreman had arrived last week and he’d been looking forward to breaking it in. The delight a simple appliance could bring him was, the accountant understood, beyond what she could offer. Before the friends arrived, her husband bent close to it, as though embracing the bright red machine, finessing this and examining that with such attention that she felt both disappointed and relieved that his attentiveness was not directed toward her.

Later, the two of them and their friends prepared the food around the kitchen counter, threading marinated meat and vegetable cubes onto wooden sticks as they made boring conversations. Crypto, stocks, promotions, bonuses, corporate packages, and later, on the balcony, against an orange sunset, skiing and surfing. Skiing won the popular vote for a future group vacation. While they chewed overcooked Wagyu, the girl from Shenzhen informed everyone that there was, finally, an omakase restaurant in Pittsburgh. Only when her husband asked her if she wanted to go did the accountant realize that she’d barely said a word all night. It was not that she was uncomfortable with the discussion; it was that everything they talked about had been said before, only in other words. Always the same uninteresting things at every social gathering. It reminded her of those Japanese blind boxes she had loved as a child: She kept buying them in hopes of being rewarded with a different toy, but she opened them to the same ugly plastic doll time and again. She wondered what the masseur would say if he were here. Crypto or stocks? Skiing or surfing? Omakase or not? The thought of him, his strong fingers kneading her calves, made the back of her neck burn. When her mind returned to the room, her friends were reminiscing about KTV parties they’d had in their late teens, how fun it had been to get drunk and sing terribly. Pittsburgh did not have a proper KTV. Next time, they said, they should have a home karaoke party, which the accountant thought would be much less boring.

During her lunch break on Monday, the accountant took a walk so she could pass Shangri-La Magic Massage. When she looked in, she saw two Chinese women working on two hefty white men. Their feet, which, she guessed, were chapped and calloused, almost poking the masseuses in the face, looked disproportionally large in the women’s hands. Behind them was her masseur, sitting on the same low stool, his back against the wall. She only knew it was him because he wore the same blue jeans and tasteless sneakers. His shirt, a neon green jersey that made her want to look away, was pulled all the way up to cover his face. At first glance she didn’t understand what he was doing looking like a headless ghost. Just then, his right hand fell out of his lap, his fingers limp, hanging from his side lifelessly. He was sleeping, the accountant understood. Standing under the early-afternoon sun, she felt her body grow heavy with his exhaustion. Back in her cubicle, she imagined getting close to his face under that neon green jersey. What did it look like without glasses? If she got close enough, would she be able to see his dreams?

The next day she did it again. And then the next. A lunchtime walk down to Shangri-La Magic Massage and a quick peek into the front window. Between meetings and spreadsheets in the afternoon, when she closed her eyes, her mind had a place to go. The older female masseuses often chatted among themselves, but her masseur always sat alone at the other end of the room. If he wasn’t massaging someone’s feet, he would be sleeping with his shirt over his face, watching videos on his phone, or looking into the void with headphones on. Listening to music, she presumed. One day, he spotted her outside the window, locked eyes with her, but the accountant didn’t think he recognized her. A few days later, when she turned onto the street, she saw him smoking out front. From the end of the block, she watched his lips gather into a small circle around the cigarette, as if reaching for a kiss. With the contouring of the sun, his jawline looked sharper. And he looked smaller. In fact, he was quite short, around her height. The accountant thought she preferred taller men—the top of her head reached her husband’s shoulders—but now she wondered what it would feel like not to regard a man’s face like she was looking up at the Buddha in a temple. She kept walking toward her masseur and he didn’t shun her gaze. Without his mask, without the window between them, he looked slightly different, like someone the accountant knew, whose name escaped her. Their eyes lingered on each other. She smiled and thought that there was an intimation of a smile, too, on his face.

At Shangri-La Magic Massage, Thursdays and Fridays were the busiest, and her masseur was off on Mondays. On a Tuesday, she called to tell her husband that she was caught up at work, and headed to Shangri-La as soon as she got off. When the young receptionist asked her if she wanted a foot massage, a full-body massage, or half and half, the accountant heard herself choosing a ninety-minute session of the third option, the most expensive service on the menu.

Ninety minutes, the receptionist repeated in a higher, more delighted register.

Next to the receptionist, the accountant froze. An older masseuse sat alone by the wall; her masseur was nowhere to be seen. For more than two weeks, she had been thinking of him as her masseur and it hadn’t occurred to her that he might not be available. Just as the receptionist turned to the masseuse, her masseur appeared at the opening to the hallway.

I’ll take her, he said to the receptionist.

His accent sounded Northern, hard and dry, far away from Kunming’s subtropical dampness. The accountant followed him into a dark room. A toweled massage bed, a maroon lantern buzzing in the corner.

Afterward, she wished that she could trace every look, every touch, every word that was said and unsaid, every minute gesture of offense, defense, hesitation, submission, and surrender that led to their penetration of each other. That was how she understood it: She was inside him as much as he was inside her. Or that it was more than their bodies that transgressed with each other, though what else more precisely she couldn’t say. She seldom felt compelled to translate feelings into words, wary of language’s incompetence. She only had an incoherent idea of what happened between them—something to do with his rashness, almost clumsy but unapologetic, with his muscular, angular fingers that turned soft and dainty when she held them, with the feeling inside her to give, give way, to be taken, shaken, awakened, to be brought so close to death, death in the sense that one loses oneself, death that she had to push away.

She came under his fingers in a way entirely unlike when she did it herself. Her husband was no good at it. She appreciated his effort and faked it often, convinced that he did not know the difference. It was not like they were ever going to talk about such an unspeakable subject. Her masseur deserved a promotion, a year-end bonus, and a goddamn fat corporate package for how he made her feel. The ecstasy attacked her veins so aggressively that, for a second, her body’s convulsions scared her. But the accountant did not make so much as a mousy squeak, not because she was minding the people on the other side of those paper-thin walls, but because she didn’t want to let out of her body a moan or even a fraction of an exhale. She willed her flesh and bones to contain all of what her masseur bequeathed her, like a water balloon on the brink of breaking. The accountant wondered how many women he had been with and what they were like—if women without a college degree, without a job behind a desk, without having lived in another country, had sex in different ways. Were they better than her like he was better than her husband? Had they taught him what he knew?

The accountant drove herself home like she always did, but she had never enjoyed driving as much as she did that day. That day she liked sitting behind the wheel. She liked that she was the one who commanded the car to go left and right, forward and back. She liked that cars on the road communicated silently with signals, as if they were animals of a higher order. The accountant rolled the window down and let the brisk autumn air mess up her hair. She couldn’t truly understand what she had just done, and she didn’t want to. She could still feel the phantom weight of the masseur pressed against her pelvis, her molecules still thrusting. That smoky tang in his breath was now in hers, too, rather unpleasant, but it was not mere pleasure that she was after. When she swirled her tongue in her mouth, rehearsing their kisses alone, she tasted a strange pasty texture. At a red light, she flipped open her lower lip in the rearview mirror and saw red oozing from a small opening. The accountant remembered that her masseur had bitten her in an impassioned blur; the twinge of pain had aroused her in the moment. She smacked her lips. It was a thick mixture of salt, metal, and caramel, like a rusty penny coated in sweet, melted butter.

∞

On the days he didn’t work, which were mostly Mondays, though it often changed without notice, the masseur told the accountant he could still ride the Ford Econoline into the city with his colleagues, and meet the accountant in an hourly hotel room, which she paid for. She had never known that these unsentimental cookie-cutter establishments offered such arrangements. She booked, for no reason, a different hotel every time. These hotel rooms looked identical to her, but her masseur would find trivial variations that pleased him—a higher water pressure, a smart TV, an alarm clock and Bluetooth speaker in one, an actual painting, a window they were able to open. He liked the rooms, but most of all the white sateen sheets in which he wrapped her body. She would come during her lunch hours, then for an hour or two after work, not knowing what her masseur did in between. If they had time, the accountant would order delivery for dinner with an extra entrée to bring home for her husband. She always let the masseur choose the restaurant, cuisines that he had never tried and may never be able to afford: Greek, French, Italian, Ethiopian. But after a while, they ordered exclusively Chinese.

Laowai’s food doesn’t taste as good as ours, he told her.

The masseur was from a town near Xi’an in Shaanxi Province. His Mandarin sounded nasal and he didn’t speak a word of English other than hello, yes, pressure good?, and bye. He preferred noodles over rice, spicy over sweet. He had touched the Yellow River and knew what snow tasted like. He had dropped out of high school and operated a bulldozer at construction sites for four years until he saw only dirt in his waking hours and heard only clash, clank, clang in his sleep. When he learned that his uncle was seeking asylum in America, he wanted to do the same, though his only knowledge of America came from Hollywood B movies he pirated. So that was how people like him came to America, the accountant thought. Meanwhile the people she knew were on the good-for-nothing F-1 like she used to be, the impossible-lottery H-1B like she had now, or the absurdly priced EB-5.

What reason did you give for seeking asylum? she asked.

He only needed to tell two lies: He wanted more than one child and he practiced Falun Gong. Everyone said something like that: if not Falun Gong, then Buddhism or Islam; if not the One-Child Policy, then some other Party stance. He said that she would be surprised to know how much Americans disagreed with the way things were in China.

I knew one guy who said he liked men, the masseur remembered, but I don’t think he lied.

One day, a few months into their affair, as the accountant was slurping noodles from the cuisine of his home province, piping-hot chili oil poured over wide noodles and minced garlic, and feeling ravenous, which she constantly did in his presence, the masseur said, out of the blue, that he had forgotten to tell her that in order to be granted asylum, he hadn’t been able to go home and wouldn’t be able to for a long time, years even. He had known this was the condition but hadn’t thought that he would care much, because he didn’t have much to go back for. The accountant wanted to ask why he came to a foreign country in the first place, before she realized that she had no answer to the question herself. While she hesitated, her masseur said the noodles were not bad and asked if she was okay with the spice.

Three years after his uncle and cousin settled in Pittsburgh, he had made it in. He moved into their shared one-bedroom, which the accountant never got to see. His uncle stocked shelves at the Chinese supermarket on Forbes Avenue. His cousin, a woman of his age, had been trained at the same massage school and worked in a massage parlor downtown, another location owned by Shangri-La’s proprietor. A year ago, his cousin switched to a nail salon. A quick learner, she started as an apprentice for no pay and secured a permanent position after a month. It was the same long hours as at the massage parlor but less grueling on her body, though hunching over people’s hands gave her terrible neck pain.

She also said she didn’t like touching American guys all over, the masseur said.

The accountant thought of the chapped feet so close to those older masseuses’ faces and said she could understand. But now the masseur’s cousin complained about headaches and nausea after inhaling nail polish for ten, twelve hours at thirty bucks a day. The accountant did not know how little the salon workers were paid. She wondered if the masseur was paid the same but she didn’t feel that she could ask, not when his face was this close to hers under a translucent sheet, through which the warm light from the bedside lamp painted the illusion of a sunset, or perhaps it was the actual sunset out the window. It doesn’t matter which. She tried not to care about time when they were together.

The accountant vowed not to go to nail salons anymore. As a teen, she had always done her own nails and was, frankly, quite good at it.

No! the masseur was adamant. Then my cousin would make no money and that’s worse.

She considered the matter for a few seconds and decided that there was no right thing to do in this situation. It was a familiar feeling that kept coming up in her life but nevertheless took her by surprise every time. She promised her masseur that she would keep frequenting various nail salons, but she would only go to one massage parlor.

I only want to be touched by one person, she said, her hand resting on his chest.

His face looked like it belonged to someone whom she had known for much, much longer. She lined up the tip of her index finger with the beginning of his right eyebrow and stroked it slowly, as if her finger were a paintbrush, then the left eyebrow, right eyelid, left eyelid, the bridge of his nose, the rim of his upper lip, the rim of his bottom lip, excavating the buried face beneath, lightly, lovingly, lustfully, until his skin welded into hers, burning.

The accountant never could have guessed how easy it was to have an affair. It had crossed her mind that the situation would have been much more complicated had her husband been a different kind of spouse or had she chosen a mutual friend of theirs. For reasons unclear to herself, she couldn’t feel the guilt she thought people in her position would be subject to. It was not difficult for her to accept that her life merely branched into two realities. Her masseur existed in a different universe, an alternative orbit without crypto, skiing, or omakase. There were, instead, day wages, cash tips, lunch boxes, free sites for watching Chinese TV, carpooling trips to Chinese supermarkets, and an almighty WeChat group, which the accountant discovered one lunch break, when, instead of postcoital conversation, perhaps because they were running out of things to say, they were both swiping around on their phones.

It was a WeChat group for people like the masseur in the Pittsburgh area—people working at Chinese dry cleaners, laundromats, housekeeping agencies, restaurants, supermarkets, bakeries, nail salons, massage parlors. People who offered the accountant their services and accepted her payment on a daily basis. When she leaned in to look at his screen, she was surprised at what she saw: pictures of a backyard full of flowers and vegetables.

Whose backyard is that? she exclaimed.

What she meant was: How could people like him afford such a backyard? The masseur explained that the lushness belonged to a woman who had been sold to a white American man as a wife two decades ago. Half the WeChat group were women in the same situation, women as old as the accountant’s mother. They spoke no English at first and their husbands no Chinese to this day.

These women were happy, the masseur insisted.

As long as the women took care of the Americans, they led a much better life, lucked out, in his words, than they would have slaving for and being beaten by Chinese men in remote villages. The accountant zoomed in on the pictures: chives, baby bok choy, Chinese celery, sprouts, scallions. To grow your own vegetables—what a dream! The masseur chuckled and the accountant realized that she had spoken this thought out loud.

You can go to my village! Everyone grows their own vegetables there, said the masseur, looking at her as if the accountant were a little girl begging her grandmother to buy fluffy baby chicks at a market.

Sounds better than my boring balcony with a boring grill, she said.

There’s rich boring and there’s poor boring, he teased.

I’m not rich, said the accountant.

You’re not poor, said the masseur.

∞

On the days they didn’t meet, the accountant would take her lunch walk along the same old route and steal a look at her masseur through the same old window. She hadn’t been able to bring herself in for a massage in a long time. Instead, she took baths, basking in the pleasure of being alone, which she had only learned to appreciate after becoming acquainted with the pleasure of company. When she imagined stepping into Shangri-La and being greeted by the friendly receptionist as their source of income, she accepted that she had crossed an invisible line that would be uneasy, messy, excruciating even, to cross back over.

It was on one of those walks that she finally realized whom her masseur resembled. On that day, he wore a bright red hoodie and leaned back against a wall, dozing off, as he often did, the hood pulled low on his forehead, casting a mysterious shadow over his eyes. If she were to use the first two fingers of both hands to make a rectangle viewfinder’s shape and take a close-up of him above the neckline, the picture would look exactly like the cover of her favorite singer’s second album, the one that came out the same year she learned that the female body bled once a month, the one that she’d had on repeat when she had her first crush, the one that made her fall in love with the shy twenty-year-old Taiwanese who became the biggest pop star of her time. She couldn’t believe that it had taken her months to see the likeness in their features, despite the fact that she had seen the singer’s face only once in person, from the opposite end of a stadium, seventeen years ago.

In bed, she asked if the masseur liked the same singer and the masseur said yes and listed the singer’s more recent songs, reminding her of their small age difference.

His second album is my favorite, she told him.

He typed the singer’s name into the Chinese music app he used and picked the album with the singer in a red hoodie on its cover. The first song came on. The accountant had memorized every word of it and could sing the whole song without processing its meaning. As the song played, something inside her wasn’t computing: She witnessed herself, like a glitch on a monitor, losing shape, changing color, splitting into two—the girl who had loved this song, still inside her somewhere, and the woman in this bed, next to this man, in this country that was not her own, the irreversible time and distance in between.

Good listen, the masseur said after the song ended. His songs are all very romantic, aren’t they?

Her fingers were between his. His thumb caressed the back of her hand, back and forth, slowly. He looked like he was thinking about saying more. She waited awhile, but he never did.

That day, on their way out of the hotel in the elevator, he reached into his backpack, suddenly remembering something. Almost forgot—I got something for you.

He held out a small ziplock bag. Inside was a handful of black kernels, like a swarm of ants.

It’s scallion seeds, he explained. The aunties in the WeChat group said they’re easy to take care of. You said you have a balcony.

I do.

I asked an auntie and she mailed me these. She said her seeds are better than what you can buy in the store.

She accepted the bag and said, Thank you.

∞

By the time the scallions’ young green stems lined the perimeter of her balcony, the accountant had stopped booking hourly hotel rooms, stopped taking lunch walks, stopped calling the masseur her masseur. She had bought a Bluetooth microphone, a mic and a speaker all in one mushroom shape. Her husband invited the same friends over for karaoke night, and the Taiwanese pop star’s songs were the most popular. Between songs, the friends took turns admiring the accountant’s scallions, brainstorming recipes that could feature her crop—scallion pancakes, stir-fried lamb with scallions, steamed whole fish with scallions and ginger—before steering back into more familiar territory: the stock market, investments, vacation plans.

After their friends left, the accountant’s husband went to the balcony and praised the scallions, too, as if noticing them for the first time. The accountant turned off the balcony light and leaned against the doorframe. Outlined against the starless sky, she told her husband that she was with child. That night, they had sex in the way they always did.

But before she knew she was pregnant, before the scallions sprouted, before her friends came over to sing and sing terribly, her masseur had gotten to hold the mushroom-shaped karaoke mic first. The day the mic arrived at her office, she brought it to their hotel room, which had been feeling unromantic, even to her masseur. His touch had seemed distracted. His skin lukewarm. His handling of her deliberately civilized. Or was it she who was distracted, her body distant to herself, not willing to give her what she wanted, that second of everything and nothing at once. It wasn’t guilt toward her husband that changed things between her and her masseur. She had kept up her wifely duties, cooking, initiating dinner conversations, and feigning interest in the occasional carnal activity. The two worlds of hers were so far apart that they never entangled in her mind. Perhaps that was the problem—ultimately she could only belong to one. She was not, could never be, and didn’t want to be in the same world as her masseur. It was as if the two of them were cursed characters in a folktale, who were permitted to take human form only within the confines of their hourly hotel rooms. As soon as they were on the other side of the door, they reverted to their animal incarnations, the masseur a clam in the ocean, the accountant a flycatcher in the sky, hurrying to catch up with her flock.

On the day the karaoke mic arrived, the accountant let the masseur unbox it. He had seen these mics on Douyin and asked the accountant if he could give it a try. He connected it to his phone and stood up on the bed, naked. He pressed the play button and she knew from the first bar, drums only, that it was the third song from the Taiwanese singer’s second album, its lyrics the most obviously romantic. She had never heard him sing, an act so revealing that it was unlike him. As the intro was coming to its end, he held the mic tight and swallowed. Just before the verse was about to start, he dropped the mic and jumped off the bed.

What are you doing! she screamed, cracking up.

He was digging through his clothes. Seconds later, her masseur returned to his stage mark on the bed in a gray hoodie, the hood pulled over his head. He restarted the song, blushing as he tugged the hood lower. The same intro began again: eight beats of drums first, then the guitar layered on. The rhythm always made her want to shake her head to it, and she was doing it now, her body swaying from side to side, hesitantly. He whispered through the verse, but in the chorus, his voice was full and free.


I want to hold your hand and never let it go

can love be forever simple

without sadness



She stood up, too, and heard her own voice singing those earnest and callow words, forgetting herself for a few bars of unsophisticated melody.


I want to take you biking

I want to watch baseball with you

just like this, nothing to worry about

singing a song as we walk on



Neither of them had a good voice and couldn’t stay on pitch. So they stopped singing, collapsing into each other on the bed, and laughed for the rest of the song.

It was clear to her that when she carried another life inside, her boring life as she knew it was over. There would be countless things she needed to learn, to accomplish, to devote herself to. Her days would take on a new purpose. And in doing that, she needed a partner, a partner not of her masseur’s world but her own. Ending their affair was as clean as having it. The masseur didn’t ask incriminating questions, didn’t call her hurtful names, didn’t contact her again. She didn’t have to block him on WeChat. Months later, when she was searching for an old friend’s contact, she paused on his profile picture for a moment, now the cover of the Taiwanese pop star’s second album, and continued scrolling.

During her pregnancy, the colleague who had introduced the accountant to Shangri-La still employed its services. The accountant overheard her recommending the young man with glasses to others in the office, saying that she couldn’t have guessed that a skinny Chinese man had such strength in his hands. The accountant looked away from the colleague’s heavy frame, unwilling to stay on the image that surfaced in her mind. Then she took her maternity leave, happily lost herself in researching breastfeeding and buying organic diapers. The baby came on a rainy spring day, a boy who was silent for a few seconds too long before he erupted into his first cry. She held the naked boy to her heart, feeling his warmth as their pulses, no longer attached by the umbilical cord, reluctantly fell out of sync.

The accountant returned to the office a few days after the baby’s hundredth-day celebration. She gleaned that the masseur had left Shangri-La, as had a few others who had worked there since its opening. In any case, she didn’t have time for massages anymore. When her workday ended, the only thing she wanted was to go home and be with her baby boy, though when she was with him, between fleeting bouts of intense joy, she mostly felt desperate and helpless.

Eventually she changed her job, got her green card, and bought a house in the suburbs. She grew a dozen different kinds of Chinese vegetables in her own garden. When her son was five, her husband had an affair with a mutual friend. She waited for him to confess, and eventually he did, asking for forgiveness. During the extended silences in their many conversations, the accountant considered telling her husband about the masseur. But she couldn’t, out of fear, not of what it might stir up in her marriage, but of how her memory might change if she tried to put it into words. When her son was seven, she signed him up for piano lessons, hoping a life with music would be less boring. As he practiced, she often sat next to him on the piano bench. Those fingers moving across the black and white keys reminded her of a pair of hands that once held her as if she were a soft, slippery object at risk of falling.

One day, when the accountant turned to look at the boy’s profile, her heart expanded in her chest at his likeness to the face that still emerged in the corners of her dreamscapes. She hugged her boy close, stopping his Bach minuet in midair, and listened to the cadence of their hearts beating in each other’s company. The boy, surprised, froze in her embrace before carefully softening, just as his mother did many years ago in a small hotel room, where the curtains were unwashed and the sunset behind them was warm, tender, and never-ending.





Yulan


Yuchen sat in the back of the taxi as it turned onto Chang’an Avenue. Seventeen years ago, she had biked to high school on this ten-lane boulevard every day. So, so wide, she thought then. It had made her feel small.

