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It was the day before China’s National Day in 2008. The whole country was steeped in a festive mood; young people, especially, were excited about the long holiday ahead. Those whose workplaces didn’t strictly enforce attendance had already hit the road to travel.

The flight from Yanjing to Chicago was packed with passengers heading to the United States. Some looked around excitedly, others chatted animatedly with their companions; a few wore blank expressions—perhaps seasoned business travelers used to flying across continents—and some were fast asleep, likely exhausted from a recent trip home to visit family.

A young woman sat by the window, gazing curiously at the endless sea of blue sky and white clouds outside. She could have been twenty, twenty-five, or thirty—it was hard to tell. Her hair was tied high in a ponytail, her clothes simple, and her face completely bare, not even touched with moisturizer. In an era when makeup had become an essential rite of passage for women, only fifteen-year-old schoolgirls dared to go without it. Yet she was clearly no teenager; to say she was eighteen would have been absurd. Maybe she just looked a little older than her years—fine lines already traced the corners of her eyes.

In fact, she was thirty.

If you knew her background, her plain look and wide-eyed curiosity would make perfect sense. Anything else would have seemed unnatural. Her name was Zhou Mi. She had just earned her PhD from Yanjing’s most prestigious medical school and had been recruited by Yong’an Medical University to work in the intensive care unit of its affiliated hospital.

She loved medicine, the art of saving lives—but in her spare time, she read and wrote poetry. Two seemingly opposite passions coexisted within her: the precision and logic of a physician, and the freedom and lyricism of a poet. Yet in Zhou Mi, they intertwined seamlessly, like a pond that could hold both rainwater and melting snow.

Her husband was a handsome young engineer working at a chemical institute across from the university. After years of grueling study, Zhou Mi finally seemed ready to settle down and start a family. But fate intervened.

Not long ago, she fainted twice in a row. At the hospital, tests revealed a uterine tumor—eight by ten centimeters. Pregnancy would have to wait; surgery was urgent, and she would need at least two years to recover before conceiving.

The couple was stunned. Zhou Mi most of all—she was a doctor, a medical PhD, yet she hadn’t even noticed her own illness. News of the newly hired PhD with a massive uterine fibroid spread quickly through the hospital.

These days, people believe bad news easily, but take good news as lies. To say Zhou Mi had ignored her health for the sake of medical work sounded like the plot of a state-sponsored morality play.

So the rumors began. Some scoffed, “What kind of medical doctor is that? Can’t even diagnose herself! Imagine how many patients she might harm.” Others sneered, “The university only hires people with fancy degrees—book-smart types who can’t treat a real patient, only experiment on lab mice.”

There were even those—though they would never admit it—who secretly hoped the tumor was malignant. They told themselves such thoughts were too cruel, that heaven would punish them, yet deep down, they took a grim satisfaction in the gossip. After all, a fibroid that large could easily leave her infertile.

In a hospital filled with women—doctors and nurses alike—the whispers multiplied. Zhou Mi became a kind of minor celebrity. Many who had never met her repeated the story at home, embellishing the details for family, friends, and neighbors, ending with a sigh of feigned sympathy.

With modern communication so convenient, word traveled fast. Some even went out of their way to the obstetrics department just to catch a glimpse of her, to see what the “PhD with the tumor” looked like.

The operation was performed by the respected chief of gynecology, Dr. Zhao Xiuping—an expert with decades of experience. It was a laparoscopic myomectomy, and it went perfectly. The pathology report confirmed the tumor was benign.

Zhou Mi would recover. But the scars—both visible and invisible—would take longer to heal.

Zhou Mi was the kind of person who could never sit still—an affliction common among those who live by books. She still remembered that line from her childhood textbooks: “As you wash your hands, time slips away with the water; as you sigh over its loss, it escapes again through your sigh.”

To put it simply, life was a race against time. You could not make life longer, but you could make it wider. Zhou Mi lived exactly like that—her heart forever inflated by the slogan “Study hard for the rise of China.” If she relaxed even for a moment, she felt she was betraying herself; if she wasted time, she was betraying her country. She did not know what meaning life could have apart from learning and saving lives.