She rolled down her window and let the breeze carry her hair into a frenzy. Tiananmen Square dark on the left, Tiananmen Tower lit up on the right. Chairman Mao’s Mona Lisa smile had looked benign to Yuchen as a child, the look of a gentle grandfather, but now the portrait seemed menacing, as if it could, any second, turn into a scowl. There were many situations in which Yuchen couldn’t be sure if or how she had changed, but in this moment, she was confident that neither Tiananmen Square nor Chairman Mao’s painted face had been altered; it was that she was no longer as Chinese as she used to be. But what did she mean by Chinese? It was a categorical adjective one would only use from the outside looking in: This was Chinese, that was not so Chinese. There was no such distinction from the inside. Perhaps that was what Yuchen meant: not less Chinese (how could she be less Chinese if she was, immutably, Chinese?), but outside Chinese.

Spring was Beijing’s shortest season and Yuchen favored it for its transience. The heat and humidity were timid in the air. Something smelled nostalgic. Was it possible that the air was scented with the past because she was headed to see old friends? After two IVF cycles, Yuchen no longer trusted her emotions, but analyzed them in therapy-speak and hormonal mumbo jumbo. She craned her neck out the window, getting a stronger whiff of the fragrance.

Guniang, don’t stick your head out, the taxi driver said into the rearview mirror.

No one had called her guniang in a long time. The gendered form of address was respectful but familiar, not infantilizing, not remotely flirtatious in this context, a state of relating that was missing in English, in which most of her present life unfolded.

She did as she was told. When she was growing up, Beijing taxi drivers were infamous for regarding themselves as all-knowing. Maybe he would know the air’s peculiar ingredients.

Do you smell that, shifu? Something floral?

The taxi driver loved yulan flowers. A Beijing native, he had spent his childhood in hutongs not far from Tiananmen, and when the hutongs were demolished, his family moved to the South Fourth Ring Road, where yulan trees did not grow. He knew that the ones on Chang’an Avenue blossomed first every spring, followed by those in the Summer Palace, then in the Sculpture Park on the west side, and Buddhist temples in the surrounding mountains. He, and most municipal taxi drivers, took pride in their hometown, the great capital of their great country.

See those white flowers by the redbrick walls? the taxi driver said. That’s yulan.

Yulan, of course. Yuchen closed her eyes to focus on the subtle aroma. It swirled in her nose, continued toward her brain—Yuchen did know this smell, this flower, but she couldn’t remember from when or where, her familiarity with it completely strange.

You’re not from Beijing, are you? the taxi driver said, interrupting her reverie.

Sure I am, Yuchen said, defending herself in an exaggerated Beijing accent, opening her eyes eagerly. I just haven’t been back in a few years.

Before she left China at eighteen, Yuchen had thought her Beijing accent equaled standard Mandarin, until she realized that her college friends from southern China couldn’t understand her excessively rhotic vowels and the way she liaised words together like she was speaking French. Over the years, she took care to tone it down, straightening her tongue and enunciating every character. Now Yuchen spoke both her mother tongue, Mandarin, and her second language, English, with no particular geographical association—so blandly she bored herself.

I couldn’t tell from your accent but I hear it now, the taxi driver said with a chuckle. Where do you live these days?

United States.

Where in the US? New York? Los Angeles?

Seattle.

I know Seattle! Sleepless in Seattle! And that Tang Wei movie—Beijing Meets Seattle. What do you do in Seattle?

I’m a photographer.

Like for weddings?

Yuchen debated the answer. She could lie and say yes, or she could throw a rock into the lake and see how it would ripple.

For art. I’m an artist.

You make art!

The taxi driver nodded, glancing into the rearview mirror with a newfound sense of intrigue. He thought his artist passenger looked old enough to be married, or even to be a mother. His own daughter was thirty-one; her son would turn two next month. He knew that artist types might lead unconventional lives, but he thought he could do a good deed for her parents.

You have kids?

No.

Married though?

Yuchen nodded. She averted her eyes from the reflection of the taxi driver’s scrutinizing look and feigned contemplation of whatever was outside the window. They turned off Chang’an Avenue. A brief silence that Yuchen wished would last.

You look my daughter’s age, the taxi driver continued. It’s better for women to have kids while young.

Yuchen offered no response, hoping if she neither agreed nor disagreed, their conversation would end here.

Your husband is us Chinese or a laowai?

He is American, but his parents emigrated from Hangzhou years ago.

So he speaks Chinese?

He can understand some.

That must be difficult for your parents. You are an only child, too, right?

Yuchen told him that she was born in 1987. The taxi driver said, with sincerity, that he would never let his only daughter marry a foreigner, lamenting again how inconvenient it must be for Yuchen’s parents. Yuchen tried a smile.

So which one do you like better: the US or China? the taxi driver asked.

It always came down to the same ultimatum. Yuchen used to attempt an honest answer, which varied depending on current affairs, context, or mood. But by now she had learned that there was only one correct answer.

Has to be our own country, she said. No doubt about it.

∞

Yuchen followed a lanky boy through the KTV’s maze of hallways. He walked ungracefully, as if his limbs were trying to break free from his oddly formal uniform: a white dress shirt, a black waistcoat, and a maroon bow tie. He walked so fast, almost running, and Yuchen imagined that the boy hurried everywhere and still fell behind all the time. She wanted to tell him that he could slow down, she was not in a rush, but she stayed quiet and quickened her steps. Anything she said might make the boy feel worse, adding to the things he already thought he was doing wrong in life.

Before Yuchen realized that they had arrived at Room C10, the boy was already pushing the door open. First the music, a melancholy Faye Wong song, then the collective exclamation from her old friends, whose faces she hadn’t seen in so long that she couldn’t immediately remember their names. Some were standing up, one walking toward her. In an instant, memories of countless karaoke parties during their high school years coalesced into reality, washing over her like an ocean wave crashing onto the shore, unstoppable. She turned around to thank the boy, but he already had his back to her, whispering into his earpiece, hurrying away.

Yuchen—we were just talking about you! Xiaohan, a short woman with a fashionable bob, swung her arm around Yuchen, leading her into the room.

What were you saying behind my back? Yuchen teased.

Without a word, the crowd on the couch parted to make space for her in the center. She looked around the room—he was not here. Thanks to the atmospheric lighting, no one noticed that Yuchen’s eyes had just dimmed. In a way, she was relieved. As much as she wished to see him tonight—who wouldn’t be curious to find out how your first love had turned out?—she had also been nervous about the possibility, at the thought of how she might be reflected in his eyes.

We were saying that you were the class flower! All the boys had a crush on you, Xiaohan said.

Even at thirty-six, Xiaohan could register her body’s involuntary response when Yuchen was in the same room: Her insides twisted and twinged, a tangle of jealousy and admiration. She knew objectively that as an adult, Yuchen no longer stood out, not in any way that mattered: She wasn’t the richest or the most famous, her face was not the fairest or the smoothest, her edges were rounded, her husband was not particularly handsome in her pictures, and she remained the only woman in this room who was not yet a mother. Was Yuchen possibly infertile? She herself was a mother of two and she loved her kids most days. But look at the way everyone shifted places just so Yuchen could sit right in the middle, despite her arriving late—what Yuchen was to the people in this room was never going to change. The same was true for all of them. To be who they had been to each other, even for a few hours, was the essence of these high school reunions.

Someone asked Yuchen whether she wanted whiskey or beer.

I’m not drinking tonight, Yuchen answered. Just tea, please.

Are you preparing for pregnancy? Xiaohan asked.

Yuchen hesitated. She couldn’t manage any follow-up questions if she answered honestly, that yes, she had come home at her mother’s request to undergo a Chinese medicine fertility treatment; and yes, she had had two miscarriages, which made her feel like a failure, even though her husband had been kind and she knew her femininity wasn’t defined by motherhood; and yes, she was trying for pregnancy even though she was not sure if she wanted children at all.

No, Yuchen said. Alcohol gives me headaches. Getting old, you know.

Yuchen is an artist, Xiaohan, not a housewife like you! another classmate said.

In Xiaohan’s opinion, an artist was a glorified housewife anyway; art was not real work. Xiaohan wedged in next to Yuchen, keeping her mouth shut.

Housewife is the hardest job in the world, Yuchen said, giving Xiaohan’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. Xiaohan, thanks for inviting me. I haven’t seen you guys in forever.

Did you come for work this time? Xiaohan asked.

Both her Chinese and American friends often questioned the purpose of her trips to Beijing, as though the logic of an adult life could not accommodate such a sentimental luxury as simply going home.

I haven’t seen my family in a while, Yuchen answered. But maybe I’ll do some work, too, while I’m here.

An artist’s life is so free! Xiaohan exclaimed. When will you show your work in Beijing? Give us an opportunity to show up for you.

I’m working on a project about the idea of borders and border-crossing, not only geographical but in the most expansive sense, even including trespassing, but Chinese galleries are very cautious these days—I’m not sure if they would be interested.

Easier to blame the system for the lack of interest, Xiaohan thought. She’d seen Yuchen’s WeChat posts about her exhibitions abroad. From the name of the venue to her photos, everything seemed intentionally obscure, just like the way she was speaking now, what with the idea of borders and trespassing.

Well, just don’t forget your old classmates when you have a homecoming show, Xiaohan said.

Yuchen felt relieved when the intro to Xiaohan’s song started playing. She knew that Xiaohan’s interest did not lie in her work but in finding a fathomable way to measure its success. The truth was that she hadn’t been able to focus on creating anything in a while. The doubt and frustration from those cold and costly procedures spread surreptitiously inside her like a virus. When she could not contain those feelings any longer, they spilled out of her body, into the air she breathed, infecting everything she touched—her furniture, her camera, her husband.

Once the initial attention to her waned, Yuchen participated in the conversation as much as she could. The women talked about men, children, gossip, and anti-aging skin care, while the men talked about everything else. No one talked about politics. Yuchen used to be interested in how these friends, some of whom had never left China, thought about what she could only watch from across the ocean. She worried that her idea of home was becoming imaginary, skewed by Western media, drifting away from reality. On occasions like tonight, she used to try to find out what was actually going on in China, but she had stopped bothering since a few trips ago. The Chinese news was so censored that most people didn’t even know what she knew. Or if they did, they didn’t care—what was actually going on in China was exactly this: regular people drinking, singing, having a great time, without giving a shit about what the outside world fixated on. In her friends, she saw what her life could have been if she had never left: Though stress-filled and never satisfied, they lived in a comfortable, insulated cocoon where the idea of unadulterated happiness, though small and evanescent, was easily attainable—eating at a favorite restaurant, getting drunk with old friends, or singing that one special song at karaoke. The China she would have lived in and the China she watched from afar existed simultaneously. Only she was outside of both.

Yuchen’s karaoke go-to finally came on, her favorite Karen Mok. A friend handed her the mic. She hadn’t heard or even thought of the song for years, but its lyrics poured out of her lips without her looking at the prompter. Instead, her eyes were drawn to the singer’s face in the music video. While Yuchen aged in front of the screen, Karen Mok stayed twenty-seven. It was as if years had gone by in a second, while time also stood still. In 1999, the year the song was released, Karen Mok hadn’t yet known that she would end up marrying her first love, whom she met at seventeen, the age when Yuchen, too, first loved a boy. Unbeknownst to the boy then, Yuchen had already decided to attend an American college, not understanding that she could never truly return again. After the murmuring verse came the melodic chorus, a ballad that everyone swayed their bodies to, joining in to sing, opening and closing their mouths in unison. Yuchen heard her own voice disappearing into the group. For a moment she was seventeen once more, the class flower who safely, effortlessly, belonged.

∞

As she walked back from the bathroom, Yuchen saw the boy who guided her earlier in the hallway, marching around the corner and coming to a stop in front of Room C10. He put his hand on the doorknob and turned around, searching for his lost guest with an impatient frown. His bow tie was now loose and crooked, and Yuchen thought she would help him fix it if she could ever get a word in with him, but she forgot all about his bow tie when she realized who the boy was waiting for.

It was difficult to say if she saw Lichuan first or the other way around. She was already replaying this moment in her head, like Wong Kar-Wai in In the Mood for Love, repeating and varying the sequence of Maggie Cheung and Tony Leung, pacing to the rhythm of pensive beats and a crying violin, making their way toward each other in cramped alleys and narrow pathways. As Lichuan approached the boy, Yuchen watched herself walking toward Lichuan at the speed of sixty frames per second as if for an eternity. Lichuan’s hand replaced the boy’s and held the door to Room C10 closed. He said something to the boy and the boy turned away in haste, tightening his bow tie as he ran past Yuchen without noticing her.

But this wasn’t a movie, and Yuchen hadn’t rehearsed what to say in this scene. As much as she was curious to see Lichuan tonight, a part of her knew that perhaps it was better not to spoil their memory of each other. She wouldn’t mind if he remembered her always as the confident, careless, colorful seventeen-year-old, and not who she was today, a person she could barely describe. Before she could stop herself, her arms opened, reaching toward him for an embrace. Her head landed on his shoulder, lightly. He smelled faintly like the boy she had loved but also completely unrecognizable. There was a pause before Lichuan put his arms around her, hugging her meekly, like she was a fragile plant. She awkwardly patted him on the back and stepped away, standing just a centimeter closer than her usual friendly remove.

Guess that’s how people greet each other in the US? Lichuan spoke first, amused.

I wasn’t thinking, Yuchen said, laughing at herself. We hug everyone, like people you meet for the first time. It’s pretty weird. Well, not we—Americans do. A lot of hugging.

I’m glad you didn’t end up in France—I’m not doing that double-kiss stuff.

They shared another laugh. Lichuan’s features looked individually familiar, but unfamiliar when put together. Yuchen wondered if he was thinking the same about her.

Should we go in? he suggested.

Yuchen didn’t want to.

How do you think everyone will react if we walk in together? she asked.

I only came tonight because Xiaohan said you were coming, Lichuan said.

You think she was trying to set us up?

You’re still married, no?

Yuchen waited a beat too long before answering.

I am. You? Seeing anyone?

Neither of them posted frequently on social media. Without having seen a wedding photo or marriage certificate, Yuchen assumed Lichuan was, at least, not yet legally bound.

Xiaohan did try to set me up with someone, he said. Nice of her. How did it go?

I’m pretty sure the woman was allergic to me.

What happened to us? Every girl in this room probably had a crush on you in high school. Yuchen counted in her head. Three of them I know for a fact.

Everyone at that age just liked who everyone else did, Lichuan said. Noticing the change in Yuchen’s expression, he revised, You and I were different, I think.

Everyone at that age thought they were different, Yuchen said.

Lichuan was quiet for a moment. Yuchen couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but she liked the way he was looking at her, so she welcomed his gaze, wishing he could read her mind.

How about we ditch this reunion? Lichuan finally proposed.

As if answering a magic spell, the door to Room C10 opened from the inside. Xiaohan materialized within the frame, startling them both.

Here you are, Yuchen! Xiaohan cheered. I was going to look for you but I see that someone else found you first.

She held the door agape, inviting Yuchen and Lichuan to cross the threshold together. As they made their entrance, someone whistled, and Yuchen thought she saw the roots of Lichuan’s ears turning rosy.

∞

The night ended at half past midnight, when half the group was inappropriately hammered, and the other half barely able to chap-erone their friends to their respective partners, who would help their spouses into the apartment with complaints but care for them all the same. Ten years ago, these old friends would have continued on to a nightclub on Workers’ Stadium West Road. Even five years ago, they’d feast at a twenty-four-hour barbecue restaurant or clear their heads at a teahouse by discussing matters they could only speak of in the darkest hours of the night. Miserably sober, Yuchen took charge of typing everyone’s addresses into their car service apps. As she shoved slurring friends into back seats, she imagined them, like the ghosts in a Pac-Man game, dispersing in all directions within Beijing’s six thousand square miles.

After a series of long, soul-baring, yet restrained and occasionally maudlin goodbyes, Lichuan and Yuchen were finally left on their own, standing side by side in a warm pool of street light. Beyond meeting the adult Lichuan, Yuchen hadn’t imagined the night any further, how they might spend the slow and mercurial hours between the previous day and the next, a period that was usually expended in dreams and didn’t require any planning. Neither of them was the person the other had once known, nor could they neatly fit into each other’s current life. What she wanted from him she did not know. But having him close made Yuchen smile, which she rarely did these days. The night was permissive, much less unforgiving than the daylight that was, surely and shortly, to come.

Yuchen started walking, and Lichuan followed. The street leading to the Third Ring Road was empty apart from cars occasionally whooshing by, clouds passing over, and trees and buildings quietly standing. They walked without aim but each step felt deliberate. 轧马路 (pressing the road), Yuchen thought of the Chinese idiom that meant walking without a destination in mind, as if the walk’s sole purpose were to iron out the sidewalk’s unevenness, to undo, to press against time. Years ago, pressing the road had been their favorite activity as young lovers, which allowed them privacy at no cost. Now it felt almost unnatural not to hold hands. Yuchen tucked hers into the pockets of her trench coat.

You said that you came to see me tonight. Why? she asked.

I wanted to see who you’ve grown to be.

Here I am. What do you think?

All night I was wondering if you’d be the same person if you’d stayed like the rest of us.

I’ve wondered that, too. But do I really seem that different?

In video games, you have multiple choices at any given juncture. You pick one, follow it through, but you can always go back to the same point and try another path.

Do you always get to a different ending, though?

Not always.

When did you get into game design?

At my first job after college. What does your husband do?

He’s a curator. For a small art museum.

What is a curator?

As Yuchen explained, she kept using English words, mostly nouns, whose Chinese translations, which she added for Lichuan’s sake, sounded nothing like what she meant. The more she talked about the world that she and her husband orbited, the farther away it felt from where she stood in this moment. She had felt the same way when she tried to explain to her husband what her childhood was like: the pressure-cooker school system, the mandatory political education, the forbidden teenage dating scene. She diligently translated herself back and forth, but the truest things about her always fell through the cracks. Lichuan nodded along, apologizing for his ignorance about all this art stuff.

What kind of photos do you take? he asked.

Yuchen trusted that Lichuan, unlike Xiaohan, asked out of genuine curiosity, but it was a question she never knew how to answer and that thus always annoyed her. How does an artist articulate or summarize their art when it is the very creation that fills the void of the inarticulable, the unsummarizable? One’s art is always changing, too, evolving with time, its maker, and the world. She considered telling Lichuan every project she’d ever done since grad school and every one of her inspirations and aspirations for the future. If only they had all the time in the world.

In art school, I chose photography because I found the space between what is objectively perceivable and what is not so fascinating. How one sees and is seen, Yuchen said. I was working on a project about border-crossing and trespassing, but I haven’t been able to make anything since we started IVF.

Isn’t there a lot of border-crossing and trespassing—so to speak—happening during the process of IVF?

Yuchen contemplated Lichuan’s question while he waited patiently, looking ahead at the freeway in the distance.

Right, we have borders within, Yuchen said, finally. And trespassing can happen there, too.

Trespassing can also be visible and invisible, Lichuan said. Like what you were saying.

You’ve always been a very good listener.

Your life must be good, Lichuan said, after a moment. Good enough for you two to want kids.

You don’t?

Did you see that video where a Shanghainese guy said, We are the last generation? It might sound extreme to say we shouldn’t have kids, but I could see his point.

My husband wants kids. I’m more ambivalent, but I think I’d be happy to have his kids. Our kids, Yuchen corrected herself. Is that un-feminist of me?

I think it means that you love him, Lichuan said. And that’s a good thing, no? Feminist or not.

In the American context, the theories and identity labels Yuchen constantly navigated tired and, in many cases, confused her. It was not that she doubted them; it was that she believed in them so firmly that she was unable to admit her own feelings, unable to stop performing for herself and others, unable to reconcile her own life with what she believed to be true. In front of Lichuan, she felt that she could strip off her costume and step out of that theater. To him, her feelings didn’t have to be right or wrong. They were just feelings.

With silence, she answered him in the affirmative. The quiet between them was delicate but comfortable—comforting. They carried it gingerly as they pressed another stretch of the street. At the end of the block sat the freeway bridge, which, as they approached, loomed larger and larger in an extraterrestrial way, and Yuchen felt so wonderfully small, that she was a small human with small problems.

When they reached the intersection, Yuchen followed Lichuan into a convenience store, where Lichuan remembered her favorite ice cream flavor and she picked out his favorite cigarettes. The soda they had both loved had been discontinued, and they spent five minutes comparing and discussing which drink in the fridge would have the most similar taste.

After they exited the convenience store, the cashier, who worked a much more demanding job during the day, roused himself from the sleepiness that shrouded the register. He watched Yuchen and Lichuan sit down on the curb outside, Lichuan smoking Jiaozi, Yuchen scooping rum-flavored Baxy, then swapping. He noticed a shy distance between them and deduced that they were only early in what would soon be an ardent and enduring romance, which had yet to come by in his own twenty-four years of loving and unloving. They shared things that made them happy, glanced at each other when the other wasn’t paying attention, and periodically laughed without being self-conscious of the unflattering shapes their faces contorted into. The young cashier wished to love and be loved as such. He kept observing Yuchen and Lichuan, standing in the loneliness of an empty store, until the next customer came through the automatic door, the chime dinging, startling him as though the light in the cinema had been switched on in the middle of a movie.

∞

The next morning, Yuchen opened her eyes to blinding sunlight. She sat up and caught herself in the mirror on the opposite wall. She didn’t recognize the room or the side of her body. The reflection looked like a painting—yes, that Edward Hopper she first saw at the old Whitney, in which a lady in pink sits in bed, facing a luminous window. She had admired how the bright patches made the shadows appear darker by contrast, which was the case for what she was seeing in Lichuan’s mirror now, the curtains carelessly drawn, leaving an opening of unwavering light on her. She pointed her phone at the mirror and took a photo. Zooming in on the picture, she noticed Lichuan’s sleeping face in the corner of the mirror. Yuchen repositioned herself to crop him out, and took a few more shots.

His bedroom smelled like fabric softener and the dust in Beijing’s air. On the modest bedside couch, a closed-eyed Lichuan turned onto his side, his hands touching in front of his chest as if for a prayer. Yuchen tiptoed away from the bed and crouched down next to him. She pressed the shutter to take close-ups of his stubbled chin, his fingers curling toward his heart, his legs hugging a checkered blanket, and his feet, exposed and pressing into each other for warmth. She hovered her hand above his hair and traced its shape in the air, remembering last night, the embrace they lingered in, neither of them speaking, standing in the middle of this room, which had been dark but was now disquietingly bright, the night on the cusp of seeing a new day. In each other’s arms, a wordless exchange took place. Together they had pondered the many things they could have done, and concluded that they needed none of it to spoil what they already had. Yuchen couldn’t exactly recollect who let go of whom first, who made the bed, and how she ended up sleeping in Lichuan’s faded Abbey Road T-shirt.

She did remember that when she wasn’t able to fall asleep right away, she listened to the silence intently, searching for clues of Lichuan’s breaths growing slower and heavier, rising and falling like ocean waves. The Sound of Waves—the name of a Yukio Mishima novel came to her. Yuchen had read it at the age when she and Lichuan would have done anything to spend a night consumed by their desires. She remembered being baffled by the climactic scene in the book, in which the man and the woman, who were deeply in love, chose not to consummate their relationship despite having the opportunity. Lying in Lichuan’s bed without him, Yuchen felt that, nearly two decades later, she, too, could begin to swim toward that expanse beyond physical union, toward that uncharted territory, uncertain of what waited for her on the other shore.

Her phone rang and she hurried out to the hallway to answer.

Hey, baby, she said in English. It’s fine. I’m up already.

She paused to listen. When she turned around, Lichuan was standing by the bedroom door.

Yeah, my mom is taking me to the acupuncturist today, she said into the phone.

Yuchen looked at Lichuan and looked away, turning her back to him.

Which spicy sauce? she said. Oh, it’s in a ziplock bag, probably somewhere toward the back of the fridge.

She could hear glass jars knocking against each other and imagined her husband at their kitchen counter, attempting to solve the puzzle created by her absence.

I have to go get ready, she said. Okay, love you, too. Bye, Harry.

Yuchen turned around, demure despite not wanting to be. She faced Lichuan like an actor at an audition, awaiting the verdict from the director.

Your husband’s name is Harry, Lichuan said.

Yes. Have I never said his name before?

Love you—Lichuan echoed, and then switched back to Mandarin—is so much easier to say in English. We never say it like that in Chinese.

But there are many more ways to mean it without saying those exact words. Think ancient poetry.

When you talk in English, you sound so … He paused to look for words. So grown-up.

They stood opposite each other in the narrow space between the bedroom and the living room, a transitional corridor that was neither here nor there. The light from the bedroom backlit a halo around Lichuan. He was right, Yuchen thought. English was the language of her adulthood, just as the US was the country she had only known as a grown-up. She had left who she used to be where it belonged, in Beijing, in her mother tongue, with her first love, her high school friends. But which one of her was with Lichuan now? Whoever she would become, why couldn’t she carry that old self, whom Lichuan had generously returned to her, forward? In the days and nights that had yet to pass through her, in the words that were yet to be spoken, she was free—free to choose, free to fail, free to no longer be who she was supposed to be.

I saw these yulan flowers on Chang’an Avenue yesterday. Do you remember them from somewhere? she asked.

Yulan … there are a lot of them in Beijing.

Lichuan walked to the bedroom window and cracked it open. A gust of air caressed his hair. Yuchen followed him back into the sun. Lichuan faced her suddenly.

Yes, our high school’s little garden had yulan flowers, he said. We used to sit there after a day of classes.

Yuchen’s lost memory resurfaced. Lichuan didn’t know that before they were together, Yuchen had often sat in the garden alone. She had liked it the most in the winter, when she felt that the bare branches and dry soil waited faithfully for Earth to travel closer to the sun again. When she sat there, she felt that she was waiting with them. At that age, she had thought she had endless hours to wait, waste. Every day was endless, time was endless.

I really like the smell of them, Yuchen said. It softens me somehow.

I think you said the exact same thing when we were seventeen.

∞

On the cab ride home, Chang’an Avenue looked different in the cloudless morning. Without the lights that contoured the architecture in the night, Tiananmen Square, formidably huge and meticulously surveilled, displayed the kind of human power that should have only belonged to nature. Landmarks were made to withstand time, an atemporal creation, the opposite of the living. Yuchen opened the window like she had the night before. When the wind grazed her face, she felt a pulsing at the center of her forehead, where Lichuan had kissed her before they said goodbye. As she rubbed the spot with her fingertips, she saw the yulan flowers again, blooming against the redbrick walls. She couldn’t smell them across the sprawling boulevard, only the unpleasant odor of car exhaust.

Shifu, can we stop for a second?

The taxi driver glanced at Yuchen in the rearview mirror, alarmed.

Are you kidding me? Guniang, this is Chang’an Avenue, he said dismissively in his Beijing accent. Can’t park here. What about the side street? Just around the corner.

The taxi driver sighed, signaling for a right turn.

Just half a minute, I promise, Yuchen said.

Right after making the turn, the taxi driver stepped on the brake. As she bolted out of the car, Yuchen heard the driver scolding her, irritated, telling her to make it quick. She ran in the direction they came from, unmade the turn back onto Chang’an Avenue, and kept running until she reached the edge of the yulan trees.

She stepped under the branches as if before a threshold. The flowers shielded the sun overhead, the white petals trembling like the wings of idling butterflies. She had run here on an impulse, but now that she was so close to the flowers, she didn’t know what else she was to do. Yuchen took a long breath, inhaling a distant memory. For as long as yulan’s fragrance stayed within her, she was seventeen and thirty-six at the same time, her heart spacious enough for both Harry and Lichuan, and she, dissolving like water, in flux between being Chinese and outside Chinese. She exhaled. At the beginning of the next inhale, she started walking.

Halfway back to the taxi, Yuchen made an abrupt U-turn. Despite the taxi driver yelling behind her, she started running again. When she returned to the yulan trees, she first looked around and instantly identified a few plainclothes police officers. She waited until no one was watching. Then Yuchen rose onto the balls of her feet, extended her arms upward as if reaching for a hug, and broke the tip of a branch that split into two flowers. Holding it close to her in one hand and covering it with the other, she hurried back to the taxi.

In the car, she repeated a string of apologetic and grateful expressions.

No need, guniang, the taxi driver said. It’s not like I would leave without being paid first.

Yuchen smiled, appreciating the taxi driver’s candor. She looked at the stolen yulan flowers in her lap, raised them to her nose, sniffed, and put them back down, then looked at them some more, twisting the branch, brushing the petals. When she had done enough looking, she moved her eyes to the outside, her people, her city, beginning another day. Today she was one of them, participating in their cycle of living.

While Yuchen gazed outward, the yulan flowers remained looking at her. Among all the people they had greeted on Chang’an Avenue, Yuchen was the first to claim them, but they had chosen her as much as she them. They had recognized the longing in her eyes when she had bared herself in the shade they created. Knowing that leaving with Yuchen would cut short their already brief lives, and that they would meet their end far from where they were born, they accepted, nonetheless, Yuchen’s intimate invitation to a fleeting union. As they traveled down Chang’an Avenue for the first time, they became her, as she became them, the border between them disintegrating, and, slowly, disappearing.





Tough Egg


Fan Yanyan liked me because when she sat down at my booth at the Golden Horse Film Festival and asked for my pitch, I told her the truth point-blank: It’s never getting made. Do you still want to hear it?

My producer had already left for the day. She couldn’t bear to listen to another person telling her that our story was so well written, so provocative, exactly the kind of story the Chinese film industry needed, but was never getting made, because the Film Bureau would never approve it. For three years since graduating from the nation’s top film school, I had worked on this script and envisioned it as my feature directorial debut: a film about a mother who abandons her son twice, once when he is six and again when he is nine. In real life, the woman was sentenced to prison for three years with five years of probation and mandatory parental education. But I was not interested in how motherhood might be taught to her. My script asked why and in what kind of a society would a mother want to get rid of her own child.

You think not every woman is mentally or emotionally capable of being a mother? Fan Yanyan asked.

I guess the question that comes first, I answered, is: Should every woman become a mother?

According to her Baidu Baike, Fan Yanyan was eight years older than me, which in reality meant it was probably more like ten. Surely any public information about an actress’s age was not to be trusted. She had launched her acting career as the lead in a Sixth Generation director’s film, one that was still considered his best. After appearing in a few more independent films, she took roles in a string of bad commercial movies. Then came the rumor: She was in a financial pit due to a family member’s gambling debt. She needed money, which explained her bad taste. Public opinion turned around immediately and plunged into sympathy and forgiveness, though she had asked for none of it. When Fan Yanyan made a comeback to cinema with a capital C, she made the mistake of playing a young mother, after which she had been cast, exclusively, as a mother. That was how the industry thought of women—until they age into a mother’s mother.

I hadn’t seen her on the silver screen for a while when she sat down at my booth. Her badge said that she was there as a producer, and a clueless one at that, for she didn’t once mention censorship during our conversation. I could feel that she connected to my project in some vulnerable way that was out of place in the frigid hotel conference room, where people discussed timelines, investments, and budgets. She would have been perfect for the mother in my film, but I was shit at pitching. We connected on WeChat, shook hands, and I watched her walk away, noticing her petite frame for the first time, her backside looking like a girl’s, if it weren’t for the poise in her steps. That night, she messaged me asking for my script. After I sent the PDF, she sent a single thumbs-up.

That was six years ago, a cloudy November day in Taipei. Soon after, my producer, after her parents’ years of beseeching, moved home to run her family’s lipstick business. Traveling to Taiwan was banned, the Film Bureau released one memo after another on what was and was not allowed, and participating in the Golden Horse Film Festival became a seditious act, depending on what social media you read. I never heard from Fan Yanyan again, and didn’t know if she’d read my script at all. When she started posting photos of a baby, I diligently hearted every one of them.

∞

Since then, I had directed two commercials that played on streaming sites, the annoying kind that nonpaying users like me couldn’t skip. Two short films—one for a fashion magazine, another for a luxury fragrance. I had been one of the three assistants for an established comedy director, and quit after a year because faking amusement at his misogynist jokes hurt my brain. Then I worked on two indie productions, moving from director’s assistant to Assistant Director. They were respectful efforts in facing the ugliness of our country, films that danced wearing shackles. On set, when it came to inclement weather or grueling hours, I was treated the same as any male crew member. But when I accidentally sat on a camera box during a tired lapse in judgment, I was reminded that a woman is a woman is a woman. Of course I had known the unwritten rule since college—menstruation rendered our butts unclean; thus, it was inauspicious for them to come into contact with camera equipment. The industry ridiculously believed that it would ruin the promise of a whole project, and we ridiculously obeyed. After that shoot wrapped, I wanted to do nothing but bury myself in soft sheets. I would have switched careers if I’d known how to do anything else. I was useless and so was art. Art with a capital A, of which I no longer spoke.

So that was what I had been doing—burying myself in soft sheets, lying in the same childhood bed in the same apartment where my parents still lived. I never made enough to move out and could keep quitting my jobs only because my existence was parasitic and, more importantly, free. I told my parents I was working at home as a freelance screenwriter. Freelance was an incomprehensible concept to them, having worked for state-owned enterprises their whole life. Nonetheless, compared with working on set, they thought freelancing from home was a more suitable pursuit for a woman. In truth, I possessed neither ideas nor hopes for writing. I spent my days scrolling through news sites and social media, but the internet was so sanitized that it bored me. Some days I stared at the cursor blinking over a blank page, typing and erasing repeatedly, unhappy with both my words and how easily I could make them disappear, leaving no proof of my labor. There were also days when I only watched movies, going one by one down the list of the world’s longest films, the longest clocking in at fourteen hours. Day passed into night passed into day, as time slowed, spun, and stopped. Sometimes I turned on porn after my parents went to sleep but found myself judging the acting, lighting, camera position, and production design. I would do everything differently. And better.

The whole household—my parents and my cat, Lulu—welcomed this pivot in my noncareer. Lulu spent her days sunbathing next to my keyboard, squinting critically at my screen, and taking occasional breaks to rub my wrist until I invited her onto my lap. My parents were pleased that the change in my schedule should, theoretically, mean I could finally prioritize finding a husband. Neither of them cared much about what I did; they would rather see me have children than a career.

Once, when my mother saw me cradle Lulu like a baby, she said, If you’d had a kid instead of a cat four years ago, your child would have been running around already!

I kissed Lulu’s fuzzy forehead and declared, Lulu is my child!

As my mother sighed, I slammed the door on her mumbling attack on my withering reproductive organs. In the marriage market no one wants a woman over thirty, you have no time to waste, do you know that older mothers have babies with birth defects, blah, blah, blah. But a closed door could not and would not deter her. She continued bombing me in our WeChat family group chat: articles on optimal birthing age by pseudo–Chinese medicine accounts, pictures of her friends’ grandchildren, résumés of men whom she so kindly screened at the local park’s weekly marriage market. My father rarely interjected. When she demanded his support, he sent three thumbs-ups or a smiley face that looked, unbeknownst to him, passive-aggressive. It was hard to say which they wanted more: children for their daughter, or grandchildren for themselves. I never asked, because I was afraid to hear their answer. Perhaps it was for the same reason that they never asked me if I wanted children at all.

Two months into my lying flat, when any alternative to brining, marinating, or rotting seemed as far away as ancient mythologies, Fan Yanyan came to my rescue. The voice in her audio message sounded as young as it did in her first movie, which comforted me, knowing that a woman’s vocal cords did not age as impatiently as the rest of her. She wanted to hire a screenwriter, and she remembered me. Overjoyed, I agreed to a meeting two days later at a teahouse near the East Fourth Ring Road, an enclave of Beijing where successful creatives, expats, and the upper class huddled. Then I threw my body and my phone into the bed. My insides loosened and fidgeted, like young plants still underground, yearning to see the rays of the sun.

∞

When I arrived ten minutes earlier than our appointment time, Fan Yanyan was already waiting in a booth, her light gray sweater blending tenderly with the natural oak slats that discreetly separated the teahouse’s customers. I recognized the little girl next to her from her WeChat posts.

This must be your daughter, I said.

I’m called Fan An-Ran, and my pet name is Caicai, the girl said. This year I’m four years old, middle class in kindergarten. I like dancing and watching Chibi Maruko-chan. What else would you like to know?

Fan Yanyan and I broke out laughing. I probably hadn’t laughed in months and the muscles required felt stiff. Caicai had a smug grin on her face, proud of making two adults act like kids. Fan Yanyan patted her daughter on the head.

I often take Caicai to meetings, she said. I guess she has a pretty good idea of what people usually ask.

Caicai—is it from the poem “Jian Jia” in Book of Poetry? I asked.

Fan Yanyan nodded with a satisfied smile, as if I were a student who had just produced an impeccable answer to her question. If I remembered correctly from my high school Chinese textbook, Caicai in that poem modified humble, unruly reeds, meaning lush, full of life, growing freely. What a beautiful name for a girl, I thought. I’d also like to pick my child’s name from Book of Poetry. My child—what an odd phrase.

Maruko-chan is my favorite, too! I told Caicai.

I didn’t tell her that the anime series was a reimagination of a perfect childhood and a loving family that the artist never had, and that a few years ago, the artist died of breast cancer in her fifties, leaving no children other than her fictional child and alter ego, Maruko-chan. Caicai seemed pleased with my pledge of allegiance.

Mommy wants you to write a movie about us, she whispered, as though her mother weren’t sitting right beside her. Then she asked Fan Yanyan if she could keep watching her iPad, and put on her headphones only when she received permission.

Contoured by her padded pink earmuffs, Caicai’s face looked even smaller. Perhaps because I didn’t spend a lot of time with kids, I was always amazed by how miniature yet complete their features were, making the difference between a child and an adult so minimal yet so significant. I recognized Fan Yanyan in Caicai’s delicate eyebrows and thin lips, whose corners extended into a soft, slim line when smiling. There were some unusual characteristics, which led me to lose track of time and my manners for a moment.

Caicai was born in the US, Fan Yanyan said. I used a sperm donor.

The girl’s deep eye sockets. Her pale complexion. Her long and curly lashes.

She has a US passport? I asked.

I assume you know how impossible it is to get a household registration for the child of an unmarried mother, she said.

You want me to write a script about a single woman having a mixed kid with an American sperm donor? That’s never going to pass the censors.

We can make it in the US, maybe, or Europe. Don’t worry about censorship.

I thought of the Sixth Generation director Fan Yanyan worked with, who had been banned from shooting movies in China for five years after he included a five-minute scene of his characters rushing to Tiananmen Square with truckloads of students in 1989. That had happened in the late aughts and the censorship today was at least tenfold more stringent. To be associated with something controversial was going to end my career. Then I remembered that I had no such thing.

Don’t worry about censorship, Fan Yanyan repeated. I remember that film you tried to make years ago. I thought of you because unlike some career screenwriters, maybe you can still write without censorship screaming in your head.

Could I? I wouldn’t be so certain. But I said okay and asked for her idea for the film. I had already begun to worry that it would be a thorny task if she insisted on basing the script on her own life story. To my relief, she intended to elevate art above life. I parsed her thirty minutes of meandering, anecdotal storytelling with the patience I usually reserved for watching the films of Tsai Mingliang and untangling headphone wires.

Her movie would tell the story of a group of unmarried women on an organized trip to the US for various fertility treatments that were unavailable in China—egg freezing, in vitro fertilization with a sperm donor—or to give birth there, securing birthright citizenship for the child. It would show the difficulties they encounter, the friendships they build, the different decisions they have to make along the way, all against the backdrop of the fertility ecosystem run by Chinese immigrants overseas.

Immediately I had a million questions. How many women? How much would the trip cost? Where would they get the money? What’s their relationship to each other? Why do they want kids? What’s their plan after freezing their eggs?

Beyond what I just told you, the rest is all you, she said. I’ll answer questions to the best of my abilities.

My spine straightened reflexively at the intimation of creative freedom. Too good to be true.

Why me? I asked.

Your script—the one about a woman twice leaving her son in front of the orphanage—made an impression on me. I considered it, really—even consulted some friends, who all told me to stay away from it.

I was so flattered by what she said that all words left me. Incredulous, I just stared at her.

Meeting my eyes, she asked, Did you figure out if every woman should be a mother? Or is capable of being one?

Not even close. Not even for myself.

How old are you?

Thirty-one.

I glanced at Caicai, who was captivated by her screen, and asked, How did you know that you wanted to be a mother? That you could?

I didn’t know if I could. I don’t think anyone can truly know that. It was when I stopped thinking altogether that I knew I wanted her.

She caressed Caicai’s smooth hair. The girl looked up at her mother. A private exchange passed between them, which I couldn’t and wasn’t supposed to decipher.

But why are you giving me this opportunity that you could have given anyone? I asked, again.

She answered as her hand moved up and down her daughter’s head, eyes lingering purposefully elsewhere.

I can’t pay at the moment, she said.

That was the catch. After rehashing draft after draft for months, years even, and receiving nothing but criticism and gaslighting as compensation, many friends had warned me against such a beguiling trap. But Fan Yanyan thought my writing was good—I was good! Good enough to be given another chance. She knew I wouldn’t bargain. I had nothing to lose—you can’t break a broken vase.

∞


INT. OFFICE OF CHUNTAO FERTILITY TRAVEL AGENCY – MORNING

A modest one-bedroom apartment converted into a commercial space. Soft piano music plays in the background. An office is tucked away in the hallway, its door open. Posters of women’s smiling faces, newborn babies, and scenic beaches line the walls of the living room.

In the open kitchen, a maroon liquid boils in an electric kettle, making bubbling sounds, churning pieces of Chinese herbs into a small underwater tornado: dates, goji berries, cut hawthorn, dried longans, huangqi slices. With a beep, the water settles, steam oozing. A pair of hands at the counter pours four cups of the herbal elixir.

They belong to CHUNTAO (45), the owner of the fertility travel agency, a plump woman with short hair, who exudes warmth.




CHUNTAO

This is very good for the qi! Here, drink some.




She walks a tray of cups to the coffee table, around which FOUR WOMEN are sitting on beige couches.




CHUNTAO (cont’d)

Today is a chance for you all to meet each other and ask any questions you might have. We keep our boutique groups small, so it’ll just be the four of you next week. You’ll be staying in the same house in Irvine. Let me see—

(flips through a folder)

Meng Wen is staying on longer, for her complete IVF procedure. Oh, and Xiaolu, too, of course. And Yezi and Lan will come back together in a month or so.

MENG WEN

I’m staying until giving birth. Looks like I’m the oldest among us? Forty next month.




MENG WEN (40) wears refined makeup and a navy silk blouse, a delicate gold sunflower brooch pinned above her left breast. She looks around at the other three women: LAN (31), YEZI (28), and XIAOLU (30), friendly and quizzical.




YEZI

That’ll be like—a whole year? That’s so nice. I wish I could take a year off, but neither my boss or my wallet would allow that. I’ve probably expended all my vacation karma on this trip already! I bet my boss is cursing me right now. Meng Wen-sister, you don’t look forty at all. You must tell us all your secrets. I’m Yezi, by the way.




Yezi hides nothing with her words or expressions, sometimes to a fault. Her smile could disarm anyone, contrary to what her style might suggest: purple highlights in her hair, purple eye shadow, tall black military boots.




MENG WEN

(chuckling softly)

Sure. We’ll have all the time. It’s not exactly going to be a vacation for me, either. My firm happens to have some business in the US. But it’ll still be nice to get away. What about you, Xiaolu? How long are you staying?



    
    CHUNTAO

Xiaolu is …




Chuntao shoots a hesitant look at Xiaolu. Xiaolu’s straight hair makes an elegant curve on the small of her back. A small beauty mark under the left side of her lips animates her doll-like face.




XIAOLU

It’s okay, Chuntao-sister. I don’t mind. With such a small group, everyone will know sooner or later.

(she pauses to make sure she has their attention)

I’m pregnant. Four months.



    
YEZI

What? I couldn’t tell at all!

    

    
XIAOLU

That’s good. Let’s hope the US customs officer thinks the same.

    

    
YEZI

Why are you going to …




Meng Wen seems to understand something that Yezi and Lan don’t yet.




XIAOLU

The father has a family. Doing all of this in the US will make everything easier, stuff like household registration, et cetera.




A moment of silence. Xiaolu waits for the others to take in her situation.




YEZI

I get it. You’re like Tang Wei in that movie!




Xiaolu nods, amused, grateful.




CHUNTAO

(laughing)

That movie boosted our business quite a lot! Our house in Irvine is very nice, too, like in the movie. Close to a beautiful beach. You’ll have a great time.




All eyes are on Lan now, who has not spoken. She seems distracted, casting her eyes out the window. Yezi follows her gaze, then everyone else does. The living room window looks onto an identical apartment building, then more of the same farther back. Islands of pale clouds float above the urban matrix, undisturbed.

Chuntao’s phone rings. Lan returns her attention to the room.




CHUNTAO (cont’d)

(getting up)

Here is Auntie Guan calling! She’ll be your caretaker. Excuse me.




Chuntao disappears into the office, her speaking voice faint behind the closed door. Yezi looks at Meng Wen before speaking, as if looking for permission.




YEZI

I’m freezing my eggs only. Is that what you’re doing, too? It’s Lan, right?



    
LAN

Why do you want a kid with this man, Xiaolu?




Xiaolu is taken aback, but immediately composes herself.




LAN (cont’d)

Sorry, I don’t mean to accuse you of anything. That came out wrong. I think what I mean is: Why do you want a kid under these circumstances?



    
MENG WEN

You could ask me the same question, then.

    

    
LAN

That’s true. Why, then?