Her current goal, however, was to have a child. But Director Zhao Xiuping had been firm: no pregnancy within two years, and no overwork.
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For Zhou Mi, that order created a vacuum—the first one she had ever faced since she started school. For someone else, it might have been a time to rest, to take fate as it came. But Zhou Mi’s heart could never stop moving. For her, a dead end was not a full stop but an ellipsis.

She and her husband discussed it. A year ago, she had passed the national Public English Test, Level 5, which meant she was eligible for government-sponsored study abroad. Naturally, she soon obtained the scholarship certificate.

Next came the choice of where to study. That, too, posed no difficulty for her. She spent her nights immersed in oceans of medical papers and knew, at least academically, all the world’s great medical experts.

On the website of the U.S. National Library of Medicine, she found the email address of Professor Road—the most renowned American researcher in ventilator technology. She wrote him a letter, expressing her admiration for his work and her wish to study under him. To her surprise, a reply arrived quickly: Professor Road said he happened to need someone to complete an experiment and invited her to come at once.

It all seemed too easy. Within a week, she received the J-2019 form by FedEx. Then came the paperwork: filling out the form, sending faxes, applying for the visa, buying a ticket. In a month, everything was done—her journey to the United States was about to begin.

She looked up Minnesota’s climate online—good heavens, the same latitude as Harbin! Winters averaged minus thirty degrees Celsius. She and her husband made endless trips to shopping malls: two sets of Antarctic-brand thermal underwear; thick down jackets; heavy wool coats for extra protection; two black business suits for formal meetings with her professor.

Americans, she read, changed shirts daily, so they went to a wholesale clothing market and bought twenty shirts in different colors—nineteen yuan each. Toothpaste, toothbrush, towels, soap—and, above all, medicine. Chinese and Western medicines alike, for every possible ailment. Everything she learned came from the Internet—such a marvelous thing, she thought.

She checked airline baggage limits and bought a large rolling suitcase. Then, suddenly—or rather, not so suddenly, for he had always lingered in her heart—she thought of Shi Zhengyang, her high school classmate. He was said to be in America. They hadn’t spoken in years. She decided to find out.

Through another classmate now living in Canada, He Shaoshan, she managed to get a phone number. The moment he heard her voice over the long-distance line, he grew absurdly excited—almost theatrically so.

“Where are you? I’ll fly to you right now!” he exclaimed.

Zhou Mi hesitated. In truth, she only wanted to ask about Shi Zhengyang.

“Do you happen to have Shi Zhengyang’s contact information?”

The voice on the other end fell silent, then turned cold.

“No idea,” he said flatly, and hung up without a goodbye.

Jealous, Zhou Mi thought, amused. After more than ten years, still such a child. She smiled to herself, indulgently.

A few hours earlier, her husband had taken her to Yanjing Airport. At the security gate, Zhou Mi saw him standing there, waving and making silly faces to hide his sorrow. Outwardly, he always looked strong, but he was tender at heart. His eyes were full of tears, yet he forced a grin, baring two rows of white teeth. When Zhou Mi looked back, he turned quickly, his cheeks flushed, afraid he might lose control.

Zhou Mi waved with practiced calm and walked away without turning her head. Moments like this required her to be cold and strong; if either of them began to cry, the heartbreak would be unbearable. She didn’t want to drown in sadness. She told herself she was not leaving home—she was marching from one battlefield to another, for the sake of medical science, for the glory of her country. She swallowed the lump in her throat. She was not the fragile type.

The man beside her on the plane reached across with a dark, sturdy arm and lowered the window shade. The aircraft climbed above the clouds into dazzling sunlight.

Zhou Mi thought of how she had no friends or relatives in America—not a single familiar face. No one would meet her at the airport. She didn’t even know what her future advisor looked like. Yet here she was, flying toward the unknown.

As the plane soared higher, a strange excitement stirred in her—a mischievous thrill, like a child running away for the first time, unseen by her family, stepping into mystery.