    

    
MENG WEN

I don’t really have an explanation that would sound rational. I want to be a mother, have always wanted to be. Why are you freezing your eggs, Yezi?

    

    
YEZI

I know I don’t want to think about kids for a while yet. I have a lot to figure out … also …

(hesitating)

I don’t even know if I’ll be with a guy, or anyone, you know? I just thought this is something I’d do for myself. Kind of like insurance.




Yezi looks at Lan, as if saying: It’s your turn now.




LAN

I keep thinking that I don’t want kids, but I’m afraid that I’ll regret it. And I almost hate that there’s this technology now—now that I’m freezing my eggs, I’ll have to keep trying to make this impossible decision. I wish it could just be somehow decided for me. But of course I don’t really wish that. That would be horrible.



    
MENG WEN

Maybe you just don’t want kids. Not every woman has to be a mother.

    

    
LAN

Can I ask you to break the news to my mom? Because I’m afraid to.

    

    
YEZI

I get that. My mom is always nicer to other people.




They share a laugh that is only shared among friends.




XIAOLU

Lan, if I say it’s because I love him, will you think I have a love brain or that I’m just plain stupid?



∞

I imagined four protagonists, like in Ryusuke Hamaguchi’s Happy Hour, the thirtieth and my favorite on the list of the world’s longest movies. At five hours and seventeen minutes, the film hides its mastery in the most intimate and mundane moments, its dialogue winding and quietly wounding, its pacing as patient as life itself. It made me reevaluate my understanding of art’s relationship to life and question if my clinging to some kind of hierarchy was condescending. As much as I was inspired by the film, I also felt dejected: I was never going to create anything as good.

Yet for inexplicable reasons, as Sisyphean as it might seem, I was still willing to try. Anything creative must involve a certain degree of self-delusion, no? A foolish kind of faith in your own singularity. I believed this in the abstract; the impossible part was to muster the courage and lunacy to apply it to myself. For a few days, I sat in front of my screen and imagined foraging for pieces of myself in the wilds of my consciousness and painstakingly piecing them together into another version of me—the writer, the filmmaker, the artist. One afternoon, my fingers having collected enough energy, I started typing into a blank document. Whenever that anxiety swelled up to cork my throat, I would rest my head on Lulu’s soft orange belly. It vibrated at my contact, her chirping purr betraying the indifference in her eyes. A cat’s purr, a dog’s tail: Animals know of no deceit. I listened to her inhales and exhales, trying to match mine to hers.

Based on what Fan Yanyan told me, the cost of such a fertility trip was not a sum I could afford. But I was not interested in telling a story about the rich and famous. The story had to be mine in some way. The four women came to me rather naturally: Meng Wen, the oldest, a successful lawyer, having a child on her own; Xiaolu, a successful businessman’s mistress, a romantic who believes that children are the fruit of the truest love—I was pleased to make use of the gossip I had heard secondhand from a college acquaintance; Yezi, a young woman with a white-collar job and a fulfilling personal life at the crossroads of mainstream lifestyles and subculture, having saved up for this trip for years as she considers the prospects of various future paths; and last, Lan, some kind of a small-time writer, somewhat close to me, maybe, funding her procedure with her savings and contributions from parents and friends who do not know what their loans are for.

Contrary to what I was taught in school and how I used to work, this time I didn’t want to start with detailed character biographies or a treatment to lay out plot points. I couldn’t explain why, but it was an intuition that I knew I should follow. After inviting the characters into my bedroom, Lulu and I sat with them and listened to their conversations. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if they were talking to each other or directly to me. Other times, only after I had gone on for a while did I realize that they were all silent, and I was the one doing all the talking. Like that one time Lan launched into a monologue, listing all her reasons for not having children: our dying planet, our unstable and increasingly hopeless politics, her worry about the female body’s unpredictable changes, her suspicion that having children might be a narcissistic obsession, her uncertainty about having any maternal instincts, her distrust in the country’s education system and her inability to provide a better alternative, and more ashamedly, her selfish unwillingness to give up her time, her work, her art, because she has not created nearly enough, not yet, though she doesn’t know, either, how much would be considered enough, or who would get to decide that, and most importantly, she has this primal, unshakable, but extremely reasonable fear of being irrevocably linked with and responsible for something—well, not just something, but a life, a human life, the well-being of a human life, the meaning of which is too grave to even imagine, but can she—I—live with the regret about not having kids? I lay flat on my bedroom floor in the shape of 大, fixed my eyes on the blank ceiling, and started free-falling into a sunken place, a cold, infinite abyss with a colossal double helix at its center: two inseparable strands, the female body and motherhood, perennially spiraling around each other.

One night, when I thought my parents had already crossed into dreamland, a photo of an unsmiling man woke up my WeChat. This is my former colleague’s son, an auto engineer, my mother texted. Nice kid, doesn’t mind that you’re thirty-one. I don’t either, I wanted to tell her, and why didn’t she ask if I minded his borderline baldness and repulsive taste in shirts? But I knew it was wiser not to engage at all, especially not when I was feeling vindictively mean. Goodnight, Mom, I replied.

For most of my waking hours, I sat mummified in front of my computer until I was too exhausted to be upright. Only when I was not thinking or typing could I admit that unlike my mother’s nice kid, I did, despite myself, mind that I was thirty-one. I was envious of the opportunity these women had. My ovaries were as old as theirs. If I could do what they did, I would.

∞

On the day of our first official writer-producer meeting, the Fourth Ring Road was a giant doughnut-shaped parking lot. Because shuffling in and out of the subway with other people’s hot breath on my neck always distanced and diminished my own body, I borrowed my dad’s car so I could feel solid in my humanity, my newly recovered identity as a writer. But sitting in the hideous traffic, as I apologized profusely to Fan Yanyan for being late, I felt nothing but stupid. I closed my eyes and pictured my head on Lulu’s warm belly that subtly undulated.

When I opened my eyes, the endless stretch of glaring red lights didn’t look as evil as before, and a vision materialized before me: Through the ocean of unmoving cars, on this gaping freeway too preposterous for pedestrians, a woman exits her car, throws off her shoes, and, incredibly, starts walking. She has a small figure but her march of one looks grand, glorious. Drivers on the road honk at her, their heads poking out of the windows. She walks and walks and walks until she is but a speck. The frame freezes and the title of the film appears in big pink characters. The credits begin, slowly, to roll.

∞

I have the ending of the film! I announced as the door to Fan Yanyan’s apartment opened.

But she was already walking away, talking into her phone. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but her shoulders were raised to her ears in distress. Caicai waved at me from the corner of the living room. In front of her stood a three-story dollhouse unlike any I had ever seen. Instead of dreamy pastels, everything was in realistic colors. Nor were the aesthetics of the interior so compulsively perfect: The tiny bed was not made, the tiny dishes were piled in the tiny kitchen sink, the tiny doll sat with her feet up on the tiny coffee table, her tiny head leaning sideways as if in contemplation.

I squeezed the tiny cushions on the tiny couch and asked, Can I live here, too?

You can’t, Caicai said. Only two residents here—Mommy and Maisie.

Mommy was the doll sitting on the couch, and Maisie, a little-girl doll, was on the ground floor riding a bike with training wheels. Caicai pushed the bike around the dollhouse.

Where did you get this? I asked Caicai.

My Art Director friend made this house for her. Fan Yanyan spoke from behind us.

I stood up, remembering what I was here for.

Did you have time to look at the synopsis and the pages I sent? What do you think? I said in a rush. I wrote more but want to check—

Fan Yanyan lifted a hand to her forehead, her brows raised into two frustrated bumps. Had I said something wrong? After a moment, she looked at me with a keenness that I’d not seen in her before.

Are you doing anything else tonight? she asked.

But she didn’t wait for my answer before asking, Can you stay with Caicai? My nanny is off today and I have to go to this dinner with some potential investors.

I’ve never taken care of a kid before, I said.

Hesitation rose on her face. She studied me for a long second and looked behind me. Next to her dollhouse, Caicai was staring at me with contempt. Then she looked at her mother the same way her mother looked at her and, in a strikingly adult manner, gave a resigned shrug. Fan Yanyan shrugged back. A consensus was reached.

Fan Yanyan started gathering what she needed to head out, despite the fact that I hadn’t yet agreed to her proposition.

I really need these people, she said, seemingly to herself. They only know me as an actress, which apparently makes it impossible to believe that I could do anything else. I need these people to see me as a producer tonight.

Until hearing what she said, I had been too focused on what this movie would mean for my own career to realize that it would also be Fan Yanyan’s producing debut. I felt a tug at my sleeve. Caicai had come up beside me.

We’ll be okay, Mommy! Caicai yelled out to her mother.

She tugged on my sleeve again, urging me, too, to offer her mother some assurance.

I wouldn’t be so sure about that, I mumbled. I really haven’t—

You got this, right?

Fan Yanyan, frozen midstep, was speaking from the other side of the room, but she projected such a serious, almost threatening aura that I felt a chilling pressure in the air around me. Was she asking about my looking after her child, or writing this film?

Sure, fine, okay, I said, nodding.

When Fan Yanyan reappeared from the bedroom, she was in a purple sequined top and tight leather pants cropped right above her ankle, accentuating her slender legs. Her makeup was a different style from when we’d met at the teahouse, the mask of a star. I wondered if the men—producers, investors, film execs, the industry types whom she had to entertain—would be, like I was now, looking for the woman underneath that beautiful face, the producer.

What’s the ending of the film? she asked before leaving.

I described it to her.

I like the cinema-feel of it, she said as she put on a pair of stilettos. Like, it could happen in real life, technically, but probably would never happen. Only in cinema.

That was the only time I heard Fan Yanyan speak of cinema. For a while after the door closed behind her, I sat in her living room thinking about what she said, what makes movies cinema, until Caicai demanded my attention.

∞

Caicai invited me to play with the dollhouse.

You’re Maisie, she said. And I’m Mommy.

I tried to look unfazed as she handed me the little-girl doll. Just watch your mouth, I reminded myself, tucking Maisie into bed like Caicai told me to.

Wake up, Maisie, time to go to kindergarten! Caicai said as she walked Mommy in my direction.

I started to wiggle Maisie out of bed.

Don’t get out of bed yet! You’re supposed to say that you don’t want to go to kindergarten.

Why?

Nobody likes to go to kindergarten.

I acted along. Mommy approached and sat on the edge of Maisie’s bed.

Are you feeling okay, Maisie? Caicai said in a motherly tone.

I don’t want to go to kindergarten! I tried my best to sound four years old.

Caicai slid Mommy under the covers and extended one arm around Maisie.

Let’s stay home together then. Just you and me.

Where is Daddy? I heard myself ask.

Caicai glanced at me as if she knew exactly what I was doing. I was afraid she was going to cry inconsolably, or that I might have damaged her forever, or, worse, that she would tell Fan Yanyan about my misstep. But she quickly shifted her attention back to the dolls.

All we need is each other, Caicai said, as Mommy patted Maisie on the back. Mommy loves you so much. Nobody else loves you like Mommy.

Looking at Caicai, I felt that I could love her. But to love a child was overwhelming. You would lose the freedom to not love, the freedom to bury yourself in your sheets for days on end whenever you wanted, the freedom to die. To love a child on your own was almost too lonely for me to imagine.

That sounds lonely, Mommy, I said in Maisie’s voice.

That’s not what you’re supposed to say! You should say, I love you, too, Mommy.

If the child loved you back, I wondered, would it make you less lonely?

Interrupting my silence, Caicai asked in a less confident voice, What is the meaning of lonely?

I thought about the sound, color, smell, taste, texture of loneliness.

It’s the feeling you feel when you say something and nobody can hear you, I told her.

Caicai’s eyes dimmed in perplexity, insisting.

Or if you have a secret that you can’t tell anyone, I added.

The spirit of her eyes was so unflinching that I had to look away.

Eventually, she said, Are you lonely?

Yes.

Close your eyes.

When I did, a small hand gently stroked my hair, slowly down the back of my head. Then it returned to where it started and traced the same persuasive trajectory again, and again.

∞

At her bedtime, she started her nighttime routine without my cajoling. She recited rhymes to herself as she brushed her teeth, washed up, and applied her face cream from an orange, mushroom-shaped container, dabbing white dots in the order of her left cheek, right cheek, forehead, chin, and, finally, the tip of her nose, before massaging them evenly over her skin. The rhymes were slightly awkward, clunky, a private language that a mother created for her child. I didn’t know if Caicai knew I was watching her by the bathroom door.

After I switched off her bedside lamp, Caicai asked me to stay.

Can you hear me? she asked.

Yes.

Can I tell you a secret?

Yes.

I saw Mommy cry in the bathroom once.

She waited for me to respond but I couldn’t. I lay next to her, unsure if I should put an arm around her like Maisie did with the Mommy doll. My hand landed tentatively on her small body. At its warmth, a sore sensation expanded in my nose.

I held Caicai until her breaths grew longer and heavier. I listened to her inhales and exhales, trying to match mine to hers. In the dark, I thought I felt her body vibrating like Lulu’s. A faint purr growled deep inside her like ocean waves crashing in a whale’s belly.

∞


EXT. CRYSTAL COVE STATE BEACH, CALIFORNIA – DUSK

Meng Wen, Yezi, Xiaolu, and Lan get out of a Toyota Corolla. The Southern California breeze ruffles their hair, their long dresses swaying. Meng Wen bows to listen to AUNTIE GUAN (58), who is leaning out of the driver’s window.




AUNTIE GUAN

I’ll go to the supermarket and come pick you up in an hour or so. Black chicken soup for dinner tonight!

(looks up at the sky)

Look at those clouds! Perfect day to watch the sunset. You girls go enjoy before your big day.




The four women thank Auntie Guan and wave goodbye. As Auntie Guan pulls away, they turn around, standing at the threshold between concrete and sand, humanity and nature, the ocean shimmering on the other side, a blanket of clouds above the far horizon brushed golden.




YEZI

I might blow up if they don’t unload these eggs tomorrow. I can’t wait.



    
LAN

I feel like a hen. We are hens.




Xiaolu laughs kindly, starting to walk. The other three follow.




MENG WEN

You two don’t get to complain before I do.



    
XIAOLU

And try being pregnant, too.




Yezi turns to face her friends and walks backward. She puts on a sad expression, almost crying, her bottom lip out.




YEZI

Xiaolu, is your heartburn better?



    
XIAOLU

I’m totally fine today. Auntie Guan gave me this pregnancy pillow yesterday so I could sleep on my left side all night.

    

    
YEZI

Auntie Guan be saving lives every day.




Suddenly Yezi turns around and sprints toward the ocean, screaming.




YEZI

Aaaahhhh—



    
MENG WEN

(shouting)

Hey! You’re not supposed to run!




In the distance, Yezi doesn’t stop until she nears the edge of the waves. As the other three walk up to her—




LAN

To think I might be doing all of this for nothing.

    

    
MENG WEN

You’re doing it for your current self. I guess we can only live in the present.

    

    
LAN

We can certainly try.

(smiles wryly)

You’re so courageous, Meng Wen-sister—it scares me to think about raising a kid, let alone doing it on my own.

    

    
MENG WEN

What makes you think that I’m not scared? I often think about how my child will be judged. What happens if I can’t be there to protect them from other people’s unkindness? The damage can be serious or even permanent. It seems inevitable. What about you, Lan? What are you most scared of?




Lan considers the question. A few times, she opens her mouth to speak but closes it again. Finally, she says—




LAN

So many people say that they have children to cure their loneliness—definitely not the right reason—but to be alone in your love for a child, to know that no one else in the world loves them like you do, and to be solely responsible for their life, for their love for you—I can’t imagine that kind of loneliness.



    
XIAOLU

That actually sounds romantic to me, the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard!

    

    
MENG WEN

I know what you mean, Lan. It’s going to be a very strong, special bond, but lonely, as you put it. It’s going to be a new feeling. I’m scared, for sure, but also look forward to it.




Lan glances at Meng Wen, who gives her a smile.




XIAOLU

Meng Wen-sister, if my situation doesn’t work out, can we raise our kids together?




Meng Wen grabs hold of Xiaolu’s hand as they arrive next to Yezi. Xiaolu rests her other hand on her small baby bump.




YEZI

If there were really a next life, I’d like to be a man.



    
LAN

No! I would hate for you to be a man. Most of them are unbearable.

    

    
YEZI

I’ll be a good one! A woman’s life is too stressful, too many decisions to make with a clock ticking inside.

    

    
LAN

Then I should try to find you in the next life. How would I find you? We need a secret code or something.

    

    
XIAOLU

When we get back to the house tonight, I’ll tie a red thread between the two of you so you can find each other in the next life.

    

    
MENG WEN

Young people are so into superstitions these days!

    

    
YEZI

You’re not that old, Meng Wen-sister!




They all laugh. Then quiet falls again, only the ocean waves crashing.




LAN

Have you been put under anesthesia, Meng Wen-sister?



    
MENG WEN

No, this’ll be my first time. People say you won’t remember a thing. When you wake up it’ll be like waking up from a peaceful nap.

    

    
YEZI

We’ll lose consciousness. No feelings, no memories. I can’t say I’m not a little scared.

    

    
LAN

Me, too.

    

    
MENG WEN

Let’s sit.




They sit on the sand. Xiaolu’s face is turned away. After a few seconds, she raises her arm and points.




XIAOLU

Look! Surfers!




The four of them watch the two surfers attempting to stand up on the top of a tall wave, tensing up as the surfers ride it forward. When one falls, Yezi squeals. Then the other one falls, too. The ocean returns to a flat surface.




XIAOLU

They must have swum so far out for that. Look, one looks like a woman.



    
YEZI

All that effort just for a few seconds on the wave.

    

    
LAN

It must feel like flying.




They fall to a silence again. The surfers are wading back once more into the ocean. To their right, the orange sun is almost touching the horizon, the sky a smoggy pink, the calls of seagulls echoing each other, flying away.



∞

I think Lan should have a boyfriend, Fan Yanyan said. Married even! For her, having kids is one step closer to reality than for Yezi, which in turn delineates her uncertainty. Yezi has the young-and-single perspective.

As I considered her suggestion, she removed a mini fruit tart from the afternoon tea stand between us, a three-tiered polished gold tower, her willowy fingers a pair of tweezers pinching the delicate pastry. We were sitting on the patio of the Bvlgari Hotel in Beijing’s fleeting, objectively perfect autumn weather, the Liangma River resting beside us the color of jade, its stillness mesmerizing. I fixated on it, and the pristine reflection of the real world in the green water started to make everything around it look unreal. An unease spread in me. I didn’t know what was bugging me, exactly—it was a general malaise that I hadn’t been able to shake off since I arrived at the hotel. I had known that these upscale, exclusive, offensively expensive places existed in Beijing, but actually being here made me question if the city I called home was another place entirely, as if all this opulence invalidated my whole existence. I remembered a line I had read recently: Every person knows Beijing the way blind people touch an elephant. What I was feeling, I realized, was not so much unease but fear, dread that I would seem unworthy among the surrounding exquisiteness, that Fan Yanyan would soon see through my act, that I was no writer after all, but a fake without talent.

You’re right, I said, trying to move our conversation along. And Lan’s indecision would have more weight if having children was the easier, more obvious option. Maybe her partner wants to have children.

Yes, she has a lot of external pressure, which many women do! Fan Yanyan said. Not having them would make her life much harder in terms of her parents, husband, and so on.

It made me a bit calmer now that we were agreeing creatively. I took notes on her notes.

I like how our movie has no men in it, not on-screen anyway, she added, finishing the last bite of her fruit tart. Maybe Yezi is lesbian. I met quite a few lesbian women in the center I stayed in.

Fan Yanyan often had good ideas, but she understood little of the writing process. It had been two months since our first meeting, and we had gone through a few passes of the story treatment. I was in the middle of developing a scene-by-scene outline, putting together what I already wrote in an order that made sense, throwing out unnecessary scenes that helped acquaint me with the characters, and writing new ones to make the story whole. I toured Southern California on Google Maps, bathing in blue instead UV light, and when I felt stuck, I dragged the four women away from the dreamy Pacific Ocean, back into my bedroom, and waited for them to say surprising things. With these fundamental character changes, it would take me at least a few days to comb through the plot again. It was not that I minded the time—I had grown attached to these women. Spending days and nights with them switched my sepia life to Technicolor. Making them real made me feel real, like I was finally somebody, doing something. I created them, I was responsible for them, but I couldn’t control them, not really. I wondered if this was what having a child felt like. I looked at Fan Yanyan and remembered what Caicai had told me. I couldn’t picture this fruit-tart-eating beauty crying alone in her bathroom. Though I missed Caicai, seeing Fan Yanyan without her felt like a respite—a mother not as a mother.

I need the outline and the first act of the script by next Friday, Fan Yanyan said when I finished writing in my notebook.

That’s in a week!

A director is interested.

Who?

Fan Yanyan said the name of the Sixth Generation director who cast her in her breakout role. I knew I should have been grateful to have my name even remotely associated with his, but I couldn’t imagine anyone else’s hands on these characters—they were my children.

But it’s my film, I said.

Our film, she corrected me.

I want to direct it. I can.

No investor would bet their money on you. You’re a nobody.

Fan Yanyan said this with such an authoritative neutrality that I couldn’t refute her. Her statement was true. But a pain knocked around in me like a headless fly in a bottle. I turned my gaze to the screenlike surface of the river and tried to visualize it displaying Lulu’s soft belly. But what I saw instead was me holding Caicai in the dark, her small body breathing peacefully. Me, a nobody, holding a child.

You know, I said, Caicai told me she saw you cry in the bathroom.

I didn’t know how this piece of information would help me in this situation. Perhaps I was hurt by the truth, and I wanted Fan Yanyan to feel the same hurt.

She looked away, too, at the abutting river, and stayed silent for a long time. Or it was merely a few seconds that felt impossibly long, during which I became unsure if our truths could be compared at all: mine about my own failings, ultimately inconsequential; hers involving her child, every minute detail with the potential to be life-altering. If she, understandably, walked away now and made the movie without me, I would be left with nothing. As I searched for what I could say to un-fuck myself, she turned to me.

I haven’t thanked you for babysitting that night, she said. Caicai said you had a lovely time together. She asked about you a few times since.

I didn’t mean—

I think you understand how important this movie is to me. Help me, then: How should I pitch you to the investors? Who are you?

You are right. I’m nobody. But if I direct this movie, I can be somebody.

Somebody—do you mean someone with fame or money? Both? I mean a real artist, I thought, unable to utter the words. But if art didn’t bring me fame or money, would others, or I myself, still call me an artist? When I spoke of art, had I only wanted fame and money?

How could a nobody become a mother? I asked.

It was almost a rhetorical question, but maybe Fan Yanyan could give me an almost answer. She took a sip of her tea, then another, as I desperately waited as if she were going to tell me the secret of life.

Caicai would never see me as anything else but her mother, she said. No matter what I think I am, which I also tend to forget if I don’t occasionally peel myself away from her. Like now. Sure, my fame or money made a material difference to her life, but I don’t think that’s what you’re talking about.

I had thought that my failure as an artist stood most resolutely between me and motherhood. But I understood neither art nor motherhood, least of all how they could or could not coexist.

Why were you crying in the bathroom? I asked Fan Yanyan.

It’s none of your business, she said.

Then she leaned in, revealing the setting sun she had been blocking for me. The golden light backlit her, her face aglow and shadowy at the same time. I could see the rare frizzing of her hair but barely make out her expression. The sun, the face of time that ticks inside every woman, seemed mocking and aggressive in my eyes.

You are good with kids, she continued. Caicai doesn’t share her secret with just anyone. You just need a little more time.

I shielded my eyes so I could see her face.

If you get everything done, and we get some investors on board, I will do something for you, she said. How would you like to buy yourself more time?

∞


INT. LAN’S BEDROOM, CARE CENTER, IRVINE – NIGHT

A print of van Gogh’s Sunflowers hangs above the bed. Lan is thoroughly immersed in a packing mess. Two suitcases lie open on the floor, random piles scattered everywhere: the floor, the bed, the armchair in the corner. Faye Wong’s 1996 album, Fuzao, plays on a Bluetooth speaker.

Lan sits on the edge of the bed, folding clothes, humming along with the music. A knock on the door, which is ajar.




LAN

Come in!




Meng Wen appears at the open door in a silky pajama set.




LAN (cont’d)

Should have started this earlier. Look at all this stuff—I’ll probably be packing all night and go straight to the airport. Come in, though!




Lan smiles at Meng Wen, who remains at the door, unsure if there is a path for her to enter the room.

Lan empties the armchair, carrying clothes to the bed and dumping a small mountain of vitamin bottles into a suitcase. Meng Wen tiptoes to the chair and sits down.




MENG WEN

Those supplements all for your parents? That’s years’ worth of supply.



    
LAN

My grandmother, my parents, uncles and aunties, my mom’s friends—she promised everyone something.

    

    
MENG WEN

Does she know that you can get the same things in China now?

    

    
LAN

But then she can’t say that her daughter brought gifts from America.




Meng Wen starts to organize the mess, quietly marveling at the many notebooks Lan has bought over the past month.




MENG WEN

Make sure you check the weight later. Auntie Guan has a scale.




They work in silence for a while, a domestic intimacy that seems soothing for both.




MENG WEN (cont’d)

I’ll miss having you and Yezi around.



    
LAN

How long are you staying here?

    

    
MENG WEN

After the embryo transfer, they’re moving me to a place farther from the clinic. That is, if it’s successful, of course.

    

    
LAN

So this is the last place you’ll be childless.




Meng Wen stops her handiwork, contemplating.




MENG WEN

I still have moments when I doubt if I’m doing the right thing.

(pauses)

How are you feeling now that you’ve frozen your eggs?



    
LAN

A bit of relief. Only temporary, I suppose. But I do feel like I bought myself some time to focus on my work for a while. I think I just don’t feel like I’ve become myself yet, who I want to be, who I could be, and I want to do that first.

    

    
MENG WEN

Make your book baby, then think about a human one?

    

    
LAN

Watching you do this gives me hope, Meng Wen-sister. Though I don’t make as much as you do, and probably never will.

(laughs)

By the way, this is not to pressure you. I would admire you just the same if you changed your mind.




Meng Wen laughs, patting Lan’s hand.




LAN (cont’d)

But not once the child is born. It’s kind of the only thing that you can’t change your mind about.



    
MENG WEN

Some people try. Did you hear about the woman who left her son in front of an orphanage twice?

    

    
LAN

No. What happened?

    

    
MENG WEN

Actually, not an orphanage. I think she abandoned her son at the court where she had petitioned to transfer custody to the father, who was better off. When that was denied, she abandoned her son for the first time. She said she did it a second time because even though she worked many jobs, she couldn’t make ends meet. Sorry, this probably doesn’t help you.

    

    
LAN

That’s heartbreaking! People should throw the equivalent of bachelorette parties before getting pregnant. It’s a much bigger life decision than getting married. You can’t simply divorce from your kids.

    

    
MENG WEN

Let’s throw one for you! If you ever decide to.




Lan paces around the room, rummaging through her stuff.




MENG WEN (cont’d)

What are you looking for?




Lan finds her phone under a mound of miscellaneous things.




LAN

(tapping on her phone)

What if we throw one for you right now?




The slow Faye Wong song is cut off, and in its place techno’s vibrating beats play. Lan dials up the volume, moving her head to the music.




MENG WEN

The others might be sleeping already!




Lan makes her phone screen pulsate in a rotation of colors, and faces it to the wall a short distance away, creating a strobe effect. After she shuts off all other lights and clears up a patch of the floor, she drags Meng Wen up from the chair and tries to make her dance. Meng Wen resists as Lan insists, not letting go of Meng Wen’s hand.

The door opens. It’s Yezi, excited.




YEZI

Sick beat, Lan!




Lan pulls Yezi in with her other hand, dancing around her and Meng Wen. Yezi gets into it immediately, undulating her arms as her hips circle. Meng Wen shakes her head but visibly loosens up.

Xiaolu walks in, hands on her baby bump.

Then Auntie Guan, unable to keep an angry face at the sight.

Both of them join the makeshift dance club, their words overpowered by the music, illegible. In the dark, the five women move their bodies in ways they never would in the light.



∞

I accepted Fan Yanyan’s offer to pay for my egg-freezing trip, though considering how much time I spent on the script, it was not even close to a fair deal. We didn’t sign a contract, but I trusted her and hoped for monetary payment down the road. For now, I finished what she asked for by the time she needed it.

The Sixth Generation director, after signing on, wanted to get involved in the writing. The three of us and his assistant had a few long meetings. He thought the movie wouldn’t work without a few stars playing a few important male characters: Lan’s husband should come on the trip, Meng Wen should have recently gone through a lengthy divorce, and Xiaolu should meet a new love interest in California. I wanted to ask him if he desired these changes because he could not envision a world where women pursued their future unrelated to and unmotivated by men, but I was intimidated. He was tolerable compared with many male directors I had encountered over the years, mild-mannered and frugal with what he chose to say. He often took long pauses before succinctly verbalizing a thought, knowing that his audience would always wait with patience. I wished I believed in the power of my words, my ways of seeing, as unshakably as he did. He did speak highly of my title for the film: 以卵击石 (to throw an egg against a rock), and Tough Egg in English.

The director insisted that Fan Yanyan play Meng Wen, so I readjusted Meng Wen’s scenes with Fan Yanyan in mind, dutifully incorporated all the changes he suggested, and finished the script a week before their investor meeting. With a director, a star, and a script, everything was happening as planned. They mentioned Cannes and the Berlinale. The excitement of being in proximity to those names sustained me, though I had long given up my sense of propriety over the film. Instead, I delighted in the possibility of what it could bring to my future, in which I would no longer create according to other people’s whims. I told myself that I wouldn’t have given up so easily on my characters if my egg-freezing trip were not part of the equation. When so much of life felt out of control, the thought of my fertile eggs peacefully frozen in a liquid nitrogen storage tank soothed me like an iron flattening out the creases of a wrinkled shirt.

One day, my mother caught me swirling around in my bedroom, holding Lulu under her armpits as though she were my ballroom dance partner. In a moment of elation, I even agreed to meet that balding automotive engineer for a date.

The sun rises from the west today! You happy about that script of yours, huh? My mom teased.

I’m only going so you’ll leave me alone, I said, pushing Lulu’s face into hers.

Lulu scrambled out of my grip, sending my mom into a bout of anti-feline exasperation. When the cause of her anger wasn’t me, I relished watching her fume.

I couldn’t tell her that my temporary happiness was much less about the film than my egg-freezing trip. At dinner a few days earlier, I had probed my parents with the news of an unmarried woman who sued a Beijing public hospital for refusing to let her freeze her eggs. My mom said that the woman should just get married and have kids instead of coming up with ways to delay everything. My dad said that it was indecent for a woman to try to have children out of wedlock, if that was the next step in her plan. I swallowed what I would have said along with my mom’s sugar vinegar pork ribs. They tasted bitter.

∞

Fan Yanyan and I settled on Tokyo as my destination for its accessibility and affordability. She had first designated Bangkok, an even cheaper destination, but I suggested Tokyo, tempting her with Chibi Maruko-chan toys for Caicai. In reality, I had always wanted to see Tokyo, the city where some of my favorite movies were filmed, and to visit the Ghibli Museum in Mitaka. I would buy two of every toy there: one for myself, one for Caicai.

Fan Yanyan liked that Caicai liked me. After I finished the script, she often asked me to babysit. I didn’t mind the free labor, because spending time with Caicai knocked me out of my own head. Like Fan Yanyan said, I was good with kids, or at least one particular kid, which was all a mother needed, wasn’t it? Caicai laid bare my hidden mechanisms, airing them in the sun, calling me out, issuing destabilizing indictments like You only wear black and gray, you must be sad; or Every time your phone rings you look afraid, like it would spit bad news. This piercing candor was housed inside her with a sensitivity that was unique to the daughter of a single mother, the child of a movie star, and the little girl who played with an unromanticized dollhouse. As I started gathering new ideas for my next project, she appeared on the page in scraps of images, scenes, backstories for characters. Off the page, when I was not with her, I sometimes found myself asking: What would Caicai say?

On the night before my abominably early flight to Tokyo, I decided there was no point going to bed. By midnight, I was all packed, my parents asleep on the other side of the living room, Lulu nowhere to be seen. I tried to sit at my desk like I had done every night for the past few months, but tonight my bedroom felt extraordinarily quiet, so quiet that I could hear my lamp’s buzz drilling through my ears, trembling within me like a plucked harp string. Meng Wen, Yezi, Xiaolu, and Lan left me with an emptiness; I was alone, again. But my body didn’t feel heavy, the way loneliness usually made it feel. Instead, I felt light. Excited, impatient, scared, restless.

I called a cab to go to a nightclub that I’d heard was where the cool kids went. My friends and I used to party right outside the Second Ring Road, but Beijing had expanded so wildly that the new hot spots were way out near the Fifth Ring Road, where young people could afford to live. On the ride, I watched a hypnotizing film through the car window: Beyond the dusky yellow freeway, a slumbering, sprawling city receded against the inky sky, blurring into blotches of light and shadows, passing me by.

The club, with a name that contained the word factory, pulsed under a defunct water tower in an industrial park. At the entrance, I joined the line behind two black-robed post-00s, who plagiarized facial expressions from Balenciaga ads. I worried about my travel sweat suit, but the door person didn’t even look at me before stamping my hand.

Inside, techno beats carried throbbing red laser beams through a spellbinding fog. The deafening darkness embraced me, benevolently, like an old friend. Then it let me go, softly releasing me to the dance floor. The dance floor was heat, bodies of intoxicating warmth. The warmth willed me into a trance, unbidden, unstoppable. My limbs flailed like a broken puppet my head rocked from side to side up and down my brain on the verge of flying out my eyes closed not seeing not being seen the insides of my eyelids pumped with red flashes the birth of a child is the birth of a mother living is dying love is hope hope is pleasure pleasure is courage courage is despair despair is fear fear is art art is life life is an egg. I disappeared. Emerged.

∞

When I stepped outside, dawn had yet to arrive. The air smelled of smog, garbage, car exhaust, boozy breath, breakfast waiting to be eaten, new buds on old trees, and millions of unawakened dreams, their scripts still being written. I stood for a moment, waiting for the steady bass to fade in my chest, for my nerves to calibrate to this reverent stillness, and for my self to return. I sauntered out of the industrial park to the end of the driveway, lined with white birch trees, onto the side of the East Fifth Ring Road, which would soon be filled with unmoving cars. I saw no one for a long time.

As I came up a hill, a woman appeared ahead on the freeway, striding. A woman, walking in the middle of the freeway, like how Tough Egg ended in my vision. Only this time I recognized her. It was me. I ran after her and followed her onto a bridge. She didn’t look back, but I could hear her humming cheerfully. We walked, and walked, and walked, until the first light dyed the eastern edge of the sky milky white, as lustrous as a whale’s belly.





野火烧不尽 /

no prairie fire can destroy all the weeds



[November 24, Ürümqi]

Dilhumar doesn’t want to play with her daughter tonight. It has been a hundred and—how many days? She has stopped counting. A form of resistance? Perhaps. If she can, even only momentarily, forget the futility of resisting. To stop counting the days since the last time she, her daughter, and her mother-in-law set foot outside the apartment together—she feels as if she could disrupt the linearity of time, which, when one stays inside for as long as they have, feels like a distant memory, an illusion in the first place. In the Quran, time moves only forward; in Ürümqi, time runs in a never-ending loop. Everything comes and goes and comes around again: Every day, her mother-in-law asks for her husband and son; every night, her daughter wants to play the same game of dubbing her favorite Disney cartoons; every other day, the whole building lines up to get their throat poked at a tin booth; every two weeks, the neighborhood committee says the lockdown will extend for another two weeks. Occasionally, but repeatedly, Dilhumar is seized by a paralysis in her legs, an explosive pang in her head, and she freezes in place, closes her eyes, and waits for it all to end.

The living room looks the same when Dilhumar opens her eyes. In front of her, the TV is still playing Frozen on mute. American princesses always get what they want, and, though her daughter likes to belt out the songs, every time Elsa sings with snow magic at her fingertips, Dilhumar, the root of her ears burning, feels that the blond fairy is mocking her girl, who has no magic, who can’t even go to school, see her friends, or have a father. Without her voice, the happiness in Elsa’s disproportionally huge eyes looks menacing. Dilhumar turns the TV off. The room dims. The light from the old chandelier suddenly appears too yellow, aging everything in its vicinity. The air smells unfriendly, dry, the grease of chicken and peppers lingering from dinner. Dilhumar imagines herself turning into a fossil of a woman, sitting right here, in this room, on this couch, until the end of time. Even the external world has stayed unchanged: Outside the living room window, rows of apartment buildings identical to hers unfold to the edge of the dark gray sky. She imagines hundreds of mothers and daughters sitting by their windows at this exact moment, despairing behind those plain, illuminated rectangles, looking at her looking at them.

But where is her daughter? The girl was sitting by her feet a minute ago. That’s why the room is unusually quiet, now that Dilhumar thinks about it. She calls the girl’s name. No answer. Kitchen, bathroom—empty. Her mother-in-law is curled up alone in her bedroom, mumbling gibberish like she is reciting incantations. She calls again, louder.

Ana, I’m here!

The girl sounds muffled. Dilhumar wonders if her ears were plugged somehow. She opens her jaw and tries to pop her ears as if she were on a plane soaring to ten thousand feet.

Over here! the girl yells.

The balcony. Dilhumar arrives at the end of the hallway and slides the balcony door open.

Ana, look!

Despite facing the other side of the building, the view from the balcony is more or less the same—windows, buildings, dark gray sky. What’s there to look at? Dilhumar follows her daughter’s finger and sees black smoke, the ghost of a fire, snaking out of the neighboring building. She cracks open a window to a pungent burning smell and hurriedly closes it.

What is it, Ana?

Go watch your cartoon in the living room.

Dilhumar ushers her daughter back into the living room and makes sure all the windows in the apartment are properly closed. She turns Frozen back on, this time with sound, the snow on the screen so white it almost blinds her. As soon as Elsa’s tune fills the silence, Dilhumar makes her way back to the balcony.

Now there is not only the ghost of a fire, but the fire itself, raging out of the fifteenth floor of the building. Dilhumar knows everything about that building because it is the same as hers: every apartment sealed with yellow tape, every floor’s fire exit door tied shut with steel wire, the ground-floor entrance to the building bolted. From up here, she can see their residential complex’s closed iron gate and the long, narrow alley that leads to it. The main road in the distance remains empty like it has for the past three months, the whole city empty, mourning a feeling that no one wants to name. Freedom—dare she even think of it? But freedom, colorless and shapeless, is no longer the concern. It is the fire, red, morphing, growing. It is life. It is death.

How long has it been? Who is burning? Is anyone going to save them?

Will the fire spread to her own building?

Ana, it’s a fire! the girl says, innocently cheerful. Where are the firefighters?

Her daughter is back by her side, up on her tiptoes, clutching the fraying hem of Dilhumar’s pajama blouse.

I don’t know, Dilhumar says.

Are firefighters also locked in their homes? the girl asks.

No, janim, they are on their way.

Dilhumar doesn’t know if she’s telling the truth. She has never had to lie so much to her daughter as she has in the past few months. Are firefighters also locked in their homes? Nothing is impossible. Of this she is sure. She reaches for her daughter’s hand.

Finally, they hear the siren. Her mother-in-law wakes. The three of them stand at their balcony window, tracking the fire truck turning off the main road, maneuvering its way through the long, narrow alley, and stopping at the now-open iron fence gate. But it doesn’t go in, cannot go in, for reasons Dilhumar can’t quite piece together. But look at that water hose.

Look at the water, Ana! Like Elsa’s magic! the girl screams.

It is the first rescue effort the girl has ever seen. She fishes her mother’s phone out of her pocket and presses the red button on the screen. The snake of a hose is pointed this way and that, attempting all possible directions. From the outer edge of the complex, no matter the angle, the gush of water cannot reach the fifteenth floor, like a faulty geometry problem that has no right answer. Dilhumar doesn’t know how long they’ve stood there, unmoving. She doesn’t notice when horror replaces excitement on her daughter’s face. She doesn’t hear that her mother-in-law has started sniffling.

Ana, my hand hurts, the girl whispers.

Dilhumar relaxes her clench. Her hand is awfully sweaty. She wipes it on her pants.

I’m sorry, janim.

She takes hold of her daughter’s small hand again. In the presence of the raging fire, the night has begun to feel chilly. The fire has spread to floors above; the fire truck idles outside behind rows of white barricades; the water column, like a shapeshifting river monster, doesn’t reach its prey. For a moment, Dilhumar imagines she is watching the eruption of a dormant volcano, the lava painting the night sky a reddish brown, glowing.

Then comes the screaming. A woman’s voice. Perhaps a girl. Girls. Her daughter throws the phone onto the floor and breaks into a primal cry, as though she has regressed into a feverish infant, unable to communicate pain any other way. As Dilhumar bends to pick up the phone, the girl buries her face into her mother’s abdomen as deeply as she can. The warm pressure, almost right against her uterus, awakens a forgotten pain in Dilhumar’s body, the pain she felt only once in her life, birthing her girl, herself being torn open. That, and being burned alive—which hurts more? Dilhumar hugs the girl tighter. On this side of the window, her daughter is screaming; on the other side, mothers and daughters are, too, screaming, descending into another dimension.

Her mother-in-law rests her hand on the girl’s shoulder, shaking her head, her murmuring hum comprehensible to Dilhumar for the first time in a long while. “Allay Balam,” the lullaby all the mothers sing to their children and children’s children. Rest, my child, rest.

Umaq balam, shokh balam. Allay balam, allay. Könglüm sendin toq, balam. Allay balam, allay.

In the living room, Anna and Elsa are reunited, the victorious melody of ice and snow travels the length of the apartment to the balcony, joining the symphony of the blaze.

Dilhumar wishes she, too, could scream, but she cannot make a sound.



[November 26, Shanghai]

When Shuyun gets the text from her colleague about the memorial on Ürümqi Middle Road, she is at a bar a few kilometers away in the French Concession, watching the Qatari stadium rejoice for the Moroccan team, a collective, uninhibited, cathartic jubilation, which, three years into zero-Covid, two nights after the fire, feels extraterrestrial to witness from this side of the world. Shuyun’s part of the city, much farther out, had been on lockdown since the end of March, almost a week before the full-scale operation: initially for three days, then a week, then April and May and June went by. No, they did not go by. They stood still. On one of those illegible days, Shuyun read a study that said the state of suffering can change a person’s perception of time. Reality is but a subjective, fickle thing.

The reopening at the end of June has been noncommittal. Fear of getting the disease, not because of its physical but social repercussions, keeps Shuyun, and most people, from gathering indoors. It’s the first time since March that she and her girlfriend have patronized a bar, which has set up a huge projection screen for the World Cup. Shuyun doesn’t know much about soccer. She simply likes the thrill of tracking the telepathic passes between players, holding her breath when the ball inches close to the net. The ball, and even the players, look tiny on that giant green field. If she doesn’t concentrate, she misses the subtle but skillful movements. That was how it happened a minute ago: She turned around to order another beer, and before she realized what was happening, the bar erupted—goal! What she loves the most about watching sports, though, is when the broadcast cuts to the fans: The look in their eyes, no matter joy or sadness, is the purest feeling, their love for the sport, for their team, for their country, indistinguishable and inseparable. Except that tonight CCTV has attempted to crop the faces of the spectators out of its live transmission. They do not want Chinese audiences to ask questions: Why are we still locked in our homes while the rest of the world laughs, cries, and shouts, maskless?

Shuyun would love to celebrate another win just to have a rea son to make some noise. For three days, she hasn’t been able to look away from her phone, drowned in things she’d rather not know. Just once, she opened a video of a mother pleading for the rescue of her unconscious child over the screams of a fire, but those sounds have squatted in her mind, refusing to leave. Then there is the footage of people, unimaginably and unprecedentedly, marching in the streets, camping all night in front of the Ürümqi municipal government building, and a young woman holding a piece of white paper in Nanjing, her black baseball cap and mask unable to hide her rage. Where does their courage come from? Is rage enough to erase fear? How is she going to dispose of her own?

Not with a soccer game, she realizes. Though she works for a company that runs popular WeChat beauty and celebrity gossip accounts, she studied journalism in college, after all. So did many of her colleagues, who also never did the kind of reporting they had aspired to. Shuyun tells her girlfriend to finish the game with their friends. She is leaving to join her colleague on Ürümqi

Middle Road.

I bet you two hundred yuan that Morocco wins, she says to her girlfriend before leaving.

Outside, she hops onto a shared bike. For eight years she has lived in Shanghai, but it wasn’t until the lockdown during the past spring that she felt that she belonged. She made friends with her neighbors, taking part in the city’s resilience, which has now become part of her. She has grown attached to things like the French phoenix trees—how light pours through their branches and paints a crisscross pattern on the street. Seeing no oncoming traffic, Shuyun veers her bike into the middle of the road, where the trees’ shadows leave a slim open lane like a train track. Pedaling faster and faster, she lets the bike cruise on its own, catching a passing moment of freedom.