Then she noticed something astonishing: the sun did not set. The plane seemed to be chasing it—or perhaps moving alongside it at the same speed. There was no night, only light. The sun accompanied her, unwavering. Zhou Mi felt that she was like a tiny speck of dust, about to be cast into this developed vessel called America. In her heart there was some uneasiness about the unknown, but even more a yearning for the future.

Zhou Mi took out her notebook and wrote a poem—

“For the Peace of Humanity”

The sun is an airplane,

Its flight path a carrying pole.

On the east it lifts China,

On the west it lifts America.

In China’s basket lives a proud rooster,

In America’s basket, a duck.

The sun hurries on,

Forever shuttling back and forth—

Once it flew to aid China,

But now

It insists on blending rooster and duck into one.

Zhou Mi was still lost in her own thoughts, smiling faintly without realizing it.

The man beside her, perhaps feeling stifled, lifted the window shade again. Through the glare, Zhou Mi saw endless whiteness below—vast sheets of snow and the jagged ridges of ice. From the navigation map on the seat screen, she could tell the plane was flying over the Arctic.

She pressed closer to the window, fascinated by the immaculate world below. No buildings, no trees—only one faint trail of footprints, perhaps from some wild animal. She searched for signs of life, but found none. Only snow.

A flight attendant came pushing the drink cart down the aisle. Zhou Mi asked for a cup of coffee. To her surprise, the attendant wasn’t a pretty young woman like on Chinese flights, but an elderly lady with silver hair—surely in her sixties. Having someone that age serve her made Zhou Mi feel uneasy, almost guilty. She quickly accepted the cup with both hands, offering a warm smile and a soft “Thank you.” The old woman’s eyes brightened; for a brief moment, warmth seemed to reach even this cold altitude.

After crossing the snowfields, the plane flew over an expanse of ocean. The sunlight was harsh and white, so her seatmate lowered the shade again. With nothing left to see, Zhou Mi closed her eyes to rest.

Soon, she began to feel hot. When she left Yanjing, her husband—worried she might get cold—had insisted she wear a wool vest under her thick coat. Now, in the warm cabin, it was suffocating. She took off her coat, but it didn’t help much. She got up to walk the aisle, stretching her stiff legs. Her feet hurt—her shoes were too warm, and the sweat had rubbed her toes raw.

Back in her seat, she glanced around. Everyone nearby was Chinese. Quietly, she slipped off her shoes and sighed with relief. Then she pulled out a small notebook and began to write a poem:

Surrender to the Unknown

Eyes—

fickle creatures—

always chasing

what they’ve never seen.

So people travel,

exhausted,

their reward

a gigabyte of photos.

Ears—

restless wanderers—

tired of one tongue,

long to hear another’s song.

So they take exams,

spend their savings,

taste defeat—

and call it experience.

Still,

we must surrender to the unknown.

To escape the well’s dark circle,

to let life widen,

to let vision deepen—

is that not the richest harvest of all?

The plane finally landed at Chicago O’Hare International Airport. Zhou Mi transferred to another terminal by airport train. Standing in the crowded car, her eyes drifted to a Chinese girl beside her who was studying her boarding pass intently. Two bold letters caught Zhou Mi’s attention: NY.

Wait—NY? New York? A sudden unease struck her. She pulled out her own ticket. The destination code read NY too.

“Oh no...” she muttered.

“Excuse me,” she asked the girl, “are you flying to New York?”

“Yes,” the girl said.

“My ticket says NY too. Does that mean New York?”

“Yes, a small city there—Rochester.”

Zhou Mi’s heart sank.

She had feared exactly this. Before leaving China, she’d checked online—there were two Rochesters in the U.S., one in New York, one in Minnesota. She had repeatedly warned the provincial scholarship office not to buy the wrong ticket. But they had.

She hurried off the train midway and rode back to her arrival terminal. Her flight wasn’t scheduled to depart for another four hours. In China, that would mean the ticket could still be refunded.

At the counter, she asked a tall Black ticket agent if she could cancel. “No,” he said flatly, his expression unreadable. Maybe he hadn’t understood? Zhou Mi turned to a patrolling white police officer, explaining her situation.

“Of course you can,” he said. “You have every right to.”

“But the ticket agent said I can’t.”