At Ürümqi Middle Road, Shuyun hasn’t expected the first people she sees to be the police, their bodies and vans blocking both ends of the street, their faces masked, and Shuyun masks her own. Nevertheless, none of them stops her when she passes into the crowd. There must be hundreds of people here, but it’s much quieter than at the bar, everyone talking in hushed voices out of respect for the mourned. She accepts a piece of blank paper from a stranger and spots her colleague across from the makeshift altar, standing maskless in an ocean of blank paper. From where Shuyun stands, the quiet is the sound of blank paper, the blank paper the look of silence. The candles are silent. The flowers are silent. The people are silent. Shuyun suddenly feels as if she were drowning, struggling for air.

Once Shuyun reaches her colleague, she gets a supply of oxygen from the energy flowing within the crowd. Unlike the police, very few people are wearing masks, so Shuyun, too, unmasks herself. It seems that everybody is waiting for something to happen, but nobody knows what, when, or how. Shuyun couldn’t have imagined mere hours ago that she would be where she is now, holding a blank sheet of paper like the girl in Nanjing. If this were more than a memorial, what would it be? A protest? A demonstration? What do people do at these things? Why is she really here?

Someone starts to hum a familiar tune. More voices join in. She first heard the song nine years ago, during her senior year of college, when she saw the video of feminist activists singing a Chinese cover of the song on Beijing’s subway. She shared the link with friends but it was deleted before they could open it, which perplexed her. It was a rare incident then, in the early days of WeChat, but now a normalized censoring tactic that she confronts daily at work. She still has never seen the musical and only knows the title of the song: Do you hear the people sing? She sings it under her breath. After the first line, Shuyun fumbles over the next words—until her colleague nudges her phone between them, the lyrics on the screen projecting their meaning with forceful clarity: angry, slaves, beating, heart, life, tomorrow. Her throat tightens. Her mouth is still moving but her voice fades. She tries to hear what those words sound like on other people’s lips.

After the melody ends, the people grow louder and more upset on the other side the police, behind whom a barricade tape now seals the street from both sides. Just as Shuyun thinks that the police must have stopped letting anyone into the memorial, she sees one person after another ducking under the yellow tape and immediately becoming part of the crowd.

Then someone shouts near her: No more lockdown! Voices follow. People start repeating the same phrase. Shuyun has said these exact words countless times in her head. She joins in, chanting in unison with the crowd. Another person starts another slogan, and so it goes, every slogan a surprise, the result a hodgepodge, from Maoist maxims like 解放思想实事求是 (Emancipate the mind and seek truth from facts) to 操你妈场所码 (Fuck your mother, Venue Code) and 操你妈共产党 (Fuck your mother, Communist Party). So this is what people do. Is this no longer a memorial, but a protest? Shuyun doesn’t know how a protest is defined. For her, this is a moment to stand side by side with those who suffer the same pain, who have been repressing the same thoughts, who long for the same kind of small, ordinary life that they had before. She feels the heavy substance tugging at her chest being released with the chants, blown out into the night air, metamorphosing, disappearing.

During a brief pause, she hears herself telling people to stop saying Fuck your mother.

It’s misogynist, Shuyun says, her voice trailing off toward the end of that short sentence, now that people have turned their faces to her. Smiling faces, she sees.

不要核酸要吃饭 (We don’t want PCR. We want food)! A woman’s voice, on the verge of breaking, leads a new wave—the handwritten manifesto from Sitong Bridge: 不要封控要自由 (We don’t want lockdown. We want freedom)!

Nobody shouts Fuck your mother for the rest of the night. Shuyun was heard, people listened. Like seeing a World Cup win, she wants more of it, that head rush of belonging to a bigger hope. She unleashes her full volume, voicing the new chant. Who can hear the people sing? The residents on Ürümqi Middle Road? The growing mass of police? The only person in the whole country who has the power to stop all this nonsense? Someone mentions his name. Fuck your mother! the voice follows. Shuyun lets this one go.

When her girlfriend arrives at two thirty in the morning, the police have effectually blocked off the street.

You owe me two hundred yuan, her girlfriend tells her on the phone. Morocco lost.

Can you wait for me? I’m not ready to leave yet, Shuyun says, her voice hoarse like it’s grinding against the walls of her windpipe.

She is sitting on the curb with a stranger’s arm around her. A few minutes ago, the stranger, a girl in a beanie whose cheeks have turned rosy from the freezing weather, gave Shuyun a hug.

言论自由 (Free speech)! 媒体自由 (Free press)! someone had shouted.

Hearing those words, Shuyun, holding her white paper high, her arm stretched to a supernatural length, suddenly lost all her strength. Like a puppet whose master has dropped its strings, she plopped into a sunken squat, burying her wet eyes between her knees. For eight years at her job, she had navigated what was and was not allowed to say, day in and day out—she was finally exhausted.

Shuyun is still exhausted. She misses, badly, the softness of her bed and her girlfriend’s hair. In the quieter moments between chants, when people rest, fidget, and reply to messages on their phones, Shuyun feels, secretly, a bit shamefully, a defeated emptiness, inescapable. What is this all for? Will anything change from their shouting? She doesn’t know. But as long as strangers insist on their kindness, as long as the night insists on its darkness, she is not leaving Ürümqi Middle Road.

It’s really red, maybe getting frostnip, she says to the girl in the beanie, pointing to her apple muscles.

As the girl tries to rearrange her scarf, Shuyun takes off her gloves, rubs her hands against each other for a few seconds, and glues her warm palms to a stranger’s cold cheeks.



[November 27, Toronto]

Perhaps no one will show up, Zhi thinks. Or rather, he prays to the heavens, in whose hands, he feels, most things have been left: the new variants that would emerge down the Greek alphabet; the number of days one would end up in quarantine upon landing in China; or when he would be able to see his lonely, aging mother again. The weather god has already worked in their favor, spreading thick clouds and sprinkling rain all day. At the staff meeting the day before, he volunteered to stay on the side of the consulate that faces Saint George Street, where the protest is scheduled to take place tonight. His wife complained when he told her he would be in the office on a Sunday night.

Haven’t you seen enough of this anti-China stuff? she asked. Wouldn’t it be better to stay in with your son?

His wife likes rhetorical questions that make him feel that everything he does is stupid and wrong. It was, indeed, stupid of him to tell her about the volunteer part. Three years ago, his wife quit her job and moved with Zhi and their seven-year-old son when the Ministry of Foreign Affairs dispatched him to Toronto. After a long domestic stint following four years in the Republic of Congo, they had both been relieved that he was finally assigned to a developed country, where their son could have a better education. No one could have predicted the pandemic, or Zoom school, or that Chinese embassies and consulates abroad would abide by the zero-Covid policy as if they were in China. While the world around them returned to normalcy, the consulate staff and family remained closed off in a surreality entirely their own. No outings without permission, no mingling with the locals, no nonessential activities—nonessential being the key word. Traveling, eating out, going on a walk have become, it was decided for them, nonessential. His son had wanted to play soccer after school with his Canadian classmates, but the consulate said it was nonessential. So the three of them have been spending all their time trapped together in their apartment, his wife bored, his son irritable, and the only agreement they can come to is that Zhi is to blame for all their misfortunes. Maybe he volunteered to stay on duty simply to have some time to himself. This he was not stupid enough to admit to his wife. What are you gonna do there anyway?

Zhi’s wife asked a semi-genuine question when he offered no response to her rhetorical ones. But he didn’t really have an answer.

What else is there to do? He has already ensured his own covertness, turning off all the lights, closing the blinds. He has checked the camera’s battery and available storage. Now he sits at his desk by the window, peeking out from the darkness of his office through the blinds’ plastic slats onto the street, where a small group has started to gather. Zhi thinks of an old saying: I am out in the open. My enemy hides in the dark. Guess he will play the role of the enemy tonight. This is not what he imagined he would be doing when he endured and excelled at rounds of written tests and interviews to become a public servant, a diplomat in a suit and tie, a representative of a world power. Instead, he handles mundane paperwork, does hours and hours of Party training, and spies on a protest as if he were in a James Bond film. Thinking of James Bond, he feels important again. If other people don’t think what he does is important, he will make them see its importance, his importance.

Before he left their apartment, his wife said that when the temperature drops after sundown, the young protesters would choose comfort, warmth, and hot takeout in their high-rises over getting rained on in the street. When push comes to shove, surely those rich, privileged kids aren’t going to sacrifice anything.

What’s the point of these protests anyway? She asked another rhetorical question, which she answered herself. There is no point, she said. She knows, he knows, everyone knows.

But his wife is wrong about the first part, which Zhi can’t wait to tell her later. By 7:15 p.m., though the rain has not relented, a line so long that he can’t see its end has formed on the sidewalk outside the consulate. Flowers, signs, banners, microphones, speakers—he has seen all these props before. Falun Gong supporters and Hong Kong protesters regularly show up with the standard gear. What looks different tonight are the people: They are covered from head to toe. Big winter coats with hoods pulled up, faces covered with masks, and sunglasses at this hour—quite a ridiculous look. He might have just hopped from a James Bond extravaganza into a moralistic Chinese Civil War movie, himself an underground Communist Party spy uncovering the identities of evil Kuomintang special agents. Chuckling from a sense of inexplicable excitement, Zhi picks up the camera, searches for a target, and zooms in on a woman. Holding a piece of blank paper, she happens to be looking up in his direction. Click.

His wife was right, though, about the latter part. She didn’t say that there is nothing to protest against, only that protests are useless. Reasonable, pragmatic people like himself understand this well—history has proved and continues to prove that protests change nothing but put the protesters themselves and their loved ones in danger. If anything, things would more likely swing the opposite way, when people at the top realize that they shouldn’t have let matters fall into such chaos and embarrassment in the first place. He thinks of Jiang Zemin’s words when, years ago, he berated a Hong Kong journalist on live TV: too young, too simple, and sometimes naive. Precisely how Zhi would describe these kids on the street today. What do they have against their country? Hasn’t their country given them everything they have? The fact that they are here, paying the tuition of Canadian universities plus the cost of living in Toronto, means that their families are, unlike his working-class parents from a fifth-tier county seat, well-to-do moneymakers who couldn’t have amassed that kind of wealth without China’s prospering economy. If their country weren’t as powerful and hard-line as it is, they wouldn’t have had the chance to have their minds corrupted by their overpriced Western education. They don’t realize that the whole world is against us, Zhi thinks. Ungrateful bastards. We want freedom! they are shouting now.

Freedom is for spoiled brats. He has watched the videos from Shanghai and Beijing: spoiled brats yelling free speech, free press, as if they were so intelligent, so sophisticated, so morally superior. Some boy even shouted, I want to watch movies, and people started to chant it together. What a joke. Ask if the workers in the Henan Foxconn factory cared about movies.

Despite himself, Zhi is curious about what these ungrateful bastards and spoiled brats have to say. He opens the window to hear more.

Communist Party, 下台 (step down)!

Reflexively, Zhi slams the window.

Then comes the name he has been taught to fear and revere. Step down!

Merely hearing these words feels wrong enough. Even though he knows these chants from the videos, the raw human voice, not mediated through digital signals, strikes something different in him. When he watched those videos, he thought the things coming out of their mouths were hilarious. Step down? Certainly no one is stepping down. Without the Communist Party, there would be no new China—didn’t they all grow up singing the same song? But the protesters in the videos repeated the chants over and over, like they are doing now in this foreign land, their volume growing, their desperation deepening in the guttural quality of that collective voice, and Zhi feels as if something is bubbling inside his abdomen, those rhythmic incantations beating the drum of his heart.

Step—down! Step—down!

He imagines his lips moving in tempo.

Step—down!

Thrilling, just for the hell of it. When was the last time he did something he was not supposed to do? Not since smoking on the roof of his high school dormitory, his scrawny, adolescent legs dangling over the ledge, seven floors above the world. Deep down his windpipe, vibrating against the tip of his heart, those never-uttered words in his mother tongue are breaking out of his throat like unborn chicks wriggling out of their shells. He has heard seditious language many times before, in English, in Cantonese, but somehow the same words in Mandarin carry a seductive energy, frightening and exhilarating at once, their meaning finally penetrating him. Everything comes into sharp focus—a moment of total understanding. Or so Zhi thinks, since perceiving the world in shades of gray has never seemed necessary, and the possibility of not understanding a sign of weakness than wisdom.

He reopens the window, telling himself it’s for the clarity of his photos. The more protesters he can help identify, the happier his supervisor will be and the more worthy he will appear. As he presses the shutter—click, click, click—he follows the lead speaker with the crowd: Step—down! He is screaming and whispering at the same time, making a sort of quiet, hollow echo as if his chest were an empty cave. A sniper echoing the last cry of his targets.

Click.

Step—down!

As Zhi swallows the protesters’ chants, he grows comfortable, confident, content even, in knowing that when the sun rises tomorrow, he will fall on the glorious side of history, and those in his camera on the other. But he doesn’t yet know that the line between the two moves like a capricious child. Safe ground will, one day, shift under his feet. It is shifting before his eyes, right now, on Saint George Street.



[November 30, New York]

In her tenth-grade English class, when Phoebe Shi named herself after her favorite character in the American sitcom Friends, she didn’t know that she would, one day, live in the same city as her namesake. Previously, she had been Hermione (Granger) for three years, Taylor (Swift) for two, and Matilda before that, a name given to her by her first foreign English teacher, a left-handed British blond. Phoebe never felt like a Matilda. She would have liked it more had she put the pieces together: Her classmates were Charlie, Willy, James, George, Danny—her teacher lived in the adult-hating world of Roald Dahl. But she clicked into Phoebe right away. After four years in New York, she feels even more attached to Phoebe than to her Chinese name. Phoebe is her adult self, a senior at Parsons, a devoted New Yorker, whereas her Chinese name conjures her parents’ child: modest, obedient, soft-spoken.

Phoebe has been sitting at her desk all morning, staring at four pieces of letter-sized paper pasted onto a piece of cardboard, the winter sun shining on her blank canvas at a tender angle. She is trying to make a sign for tonight’s solidarity protest outside the Chinese consulate, but she can’t decide what to put on it. The task is so categorically new that her brain goes as blank as the reflective pool of white paper: She has neither attended a protest nor made a sign. She has, though, witnessed unforgettable protests two and a half years ago, when the virus went on a summer hiatus after a deadly spring. From her window, she watched thousands of Americans marching in the streets. I can’t breathe, they chanted in unison, their cries audible long after they passed out of her sight. Phoebe didn’t join them, because as geographically close as the injustice was, and as empathetic as she was to their cause, she did not think it was her fight to fight, especially not on her precarious student visa. But she remembers the hot air of rage and heartbreak that summer, emanating from the crowd, rising up, and reaching her three floors above.

Her parents called earlier, minutes after she reposted an article about the White Paper protests on WeChat. It was almost midnight in Changsha.

Are people protesting in New York? her mother asked.

No, Phoebe lied.

Foreign forces always target naive students like you! her father vented. Did you know that your cousin went to a protest in Toronto?

Her cousin who cares about nothing but games and cars? Phoebe was surprised. She imagined her parents sitting up in their bed, moonlight on their frosted window the color of her favorite banana-flavored milk, her father’s face reddened and slightly inflated from rage, his angular jaw losing its sharp edges, and her mother’s face crumpling into itself, deepening the new creases that Phoebe was afraid to discover every time they had a video call.

If you have imbecile friends getting into this nonsense, stay as far away as possible.

Her father gave his order, presuming that his daughter—modest, obedient, soft-spoken—wouldn’t partake in such ugly affairs unless she were dragged into them.

Got it, Phoebe lied again.

And delete the post, one of them said.

Phoebe didn’t have to delete the post. By the time they hung up, the link to the article, as she had expected, redirected to a familiar sight: a solid red circle with a white exclamation point in the middle. Underneath, it read: This content is no longer available because it violated relevant regulations.

Before the pandemic, her father would have been right about her. Phoebe had never cared about politics, Chinese or otherwise. It just never seemed to affect her. She liked drawing and chose to study graphic design. Neither, she thought, requires an understanding of politics.

She learned about tonight’s protest from her classmate’s Instagram. The girl in fashion design reposted the protest flyer and asked if anyone wanted to go with her. Phoebe hadn’t expected her classmate, whose family owned many clothing factories, to be interested in such an event. Phoebe had last seen her at the beginning of the semester, soon after the classmate returned from her summer in China. She had been quarantined for three weeks in a grimy hotel room before going home. Her family’s factories were on the verge of closing. And, because of all the travel restrictions, she couldn’t see her grandparents who lived in another city.

At least you were home, Phoebe had blurted out.

At this, her classmate stopped complaining.

Now that Phoebe thinks about it, it was not a very sensitive comment. Any sentence that starts with At least translates to a version of Be grateful for what you have, you spoiled brat. She could tell that her classmate was angry, worried, had been trying to get at something unspeakable. But Phoebe envied her regardless. Her own parents were unable to splurge on the ten-thousand-dollar airfare. She hadn’t seen her parents for three years—more than 13 percent of her time on earth!

It was this classmate, after Phoebe responded to her story, who suggested that Phoebe bring a sign.

A piece of white paper? Phoebe asked.

Since we can say whatever we want here, her classmate said, you can write something on the sign.

Okay, I will, Phoebe said, too embarrassed to ask her classmate for ideas.

Remember to cover up, her friend added, sombrero emoji, mask emoji, sunglasses emoji.

Phoebe tapped three thumbs-up emojis on her phone, leaving out her questions: Should the sign be in English or Chinese? Should it be about the Ürümqi fire, the lockdown, or more? What is the protest about, the Ürümqi fire, the lockdown, or more? What would be the more part?

Phoebe has never felt compelled or qualified to attend a protest. Her parents work for state-owned enterprises and have always made sure she understands that her life in America is, effectively, funded by her country. Twelve years of mandatory patriotic education from elementary through high school taught her only one way to love her motherland. But for almost three years now, she has been watching on her tiny phone screen as Dr. Li Wenliang posted his last Weibo, her high school classmates got locked in their college dorms without enough food, her parents’ diabetic neighbor was forbidden to get insulin, her uncle’s hot pot restaurant opened for business for the last time, and then there was the Shanghai lockdown, the fire, the protests. Video after video, post after post of incomprehensible tragedy and brutality. Maybe she ought to have some opinions. How could she not? She has begun to wonder if China, the Chinese government, the Chinese Communist Party, and the Chinese people are four vastly different things, and if she has been mixing them up.

Phoebe turns to Google for help with her sign. The search yields lots of images from 1989, which she used to deem ancient, irrelevant, and some photos from the more recent Hong Kong protests, which she had initially disliked because she had seen bigotry about mainlanders circulating within them. But those hungry students at Tiananmen Square and the Hong Kong protesters, beaten and tear-gassed, now twist her heart somehow. There are two photos of Beijing’s Sitong Bridge from October, but to her designer’s eye, that brave man’s banner has too many words for the size of her sign. She keeps scrolling and scrolling, until one photo, taken outside the London Chinese consulate two nights before, catches her attention: a flag the color of dark menstrual blood, on which bold white characters read 父权不死 极权不止. Totalitarianism will not end without the death of patriarchy. Metal chains are wrapped around the necks of the two young women holding up the flag. Phoebe has seen such a chain around a woman’s neck before, but where? Woman, chains, patriarchy—she puts the key words into the search bar of her mental album. Yes, the Xuzhou woman. Little flower plum is her name, a trafficked bride who became an involuntary mother of eight. News of her came out at the start of the year. Phoebe remembers now, in the most circulated video, the chained Xiaohuamei, her frostbitten fingers barely able to tear off a corner from her cold chunks of bread, her mind having left her body long ago, saying a jumble of words that didn’t make much sense. The only sentence Phoebe could make out was This world abandoned me. Phoebe feels ashamed for forgetting her so quickly. Forgetting is a cruel, terminal form of abandonment. She could say that too many tragedies have happened since then, but that would just be another insensitive comment.

With a dark red marker, Phoebe outlines the eight characters on her cardboard canvas. She hasn’t written in Chinese in a long time, and the inherent movement in every stroke suddenly fills her with a curious feeling, a warmth that probes her body tentatively, as if testing its boundaries, asking for and granting itself permission at the same time. Slowly, her hand moves under the guidance of this feeling that she is too awed to name. A downward stroke, a short rightward stroke, another downward stroke to the left, a long rightward stroke at the bottom—Phoebe finishes the last character. The sun has drifted away from her window, but even without its light, the eight characters seem like they are glowing.

She pulls out a pair of black jeans from the closet. On her desk, her phone dings. She swipes away the message in her family group chat. She puts on a black coat, a black mask, and a black beanie, as she imagines the protest tonight, and the next she will attend, and many, many more. She can’t quite picture what each protest will be like. She only knows that they will all be different, except that every time there will be a person like her, who is at her first protest, nervous and excited and not knowing what to do. The world can be changed this way, Phoebe thinks, one person at a time. Pressing the sign against her side, she feels an ache to be outside. It cannot wait. She opens the door, steps over the precipice with one foot, then, impatiently, the other.



[January 8, unknown location]

This is a portrait of a young woman we don’t know. Intentionally or not, she has made the whole world wonder about her. No one knows where she lives. No one knows what she thinks. No one even knows what she looks like.

Some people do, surely—those who are responsible for her safety and her mysterious divorcé of a husband. But not you and me. We may read about her on the web, fictionalized narratives about her that are less trustworthy than what I’m telling you now. We do, however, know much more about her parents, perhaps more than the young woman herself knows. Her father’s name appears on the front page of the state news every day, but I don’t know if she reads those lies. After all, she went to school in Boston, as she might say, rarely mentioning the school by its name, which happens to be one of the few facts available to us. At Harvard, our young heroine learned that the rest of the world, perhaps the United States in particular, is as obsessed with her father as her motherland. She remembers her time at Harvard, which was shortly before her father’s ascension, with genuine fondness. There, she had ignorant friends, unmemorable dreams, and another name. She liked living under that name; with that name, life appeared softer around her. She liked the campus and the surrounding town, where people cared more about knowledge than money or power, or at least they liked to pretend they did.

Years ago, nearing her graduation, she asked her mother if she could stay in Cambridge and have a quiet life. No, not quiet in the literal sense, she corrected herself. Her life anywhere else wouldn’t be quieter than home. She wanted an ordinary life, I suspect, like a Disney princess locked in the high tower of her castle, longing to slum with the common people. That day, before she saw her singer mother, who no longer sang, our heroine powdered her apple muscles with a peachy blush, admiring those round and supple cheeks that seemed to have been transplanted from her mother, who didn’t even have to open her mouth before the young woman came to her senses. How dare she ask for a life elsewhere? She apologized for being inconsiderate—absurd was the word she used, knowing it was the word her mother would have chosen. Her happiness did not matter in the grand scheme of things. How could her father build the Chinese Dream for 1.4 billion people if his daughter dreamed the American one?