The officer’s face flushed with anger. “He said what?” He strode toward the counter, body tense with indignation—then, just before reaching it, his steps slowed. His face went blank. He turned and walked away as if nothing had happened.

Zhou Mi was left speechless. So this was the famous “American enthusiasm”—a clap of thunder with no rain.

There was no refund, no exchange. She had no choice but to buy another ticket—to Minneapolis this time—for 480 U.S. dollars. The same Black agent sold it to her, not bothering to make her line up. Guilt, perhaps, softened his tone. He took down the details of her lost luggage—a big black suitcase with a pink-striped ribbon on the handle and a matching silk scarf tied beside it—and promised to locate it and forward it to her new flight.

Eight long hours later, Zhou Mi sat alone on an airport bench, five hundred dollars poorer, her connection gone, her arrival delayed until midnight. She felt cold inside, a helpless chill. She wanted to call her husband—but her phone wouldn’t connect, even with international roaming activated.

She bought a local phone card from a small glass shop, but it didn’t work either. Desperate, she turned to a circle of people gathered on wooden benches around a light post. A polite-looking white man fiddled with her phone, shaking his head. Then he offered his own phone for her to use. Zhou Mi declined. She didn’t want to owe a stranger money—especially for an international call that could cost a fortune.

When she finally boarded the plane to Minnesota, her only comfort was the hope that her suitcase would make it too. The New York flight wouldn’t leave for four more hours—it should be enough time to reroute her bag.

She reached Minneapolis after two tense hours. At baggage claim, suitcases circled endlessly on the conveyor belt, one after another. Passengers took theirs and left. Soon only the empty belt kept spinning. Zhou Mi’s bag never appeared.

The terminal was dim. Only one small windowed booth glowed with light. A middle-aged white woman sat inside. “Need some help?” she asked kindly. Zhou Mi explained, and the woman took her hotel information and room number, promising to have the bag sent to her in Rochester.

Then Zhou Mi asked where to catch the bus.

“There isn’t one,” the woman said. “The last bus left at ten.”

Outside, the parking lot was deserted under the drizzle. No taxis. No people. Just the cold glow of streetlamps and the slanting rain.

Fear crept in. She returned to the booth. “Why aren’t there any taxis?”

“They’re by appointment only,” the woman replied expressionlessly. Then added, “You can stay here overnight, if you like—but I’m going home soon.”

She turned off the small lamp. The room plunged into darkness. Then she flicked it back on, as if to warn Zhou Mi what was coming.

Just then, a group of travelers appeared from the arrivals gate—dozens of them, dragging luggage. Relief flooded her. Maybe someone could help.

Scanning their faces, she spotted a kindly looking couple in their fifties and hurried over.

“Excuse me,” she said, “I’m from China. I want to go to the Mayo Clinic, but I don’t know how. There’s no bus or taxi.”

The sturdy woman pulled her thin husband aside; they whispered, then returned.

“We’ll take you,” she said. “To the Grand Hotel—you reserved there, right?”

“Oh, thank you, thank you!” Zhou Mi nearly cheered.

In the parking lot, they led her to a white minivan. It looked like a small domestic van back home, the kind used by tradesmen. The woman insisted Zhou Mi sit in the front. Zhou Mi noticed the back seats were gone, replaced by a pile of birdcages.

Flustered, she protested, “No, let’s both sit in the back!”—trusting her instinct. Sitting in front while the woman rode behind felt wrong; yet being alone in the back would be worse if they meant harm. Better to keep everyone visible. The woman agreed, and they both sat cross-legged on the floor among the cages.

Rain tapped steadily on the roof as the van drove into the night. Towering pines lined both sides of the highway, their branches arching overhead, sealing off the sky. No lights. No other cars. Only the hiss of rain.

Zhou Mi’s intuition whispered: If they wanted to kill me now and dump my body in those woods, no one would ever know.

She forced herself to talk.

The woman’s name was Julie; her husband, Bill. They had just come back from a trip to Chicago. Zhou Mi told them she was a doctor from China, going to study at the Mayo Clinic. They beamed with pride, praising Mayo as “the best hospital in the world.”