Although the world doesn’t know her, she knows the world and everything I’ve written here so far. Since she left Harvard, other people’s lives have seemed abstract, and for the past three years, she has felt as if she lived in another dimension entirely. We could try to understand—her world has branched onto a parallel track, one without a virus, without a screaming fire, without raised sheets of white paper. She has come to appreciate this sanitized vacuum, as safe as her mother’s womb. Her father has taught her the art of distrust, his most prized skill, and made sure she applied it generously and meticulously. She, too, has watched the videos of Ürümqi Middle Road and Liangma Bridge, but she can’t simply believe what she sees. Not that she doubts that those people in the videos took to the streets on wintry nights, but that they did it for the reasons they claimed. Self-righteous is what she thinks they are, not recognizing, I’d like to point out, that her very own life rests upon the stilts of her father’s unchecked self-righteousness.

Let’s imagine a two-story redbrick house. Perhaps our heroine’s bedroom sits in the corner of the second floor, where a red mahogany banister leads to a balcony with red mahogany French doors. And let’s say that this room is where she peruses those videos. She plays them only after checking the connection of her AirPods, because her husband, who told her not to bother with the videos, is on the phone downstairs. She is quite amused by the part where a guy with a dorky middle-part read Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 in a Beijing accent. She also likes the songs they sang: “L’internationale,” “Farewell,” even the musical number that she knows no one is supposed to sing. She remembers that famous musical well. Many lifetimes ago, in the darkness of a Broadway theater, she cried over Fantine’s tragic fate and Éponine’s heartbreak, wiping her snot on the sleeve of a sweater she left in America, along with the person she used to be.

But when the shouting starts in the videos, she despises them immediately. That kind of rage repulses her, like that one lunatic from Sitong Bridge. Then she hears her father’s name. Step—down! Reflexively, her fingers shuck the AirPods out of her ears. The small white earbuds slip out of her hands, and one lands in a puddle of sunlight on the floor, glistening like a precious stone. From where she sits, she can’t see where the other one went. She would bend to look for it if she were able to move, but for the moment, she is paralyzed, as if what she just heard were a spell that is freezing her in place. Something about the language, Step—down!, its brashness, aggressiveness, almost barbaric, overwhelms her with terror. It’s no longer some lofty ideal they retort; it sounds like a samurai’s last roar before a fight. If they can point their swords at her father’s throat now, they could do the same when her time comes.

You must make them pay, the young woman tells her father many days later when she sees him in their dining room for half an hour.

Her father, having been trained to reveal nothing in his expressions, gives his daughter a private smile that we would never get to see, and says nothing.

Our heroine waits and waits. First, her father drops his policy, which makes it seem like the protests worked, and that horrifies her. Then she gets sick with the virus, for once in sync with the rest of the country. She recovers. She takes care of her mother and her husband through their infections. She dreams of an island vacation, swimming with a shoal of manta rays, and wakes herself when dark blood starts to stream from their eyes, the ocean turning unstoppably red, angry waves roaring like a chorus of tanggu drums. Finally, at the end of the year, her father sends news. The arrests are underway. Interrogations, indoctrinations, charges, and sentences will follow. The young woman feels she can breathe again, knowing that those who chanted her father’s name will never chant it again, and those who didn’t will never remember that they once heard such a chant.

Today the country officially reopens its borders. Our heroine has forgotten what happened last month, last year, or three years ago. So have many people in her country. She never found the other earbud and has bought a new pair. They sit in her ears now as she waits for her private jet to take her to her vacation on a private island that her father has hidden from us. What is she listening to? We don’t know. The plane starts to move on the tarmac, and she bobs her head to a rhythm we can’t hear. She looks happy, perhaps imagining the warm embrace of the tropical water, manta rays that would shield the sun and not bleed, or the blithe fact that no one will speak of the videos she watched, no one will ask about those who disappeared, and no one will ever chant her name. No one.






The Memory Museum


I’m obsessed with memories, I said to Lu Tian when he asked why I wanted to work at The Memory Museum.

I first noticed him on the Monday of our employee orientation week, his downcast eyes, uncombed hair that looked golden brown in the sun, and thin lips tied on the left side by a tiny dimple. This asymmetry rendered him irresistible; symmetrical beauty, I decided, is oppressive, obsolete. Now, seeing him alone in the cafeteria, I figured I had existed in his peripheral vision for three days, and three days was long enough.

What about you? I asked.

I’m a sound artist, he said.

I knew that he worked in the Audial Department, but what was a sound artist?

Are you a musician?

I play a few instruments, he said. But I can’t sing.

He blushed, just a little, or I imagined he did. Maybe I blushed first. He told me that he started by recording everyday sounds, the ambience that defined a time and space, then layered them with artificial, synthetic sounds. He had recently rediscovered Western classical music from centuries ago and mentioned a few composers whose names were made of alien syllables. I didn’t know them—Western art had been banned since before I was born, its resurgence slow and unsystematic after the establishment of our new government. It was only during college that things like Western classical music were openly celebrated again. My roommate had played the bassoon in the university orchestra, I wanted to tell Lu Tian, but I didn’t interrupt. He was excited, gesticulating gracefully as he spoke, his hands parting and gathering like clouds, and for a moment I stopped hearing him and just watched.

Before coming here, I created sound effects for movies, I heard Lu Tian say when his voice returned.

The scope was limited by what happened in the movie, he continued. But the possibilities at the Museum are endless! Memory is subjective, so sound, too, can be subjective.

Excitement suited him. He shone so bright that I had the urge to squint. He looked my age, but given his work history, he must have been older.

This is actually my first job, I said, wanting to impress him.

I thought all technicians had to have prior experience. You must be really good.

I must be, I said, half mocking, half proud.

Which department?

Olfactory and Gustatory.

Lu Tian nodded, hesitant, spooning a small chunk of yellow lantern chili sauce into his soup. I could tell that he couldn’t quite imagine what I did.

Our new government, led by a visionary feminist, had replaced the subject of History with Memory, which I studied in college with a concentration in Olfactory and Gustatory Memories. For my classmates and me, this job was one of the most coveted positions in the country, though less lucrative than the private sector, where wealthy clients paid exorbitant fees to preserve everything that happened to them. I couldn’t accept that memories were given price tags, as though some were worth more than others.

I make very specific smells and tastes, I explained. With everything you can imagine: a rare spice, a recently expired can of fruit, pollution in the air at a certain humidity level, you name it.

I gestured to what surrounded us: hundreds of Museum employees, each preferring a different shampoo, wearing a different washed fabric, and consuming a different combination of lunch offerings, with savory side dishes and the drink of the day—sour plum tea with sweet osmanthus. Lu Tian scanned the cafeteria with his nose, moving his head from left to right as he inhaled.

So you’re a smell artist, he said.

A smell artist, I repeated. I like the sound of that. In a way we’re doing similar things: Both sound and smell seem secondary to sight when it comes to memory, but—

But it’s actually more often that a sound or smell triggers a recollection, he said, finishing my sentence.

Yes! They’re both more visceral, more somatic. An involuntary experience when they awaken something in your body.

Do you have a smell that you remember most clearly? he asked.

I took a big bite of my mock-duck roll. The answer was yes, I did, but I’d never told anybody about it other than Laolao, who shared the memory of that smell. I remembered it so well not because I chose to—I was only four years old at the time—but because it was preserved in this very museum, and I’d revisited it a gazillion times.

That memory was not the first thing that I wanted Lu Tian to know about me, but I also didn’t want to lie. So I tried a smile. As the corners of my lips stretched wider, I realized my mouth was too full. I must have looked deranged, but Lu Tian didn’t seem to mind.

This mock duck is good, he said, taking a bite. Almost better than the real meat we used to eat.

I nodded dramatically, trying to swallow as fast as I could. He looked away and smiled to himself in a way that made me feel okay about embarrassing myself. There was an ease to him. He didn’t try to be cool and didn’t expect it of others. I had somehow sensed this when I passed him on our first day outside the auditorium, where all the new employees gathered for the welcome speech. But it was his mysterious aftershave that had first drawn my attention. I smelled a few base notes: sandalwood, jasmine, juniper berry, and a bitter citrus—pink grapefruit or yuzu. Despite all my training, there was something I could not identify, a pungent ingredient that almost repelled me, yet in the next moment pulled me closer. He smelled single, though. Of that I was sure.

∞

On Friday afternoon, like I did every week since Laolao’s passing, I visited the Private Memory Division’s library to remember her memory. Laolao first took me to The Memory Museum on my tenth birthday, less than a month after the new government celebrated its opening. It was last among the new museums they had established: first the Museum of Censorship, then the Museum of Public Language, the Museum of Domestic Colonialism, and finally, The Memory Museum.

Remember, Kele, memories are unreliable, Laolao had said as we stopped in front of the relief sculptures on the gate.

She pointed to an unintelligible shape on the left and said, This is death.

Death was familiar to me even at that age, the death of my parents being one of my first memories. So I nodded, staring at the abstraction of death in lines and shapes.

This—Laolao pointed to the panel on the right—is all that is evil.

Evil came to me much later, when I finally understood how my parents died. At ten, I didn’t know what evil meant and Laolao knew that. I nodded anyway. Then she pointed to a circle above the relief panels. When I looked up, it seemed to be still, yet moving.

I said, That’s time.

Though it was a circle without numbers or the hour and minute hands, and the markings around the circumference fell at random intervals, I recognized it as a clock.

Time rules everything: death, evil, memory, Laolao said. But memory resists all of them. Even time.

Laolao had always been stingy with words, as if I should understand what she meant without further explanation. On that day, we toured the cathedral-like Public Memory Division, where the permanent collection, produced with memories from both solicitations and open calls, was displayed in large Memory Immersion Tanks, reconstructing the country I was too young to remember: military parades, forced abortions, morality classes for women, patriotic singing competitions, labor camps for dissidents and ethnic minorities.

By the time I turned eighteen, Laolao’s memories had stopped fastening themselves to neurons in her brain. She accepted the loss of the short-term ones with nonchalant equanimity—I don’t need to remember what I ate for breakfast—I could still hear the tempo of her words that had always calmed me, until her long-term memories, too, started to jumble. She visited The Memory Museum more and more often, and when she was too frail to go alone, she asked me to take her. We spent hours in the Museum, surrendering ourselves to the memories of others. On those days, I would come out feeling that my body had taken flight from its physical form, and I was as light as the wind. Laolao felt the opposite: Her bones weighed her down. Even her clothes felt heavy. When we got home, she would ask me to strip her and lay her naked in bed, uncovered. Her skin creased into elegant lines that carved playful shadows out of her sagging flesh. I would lie beside her and we would talk, or not. Sometimes I would fall asleep. Where dream met non-dream, my eyes hesitating to close or open, I believed I could see under Laolao’s skin, cells and molecules working to retain their own memories, each a universe of infinite time and space—I watched Laolao turn into memory itself.

It was during those last days that she first let me remember our shared memory in a single-occupancy memory tank. Laolao had contributed to the Public Division three times in her life, but only one memory was archived in the Private Division. I was its sole inheritor.

∞

An interior suspension bridge connected the monumental glass structure that was the Public Division to the smaller, asymmetric Private wing that was engineered to look like cork but was gray in color. After crossing the bridge, I could see Qi sitting behind the librarian’s desk, staring intently at her monitor. Without looking at me, she handed me the sign-in gadget.

How did you even see me? I asked as I unlocked Laolao’s memory with my fingerprint.

When orientation ended, I knew I’d see you in no time.

Qi gave me a maternal look, affection disguised as annoyance. Laolao’s final year had been Qi’s first working at the Museum. We saw her every Friday, and Laolao once even invited her into the memory. At the funeral, she brought Laolao’s favorite flowers, white and pale purple yulan that stayed fragrant for days. Like me, she was a keeper of Laolao’s memories. It warmed me to see her every week.

On the screen, staff appeared next to my name in green.

Can’t believe I work here now, I said.

Your Laolao believed it, Qi said.

She knew I would work here? She told you that?

I never told you because I didn’t want you to feel pressured, she said without slowing her typing, immune to my anxious interrogation. Your Laolao said you’d work here someday so you could learn about your parents.

Qi stood up to retrieve my onetime access code from the dispenser.

Laolao wasn’t wrong. Sure, I loved re-creating smells and tastes. And I was obsessed with memories—what I told Lu Tian was no lie. But a part of me had always hoped to excavate my parents from memories that passed through the Museum. It had never crossed my mind that it could be what Laolao had yearned for, too, all those years.

Qi came back and handed me a slip that said G9, the time-sensitive ink already starting to fade.

Your Laolao would be proud, Kele, she said, touching my hand lightly.

I headed toward Row G, zigzagging through the personal memory tanks. As I passed Tank C4, I saw Lu Tian’s name on the exterior screen and doubled back to Qi. Other than the fact that Lu Tian was also a regular visitor to the library, she wasn’t at liberty to tell me much else. He was rather young to have his own memories here, I thought. What could he be remembering?

∞

Unlike the group memory tanks in the Public Division that resembled 4-D virtual reality theaters and exhibited robust verisimilitude—the visual details of the memories precisely filled in, elaborately fleshed out, their sensory cues layered with intention and nuance—the private tanks displayed memories with inaccuracies and inconsistencies, sometimes even missing parts. I positioned myself in the Immersion Link, hooked up the sensory attachments, and connected. Laolao’s memory materialized. Inhabiting her perspective, the memory started with her walking toward a playground.

It’s spring in Beijing, balmy and breezy, fluffy catkins from poplar trees floating in the air like oversized snowflakes, but barely falling, defying gravity, as if they were never going to touch the ground. The pollution in the air smells like dried bleach. Behind the playground is an incomplete skyline, the Central Radio and TV Tower in the distance the only recognizable building, the rest unrendered gray blotches. As Laolao approaches the playground, the only animated figures become clearer: In front of a red slide, my parents are lifting me up by the straps of my overalls. Around us gray shapes of parents and kids play on their own, soundless. I am a small girl, and my parents pull my small body up into the air over and over. I scream and scramble, scared but asking for more. I giggle and my parents laugh, my mother louder than my father. Laolao chuckles to herself. My mother sneezes and wipes her eyes.

Want to go on the swing? she asks me.

I run to the swing. Push me!

My mother waves to Laolao. My father loops behind me and pushes my back gingerly.

Hold on tight, he instructs. Ready to fly?

I tighten my fists around the metal chains, my fingers barely wrapping around.

Laolao hands my mother a purple dress of mine with lace trim.

Oh good, this is the one. Kele saw this other girl in a dress and almost threw a tantrum, my mother says to Laolao, who is shaking her head. Don’t know how long we can stay out here. These catkins are giving me the worst hay fever.

Seeing the purple dress, I jump off the swing and start taking off my clothes. My mother and Laolao hurry toward me, making a wall around me like a fort. I grab the purple dress from my mother.

You’re four years old now, Kele. You can’t just get naked in public, Laolao says sternly, as I try to stuff myself into the dress. My mother can hardly keep a straight face.

Just then, Laolao catches sight of a man and a woman standing at the edge of the playground. They have strong limbs and no faces. Laolao calls my mother’s name. My father is already walking toward the strangers. My mother calls him. Without looking back, he flings his hand up by his ear, signaling my mother not to follow. My mother picks me up, the purple dress still undone, covering only half of my torso, my baby chest showing. We chase after my father as Laolao chases after us. Her strong hands grip my mother’s shoulders and start steering her toward our apartment. My mother fights Laolao’s control, pulling in the opposite direction, and Laolao’s nudging quickly escalates into dragging. Four-year-old me begins to flail and fuss in my mother’s arms. She puts me down, escaping Laolao, and begins running to my father, who is now being accosted on both sides by the faceless people. Laolao takes my hand before I can run after my mother. I open my mouth and let out half a cry.

Stop it! Laolao cuts me off.

I turn mute, but my lips hang apart. We stand watching my mother shrink until she is as small as my father, far away. A speck of catkin falls to the top of my head. Laolao flicks it off. My eyes follow the weightless white fuzz being carried by the air, up, up, down, and up again. The scent of heated soy sauce starts circulating, star anise and rock sugar, something hearty. Laolao jerks me away. She doesn’t look back as we walk toward our apartment, the only clear structure in this part of her memory, surrounded by an uneasy grayness. My tiny footsteps tap unsteadily behind her as I struggle not to trip on my dangling dress. A flock of pigeons flies above us, the otherworldly echoes of their bamboo whistles the marker of spring in Beijing.

I paused the memory and disconnected myself. The smell of our neighbor’s dinner that day—stewed beef tendon and potatoes, I decided it was—lingered in the tank. That was the smell I remembered most clearly, I would have told Lu Tian. I tried to even out my breaths. Since Laolao died, I never watched past this point.

∞

Located in the Public wing, my department supported both the Public and Private Divisions, but the Visual and Audial Departments, the biggest teams, had subdivisions. Lu Tian was assigned to the Private wing, which drastically reduced our chance of running into each other. I invited Lu Tian to visit my lab at the end of our first official week, intending to show him how good I was in my natural habitat.

For all the museums, the new government had devised a non-hierarchical management system that had taken years to perfect. Though there remained supervising leadership, every department functioned with a decentralized, project-based system. Among the three projects in the queue that needed technicians, I had chosen a public memory: a late-night street protest in Beijing during a nationwide lockdown decades ago. My parents were likely too young to have been on the streets back then, but I couldn’t help hoping I’d get a glimpse of them somehow, maybe in an obscure corner where life went on unstirred, maybe only for a brief moment.

When Lu Tian knocked on the open door, I was indexing my scent sources according to the ingredient chart I’d been working on all week: dry soil, asphalt, car exhaust, body odor, surgical masks, blank white paper, down-filled jackets, burning candles, dead branches, tears, an assortment of snacks like hawthorn flakes and spicy-crawfish-flavored chips. Lu Tian came in quietly, examining my pipettes, syringes, and funnels.

He stopped in front of the rack of bottles I had put together for mixing and sequencing, and said, This looks like a pipe organ.

I didn’t know what that was, so he projected a holographic image of the ancient church instrument. It did resemble a blown-up version of my bottles and tubes.

This is a famous one in Leipzig, Germany, he said.

How does one play it? I asked.

Lu Tian showed me another hologram: a person seated at an organ, fingers on a keyboard.

We have a switchboard almost just like that! I said, pointing to the keyboard. I’m about to set it up, want to see?

I rolled my switchboard over, connected it to my rack, and gestured at him to sit next to me.

You can be my copilot, I said as I stuck an earpiece into his left ear, then put in my own, so we could communicate from under the programming masks.

An honor, he said.

As I put on my programming mask, he admired his: Its smooth outer surface, intricate interior, and many curious valves created a wearable olfactory chamber. With the strap in the back, I helped him secure it on his face. His skin felt soft, his hair softer. I was close to him, letting his face fill my field of vision. Was his skin warming up in my proximity, turning pinkish? Did he suddenly stop breathing, his chest perfectly still? Once I leaned back, I realized that it was me who had forgotten my need for oxygen, and let out a timid sigh under my mask.

I demonstrated the composition process for him. We wrote smells into phrases, phrases into sentences, sentences into sequences. How long each primary scent was released mattered. At what velocity, what interval, what intensity mattered. The order of release mattered. What element acted with or reacted against another element mattered. Water, powdered detergent, dried dirt, cheap cotton became Lu Tian’s memory of fresh laundry in the wintry Beijing of his childhood. Cotton candy and tiger sweat were my trips to the old Beijing Zoo. Watermelon and wet dog made him think of a riverbank he visited last year, while for me it was a friend’s birthday party, at the end of which we took her puppy out in a drizzle, the fruity part unexplained, perhaps from a nearby restaurant’s outdoor table. Smells coded personal histories through combinations, correlations, confluences, the memories in our bodies unraveling before our conscious brains could catch up.

Afterward, we sat in silence for a while, side by side, still taking in the remnants of our resurfaced memories under the masks.

This is music, Lu Tian said slowly, tentative. His voice in my earpiece sounded so close, as if it came from a cavern within me. He went on, There’s tempo, rhythm, harmony, dissonance. No, music is sound waves, which never physically enter our body, but smell is—

Molecular, I said. Smells are molecules, just like all the other ones inside our body. They store our memories, rewrite our emotions.

When we smell something, he said, the molecules are physically inside us. Then, more excitedly, as if announcing a major scientific discovery, We become it, and it becomes us.

He was still facing forward in thought, and I glanced at him, bravely letting my gaze rest on him for a while. I couldn’t say that I was falling in love in that moment, because I had never been in love before. I only knew that as close as we were, I wished we could be closer.

I took off my mask. When Lu Tian did the same, the scent of his mysterious aftershave rushed into my nose. I still couldn’t pinpoint what was so familiar and magnetic about it. Closing my eyes, I tried to import this moment’s smell profile into my brain: me inside Lu Tian, and Lu Tian inside me.

Such a rarity to see a printed photo! His voice was now much farther away. Are these your parents?

I opened my eyes to him hovering above the picture frame on my desk.

Yes, I said, debating whether I should tell him that it was one of the only two photos I had of them, the rest destroyed by the previous regime. The one I kept at home was taken for their marriage certificate, in which both of them wore white T-shirts against a red backdrop. In the photo Lu Tian was looking at, they were standing before some kind of a performance venue. Laolao had once told me that it was possibly their first date, but she had never asked my mother, who disliked sharing the details of her romantic affairs. The distance my parents had kept between them made them seem unacquainted. I knew them as an inseparable pair who did everything together—yoga, walks in the park, and the political acts that killed them—a pair who must have been so physically in tune that the world felt complete only in each other’s presence. Or that was how I liked to remember them, and why I never blamed them. It was the kind of love I hoped for for myself.

As if sensing my reticence, Lu Tian simply nodded, bending over to take a closer look, and didn’t ask more. I let the sound of my careful breaths fill the space between us.

I wasn’t yet ready to reveal my parents’ death to Lu Tian, not because I didn’t want him to know, but because I had learned to be cautious about my life story. Death was a borderless and bottomless darkness where people sought comfort by dumping all their sorrow. It paralyzed people. Once they knew, they couldn’t unsee it, hanging over me like a cape. But death didn’t shape me the way others expected it to, and that was somehow disappointing, too.

∞

On our second Monday, Lu Tian sat next to me at lunch, and after that, we ate together every day. I liked hearing him talk about what he was working on. My own project, in which I immersed myself from morning till night, took place around the beginning of the darkest period before the Revolution. It was starting to weigh on me even when I stepped away. Once, I thought I saw my mother as a child, eight or nine years old, stepping out onto the sidewalk from a store. Stunned by the marching protesters, she forgot to eat her ice cream—its slow melting was captured by the visual team in great detail. For a few minutes, I was enraptured by the possibility that the wide-eyed girl was my mother, admiring the revolutionary fortitude she would one day uphold. But then a woman, presumably her mother, exited the store and hastily pulled her child away. She was not Laolao.

Lu Tian was excited about his project the way he was always excited about something. It was a cellist’s memory of a classical music concert, a joint performance with a foreign orchestra, one of the last occasions when foreign artists were allowed into the country during that era. He went on and on about their performance of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9: how the music built circuitously upon itself, how it was widely considered the greatest symphony of all time, and why the last movement was titled “Ode to Joy.”

“Ode to Joy” goes like this, he said, and started to hum a simple melody comprising only the first five notes of a scale, going up and down in succession, every note of the same duration with the same interval in between. I knew this melody.

It’s a lullaby! I exclaimed.

How could anyone possibly fall asleep to that? he said.

My mother and Laolao used to sing it to me, I said. I hummed the melody back to him, more slowly and gently.

I wonder if they knew that it was the first time the human voice was included in a symphony, Lu Tian said.

As we took sips of our winter melon soup, I tried to conjure the soft voices of Laolao and my mother—so familiar yet not readily accessible. When I managed to hear them, their voices were the only instruments I could imagine for that melody.

To make an ode to joy, I said, no instrument would be more appropriate than our voice! Humans have an endless capacity for joy, don’t you think?

To me this was self-evident, was the pillar of my universe. I was glad to hear that this Beethoven guy seemed to agree with me.

Lu Tian stopped chewing and swallowed his food only when I looked up from my bowl again.

Do you really believe that? he asked.

Beethoven did, no?

Maybe. He wrote such a joyful melody when he couldn’t even hear it himself.

He put down his chopsticks and told me the story that he had just read: The composer was deaf at the premiere of his last symphony. He continued conducting past the last note, not realizing the music had ended, until the contralto turned him around to witness the audience’s applause.

That day, we finished the rest of our lunch in silence. It was difficult to imagine what it would be like if I could no longer taste or smell and had to rely entirely on my memory to predict how scents and flavors would mix. Memory breeds reality into imagination, with which we create new realities that become memories.

Lu Tian appeared absent, his thoughts far away, or perhaps wandering into the long ago. Before we parted, he told me he would be done by the end of the week and I should come see the concert memory then.

It’s a date, he said.

Like, a date date?

He repeated what he had said.

So it would be. Our first date.

∞

But on Friday, Lu Tian didn’t show up for lunch, and didn’t respond to my probing texts. I surmised that he was tied up in completing the last details and saved a chive pancake for him. Around three in the afternoon, he finally texted: Would you like to take a walk in the Chan Garden!!

Is this also a date? I asked him when we started walking down a narrow cobblestone path, cutting through the central courtyard to the Chan Garden at the back of the Museum. It had rained. The smell of dampened pines and moss complemented Lu Tian’s aftershave.

It’s done, he said calmly. The whole symphony.

I could tell he was trying to conceal a certain feverishness.

I can’t wait to see it, I said. I’ve never been to a symphony.

Before that, can I ask you about your parents?

Why?

I tried to look composed. Was I giving off orphan pheromones?

Do you have more pictures of them? he asked.

We had just entered the Chan Garden: asymmetrical arrangements of asymmetrical rocks within a rectangle, one of the cleanest geometric shapes. Between absolute solidities, there was an absolute void, empty space where the mind could meander, mirror, and rest. Stone, memory, time—here the physical and the metaphysical gravitated toward the same infinite center. The Garden was quiet, no one raking the gravel into swirls of undulating waves, only the wings of small insects buzzing. Lu Tian sat down on the bench where Laolao and I used to sit after a long day at the Museum. I sat beside him, our arms touching.

I decided to tell him what I hadn’t before: my parents’ deaths, their photos.

The one on your desk—do you know when and where it was taken?

No. My laolao wasn’t even sure.

Have you thought about the possibility of coming across your parents in your work here?

His intuition almost irritated me. I wanted to ask what he was getting at, but I had a guess, one that would pierce me open if it were true.

You can’t be sure, I said to Lu Tian. You’ve only seen one photo. That’s why I wanted to meet first. Is there any other memory of them?

I told him about Laolao’s memory in the library.

Would you let me remember it? he asked.

It was as if he were suggesting I cut him a piece of my flesh. Would he do the same for me?

Would you let me remember yours? I saw you in the library during orientation week.

His body stiffened next to mine. I turned to face him, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

When the Private Division first opened, the Museum had worried that people would only sign up to memorialize their happiness. But that hadn’t been the case at all. Perhaps the new government’s mandate to examine the memories that the old regime had tried to erase affected the ways people reflected on their personal lives. Our relationship to the past determines how we move into the future, one slogan said. While the dated victory narrative of the nation’s history was toppled by individual memories, as contradictory as they may be, many people were inspirited to face their own pasts with the rigor of a historian. The longtime staff of the Museum often described their work as full of surprises, because people were often wiser and braver than we believed them to be.

Or perhaps pain and joy weren’t as binary as we thought—neither could categorize Laolao’s memory in the library. Without pain, how would we know what is joy?

∞

After work, Lu Tian and I went into our respective memory tanks. We had agreed not to tamper with the other person’s first remembering with any disclaimer. His took longer than mine, there being two memories cued up.

When I finally emerged into the present, Lu Tian was standing outside on the suspension bridge, his back to the library. On the way to meet him, I stopped at Qi’s desk.

She spoke first: You’ve never let anyone remember your Laolao’s memory.

He might have found my parents in the memory he’s working on, I said.

But I knew that was not the only reason. I wanted to tell Qi that I really liked Lu Tian and ask her if his willingness to share his memory meant that he liked me in the same way, if exchanging our memories was as intimate an act as I interpreted it to be. But I was feeling very full, having been filled up with another person’s past, like a cup brimming with hot liquid, unsteady, my thoughts not cohering.

What a coincidence, like you were destined to meet, Qi said. If it were true.

What if it’s not? I said.

Your parents exist not only in other people’s memories, she said, but inside you, too. You’ll find them somehow.

Qi craned her neck to take a long look at Lu Tian. I didn’t follow her gaze but kept my eyes on her face instead, wondering if I would learn more about Lu Tian in her countenance.

So what were his memories? she asked.

He trusted me with them, I said. I can’t tell you.

She stared at me for a long moment, her eyebrows a confused shape between raised and knitted. Finally she smiled conspiratorially and said, I see.

In Lu Tian’s first memory, he was watching a boys’ basketball game in a gymnasium misted with sweat and testosterone. Screaming teenage girls surrounded him. When they lustfully but shyly gossiped about the players’ physiques among themselves, Lu Tian did not join in.

In the second, Lu Tian was walking alone in an abandoned industrial wasteland. Visually, it was crowded—overgrown bushes, dilapidated warehouses, random junk piles—which made the quiet dissonant, eerie. The smell of unruly nature overpowered the chalky tang of rust. Then the silent monotony was broken; there was sound, the sound of music, music from an unseen piano. Even I could tell that the instrument was out of tune. Nevertheless, I recognized the song just as Lu Tian must have—“Butterfly Lovers,” a classic melody based on Yue opera. He located the maker of the music in a gigantic hall, perhaps a factory’s former production floor, and hid behind a steel column. The hands of the pianist, a woman as old as Laolao when she passed, moved across the keys with apparent exertion. As much as she tried, her fingers no longer performed with the strength and precision she must have commanded in her youth. She did not have the score before her, and paused from time to time to remember the next note. When she reached the end, she sat wordlessly for a while, and called for Lu Tian. Come, xiao guniang, the pianist beckoned. She knew all along that she had an audience. But Lu Tian didn’t approach until she said a few times: Come, little girl, it’s okay. Young Lu Tian spoke in a higher pitch. As I watched those familiar hands carefully touching the fragile keyboard at the pianist’s invitation, their beauty now taking on a new meaning, I understood the permission Lu Tian had granted me.

Before leaving the library, I reached for Qi’s hand. I didn’t know why, and she didn’t ask. The warmth of her palm, assuring, infused my steps with more grace as I walked toward Lu Tian.

∞

Only when I got close did I notice that he was swaying, nearly invisibly, to the rhythm of an inaudible melody. I tapped him on the arm. There was a lag, pausing the music in his head, before he turned to me. We regarded each other for a while, neither willing to break the precious silence.

Now you know, Lu Tian said.

He held the end of his sentence in the air, as if working out the punctuation that was a question mark first, then a period, then an exclamation point, then dot, dot, dot. It was an inquiry, an undisguised opening, a nod of recognition, a moment of retreat before an unconditional embrace. I wondered if this disarming closeness I had felt since the first day, before we ever spoke, had something to do with his knowledge of how it felt to exist in a body that was more similar to mine.

I don’t want people to know because some things don’t change overnight, he said.

Have people been unkind? I asked.

Less and less, he said.

There was an ache in my chest and I didn’t know how to let Lu Tian know that this ache was for him. I was ashamed of my carelessness and ignorance. Even with our new government and education system, it had been difficult to change how we read other people and were read in turn. I wondered if Lu Tian considered what he had gone through, too, as a form of death. Or birth?

Apologies seemed useless, but I apologized anyway.

He stopped me mid-apology, and said, It doesn’t define me.

Neither does my parents’ death define me, I said, stepping closer.

It doesn’t, he said, softly.

We still find joy if we insist, I said.

Like Beethoven, Lu Tian said.

He bent into the nape of my neck. I turned toward his face. What is that in your aftershave? I blurted out, ruining the moment.

I mix this oil that has—

Sandalwood, jasmine, juniper berry, yuzu. What else?

What are you! He stepped back, as if I were a scary creature, laughing. I mix the oil with this cream for kids that comes in different colors of mushroom-shaped containers.

Laolao used to buy me the same cream!

That was the pungent ingredient, like spoiled yogurt. I couldn’t remember the precise smell of that cream, unlike how Beethoven could remember the texture of every orchestral instrument. I nudged my nose against Lu Tian’s cheek, letting this new information rearrange the memories of my childhood.

You know this hasn’t been a fair exchange. He spoke again, with more levity in his voice. You accessed my memories, but what I remembered was only a memory of you.

I remembered Laolao’s memory so many times that I’ve taken it for my own, I said, realizing that this was the truth.

You owe me your remembering of that afternoon. Perhaps it would be different.

Memories are unreliable, I said. Laolao told me that when we visited the Museum for the first time.

They are reliable as long as we recognize their unreliability, he said.

Is the cellist’s memory reliable? I asked.

Only you can answer that question, Lu Tian said.

I recognized the familiar excitement in Lu Tian’s eyes, which lit him up in its usual persuasive way. I could see that today, this excitement included me—was, miraculously, because of me? Unable to suppress a smirk, I asked him what medicine he was selling in his gourd. He laughed at the outdated expression, took my hand in his, and led me toward his studio.

∞

Lu Tian’s studio had foam walls and no windows. When he closed the door, the rest of the world disappeared behind us. His work surface, full of buttons and knobs, was as neat as his personality. The cellist’s memory was pre-synthesis; we couldn’t remember it as we would in a memory tank but could still watch it like an old movie. Even though what I needed to see happened at the very end, Lu Tian insisted that we watch from the very beginning, so that I could understand the path Beethoven chose to arrive at “Ode to Joy.” When I asked what that path was, he gestured with his hands again, trying to pull words out of the air, but came up with nothing.

Words were too small for music, he said.

He opened the synced file and helped me with the specialized headphones like I had with his programming mask. An orchestra appeared on the curved monitor that wrapped around us. The cellist sat in the first row to the right of the conductor, next to a foreign cellist. Before the performance began, the musicians, despite their language barrier, talked among their section, somehow understanding each other. I could hear Lu Tian’s meticulous work here: chairs adjusted, sheet music arranged, joints cracked, throats cleared, instruments tuned, polite jokes and good wishes traded. I had never seen an orchestra of such size and delighted in the sound of instruments whose names I didn’t know.

When the conductor dipped the baton, which had been raised in midair like a withheld breath, time existed only within the music, was measured only by the music, and I was tornadoed into the music. I knew at once what Lu Tian meant—words were too small for this music! During the first movement, I rested my hand in Lu Tian’s and squeezed it when the crescendos and the constant drumming became overwhelming. Lu Tian jumped up in the second movement, when the string section went full force, repeating the tiptoeing opening phrase. He paced the room, his arms high overhead, shaking at the downbeat that struck every three notes. I bounced my head like it was techno, only much, much more ecstatic. Then, elegantly, the third movement commenced, unhurried. Lu Tian sat back down, placing his head on my shoulder, and cradled both my hands in his. After the first two movements, it was a reprieve to be carried away by a serene steadiness, each instrument so humble and scrupulous, building upon each other to a bold and sincere statement, then circling back, beginning again. Finally, the fourth movement began—“Ode to Joy” was not immediately joyful. I waited as the melody searched, and searched, and searched, slipping, falling, panicking, the strings and winds earnestly remembering the first, second, and third movements, quarreling, answering, negotiating, until at last, after a decelerating moment of rest, the lullaby was introduced with the cellos, at a low register, as quiet as Laolao’s hum.

For most of the performance, the cellist had been looking at the conductor and the sheet music in front of her. As the violins joined in to repeat the theme, a faint noise distracted her. Sniffles? Her focus swam beyond her music stand, beyond her feet, beyond the edge of the stage, and landed on a young woman, sitting in the first row of the audience, who was struggling not to weep. Many members of the audience were gray patches of what the cellist did not remember, but there was another clear figure next to the woman. A young man was trying to ignore his neighbor but at the same time couldn’t help glimpsing her. He seemed to want to console her in some way, if he only knew how. Quickly the cellist’s attention returned to her music as a page was turned. In my music-drunken stupor, I recognized them: The young woman in the audience was my mother and, of course, the young man next to her—my father. They wore the same outfits as in the photo on my desk.

Lu Tian went to rewind the memory but I stopped him. I didn’t want to interrupt the music; I wanted to experience it as my parents had. We kept watching. After the baritone began the song onstage, hundreds of singers stood up in the audience for the chorus. The cellist looked offstage again, panning over the singers scattered across the grand concert hall. In the corner of her vision, I saw my mother again. She was younger than I could remember, no older than me now. Admiring the surprise chorus who sat among the audience all this time, she had this incredulous look of terrified euphoria, as if she had forgotten how to compose her features, and rubbed off her tears like she was touching someone else’s face. My father, the only person who was marveling not at the chorus but at my mother, tapped her on the elbow. The way my mother reacted made it clear that they were mere strangers. My father held out his navy handkerchief. My mother demurred. My father murmured a few words as he held the handkerchief closer to my mother. Before I could see whether my mother accepted it, the cellist pivoted back to the conductor.

I saw my parents, one last time, during the standing ovation. When the cellist scanned the first row, my father was leaning into my mother’s ear. She nodded, agreeing to his whisper, beaming with unbridled joy. The applause went on endlessly.

Afterward, Lu Tian and I sat in the ghostly light of the darkened screen for a long time, unmoving. Until I was ready to speak again, he protected the singular silence that exists only in the aftermath of Symphony No. 9. I never found out if my mother accepted my father’s handkerchief. I imagined she did, wiped her snot all over it, and offered to wash it, to which my father eagerly consented. I imagined that they shuffled out of the concert hall together, asking each other’s names, discovering that they were students at the same university, three years apart, and had both purchased their cheap first-row seats through the university ticketing service’s last-minute sale. I imagined that they asked someone to take a photo of them in front of the theater, claiming to commemorate the first time they heard the masterpiece live, but really to commemorate the person with whom they had shared bars of pure joy, which, I imagined, they believed was the most powerful force to resist the oppressive evil around them, which they devoted themselves to, despite everything—and everyone—they lost, and held on to dearly until the ends of their lives.

I wished I could tell Laolao that she had been mistaken, that the photo had not been my parents’ first date. Laolao would have called it fate: preordained choices and encounters, a cosmic force weaving a web of red threads between people and places. And she would have said that my parents’ red thread was tied into a dead knot, from which I was born.

It is, I said to Lu Tian.

It is?

The cellist’s memory. It is reliable.

How so?

My parents could only do what they did because they were able to create joy from what looks like the most unbearable pain. They believed in our endless capacity for joy, I said, gesturing to the screen.

Like you do.

Like Beethoven did.

Your insistence is an inheritance.

It’s their gift.

∞

That day, I raced the length of The Memory Museum, from Lu Tian’s office back to mine, and found the unfinished olfactory profile of the cellist’s memory on the lab shelf. I inserted the index palette into the test chamber, stuck my nose into the smallest mold to receive the sample in its highest concentration, and inhaled as hard as I could. I held my breath in, waiting for the familiar smell of my parents to ambush me. But it did not come. I took another considered inhale, logging this new blend into my memory: the polished wood of cellos, the rosin built up on their strings, the yellowed sheets of music marked with pencil, the faint smell of tears and sweat, damp and salty. The scent of my parents’ happiness.

It took me years to uncover what I owed Lu Tian—my own memory of the afternoon when my father was first taken away. As the first step, I paused my visits to the library, shelving Laolao’s reconstruction into the subconscious. Several years later, I requested its audial and olfactory profiles and experienced them strictly on their own. Initially only to the point I used to stop at, then all the way to the end, to the huge fight between my mother and Laolao, which started with Laolao telling my mother to give up what she and my father were doing and ended in my mother packing up and leaving. Once I synced the profiles again, my brain cells went giddy, as if they were cooking up a big surprise but did not know the recipe. The fluster lasted a long time, straining my excitement into frustration. Often I thought about admitting defeat, but Lu Tian always managed to send me back to the memory tank, hopeful again.

One day, I left the two profiles playing on repeat and resigned myself to keeping my eyes closed. Very soon, time lost its grip on me. I couldn’t count how many times they ended and started over again. At some point, toward the end of a cycle, the audio glitched, but I didn’t open my eyes. The profiles continued playing but the sound became faint, as if everything were happening far away. It was then that an unfamiliar image flickered. In Laolao’s memory, after my mother left, we sat together in the living room, mindlessly watching a children’s patriotic education program on TV. Now that the show’s voiceover sounded more remote, I realized that my memory of those few minutes differed: I had not been with Laolao but by myself in the adjacent room, looking out from five floors above, the TV’s sound reaching me at a subdued volume. The unfamiliar image was familiar after all: It was of my mother in the courtyard, standing below our window with her suitcase. She bent her arms overhead, making the shape of a heart, and waved goodbye to me. In my memory, I could not hear her, but somehow she convinced me to move away from the window first, to return to Laolao in the living room, to resume the life of a child, with the show on TV, dinner on the table, and family by her side, so that, I understood now, her daughter did not have to imprint on her mind the image of her mother walking away, leaving her behind.

∞

Lu Tian and I have since listened to all of Beethoven. A year in the composer’s career was a month in our life: 1782 to 1826, forty-five years compressed into forty-five cycles of the moon. If Beethoven were alive in our time, he might have been a frequent visitor to our Museum. It was said that he could remember every melody he ever thought of. But perhaps he had already found his own way to relive his memories: The melody of “Ode to Joy” traced back to the Choral Fantasy he wrote at age thirty-eight, which traced back to his song about unrequited love at age twenty-five. The third movement of Symphony No. 9 evoked the second movement of his piano sonata Pathétique. A short section in the first movement was arranged in adoration of J. S. Bach, who died twenty years prior to Beethoven’s birth. Time cycled through Beethoven’s music; in music Beethoven was free from time. Everything new he created was, in a way, already a memory.

By the time Lu Tian and I revisited Symphony No. 9, nearly four years after we first heard it together, I was carrying our first child. In the twenty-seven years we have committed to each other, we’ve taken immense pleasure in uncovering invisible threads in other people’s memories: a writer’s repetition of words and ideas, a chef’s most beloved spice, an architect’s habitual construction of light and space. Like those of my parents, our red thread is tied in a dead knot. It has taken us a thousand years of reincarnation to share the same pillow in this lifetime, Laolao would have said.

Our first child has the pet name of Xuebi (snowy jade), the Chinese name for Sprite, because my name, Kele (allowed to be joyful), is the Chinese name for cola. Lu Tian chose to carry our second child, whose pet name is Yuanyuan (round-round), because millennia ago, our ancestors believed that Tian (sky) was round, and Earth square. A few years ago, Lu Tian left the Museum to join a cooperative that composed sound pieces for people’s feelings—memories of a less concrete sort—so they could be stored or shared, which has launched a whole new chapter in his art-making. As obsessed with memories as I have always been, I still work at the Museum. In addition to lab duties, I’ve initiated a memory recollection program alongside my colleagues from various departments, experimenting with both sensory and nonsensory triggers for strayed memories. I find time to sit in the Chan Garden every day, on the same bench I first shared with Laolao, then Lu Tian. Throughout the years, the Garden has remained unchanged, except for the pine trees. They have grown taller, thicker in the trunk, and their bark is no longer smooth but a more mature texture, dark and furrowed.

Last year, I finally applied to preserve my first memory in the Museum. I didn’t choose it as much as it chose me. Such is the nature of memory, I suppose. It was a moment that I thought back on so often that the decision came naturally.

It happened when Yuanyuan was still a toddler, and Lu Tian and I took both children to the first public performance of Symphony No. 9 under the new government. Yuanyuan slept through most of the first two movements and then sat awake during the third, intrigued. At the beginning of “Ode to Joy,” her patience depleted by the repeated interruptions of the low strings, their solemn assertions understandably distressing, she started whimpering. I stood up and held Yuanyuan against my chest as we scurried down the aisle, trying to make it out before the soft introduction of the theme that the audience had been waiting for all night.

After we exited the concert hall, I kept going and stopped only when the music was completely out of earshot, arriving in the middle of a glass tunnel between the lobby and the theater. Once we stood still, the tangible world, disappeared by the abstraction of music, reintroduced itself. I saw now that on the other side of the glass wall, night had descended. Time had passed, was passing. The symphony was going on without us. Yuanyuan snuggled her head against my shoulder, burying her face in my hair. I wondered how the smell of my conditioner, the abrupt end to Beethoven, and the glimmering city in the distance would alchemize in her memory. Or if she would remember this moment at all.

In my arms, Yuanyuan began to feel heavier, the quietness surrounding us finally settling into her. I paced the tunnel, up and down, rocking her small body back and forth, and like Laolao and my mother did when I was a child, crooned the lullaby—
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THE END
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Graywolf Press publishes risk-taking, visionary writers who transform culture through literature. As a nonprofit organization, Graywolf relies on the generous support of its donors to bring books like this one into the world.

This publication is made possible, in part, by the voters of Minnesota through a Minnesota State Arts Board Operating Support grant, thanks to a legislative appropriation from the arts and cultural heritage fund. Special thanks to the Vilcek Foundation for its generous support of this publication. Significant support has also been provided by other generous contributions from foundations, corporations, and individuals. To these supporters we offer our heartfelt thanks.
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To learn more about Graywolf’s books and authors or make a tax-deductible donation, please visit www.graywolfpress.org.
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