“Yes,” Zhou Mi said. “China still lags behind.”

“Chinese people are rich!” Julie countered.

“Only in total,” Zhou Mi said quickly. “Divide it by 1.3 billion and there’s not much left.”

To make herself sound poor—and not worth robbing—she added, “I’m on a government scholarship. The money goes straight to the university. I only get a small living allowance.”

She kept talking—anything to fill the silence. “You keep birds?” she asked, eyeing the cages.

“My son did,” Julie said. “But they all died. He never learned how.”

She pointed to a stack of porcelain plates painted with playing-card designs—the King of Spades on top.

“These?” Zhou Mi asked.

“For church,” Julie said.

Zhou Mi nodded, mind racing. Still no lights ahead. How far could it be? She dared not ask. So she talked on—about the environment, education, American elections—anything to keep Julie’s mind busy.

“Doctor Zhou is very smart,” Julie told her husband.

“Yes, yes,” he nodded, eyes fixed on the road.

Zhou Mi had exhausted every topic she could think of. Why aren’t we there yet?

Then a bright gas station appeared ahead, its lights cutting through the rain. Across the road, a huge billboard loomed into the night sky.

Bill stopped to refuel. The place was deserted. He pumped the gas himself while Julie bought two cans of soda from a vending machine. She waved one at Zhou Mi. “No, thank you,” Zhou Mi said quickly.

They drank, got back in the van, and drove on.

“How far now?” Zhou Mi asked.

“Not far,” Bill said.

The rain eased. They chatted about children.

At last, lights appeared ahead—a small town, streetlamps, the outlines of buildings. Zhou Mi let out a long, trembling breath.

They had arrived.
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The sun had taken a nap, then rose again—off to meet its lover.

Dragging along a cabin of dreamers, it stepped on clouds, drunk before the first sip.

I too stepped on clouds, half awake, half dreaming.

In dreams, pink blossoms smiled in welcome, streams teased the red fish, and spotless fallen leaves could not weave a brocade.

How I wished someone were here—to laugh, to scold me as a fool, to wipe away my tears with slender fingers. She is thinking some poem sentences.

Bill, with his open warmth, helped Zhou Mi at the hotel’s front desk. Two plump receptionists checked her passport and handed her a brass key tag—Room 631. Bill and Julie hugged her goodbye; Bill’s bearded cheek brushed hers, soft and ticklish, carrying a faint scent of grass.

Zhou Mi froze for a heartbeat, uncertain whether to breathe or hold still, afraid that her breath might seem too intimate. Her cheeks flushed instantly. Chinese people weren’t used to this kind of greeting, she thought. Did foreigners hold their breath when they did this? She’d never seen an answer online. Maybe someone had written a dissertation about it. She should have looked it up.

She invited them upstairs for tea, but they smiled and refused. “It’s getting late—we have to hit the road. You should rest.”

They had taken a two-hour detour just to drop her off. Kind people, she thought. Encounters like this were blessings. She’d always believed that good deeds bring good fortune, and now that belief felt even firmer.

When Zhou Mi woke the next morning, she startled herself—Where am I? She sat up with a start, then remembered: the hotel in America. Her head throbbed faintly, probably from the jet lag. But curiosity outweighed fatigue.

She dressed and wandered out, still half dreaming. The sky was impossibly blue, washed clean and cloudless. The town felt quiet and small; only her hotel and the building opposite rose beyond five stories. Everything else was low, peaceful, sunlit.

She turned west from the crossroads, walking about a mile until the street opened to rows of white villas she’d seen only on postcards. One had a small sign: Rent $650. She climbed its wooden steps and peered through the locked glass door. Inside, dust covered everything. No one lived there. A three-story wooden house, maybe 300 square meters—who could sleep here alone at night?

She walked farther. More signs: For Rent $550–650. No people anywhere. The air was cool under the tall trees; sunlight fell like gold dust through the leaves. Zhou Mi’s shoes crunched softly on yellow leaves shaped like petals as her mind replayed the night before—the goodbye in the shining corridor, the quiet hum of the elevator.

The hotel had been almost decadent. Gold light on cream-colored walls, thick red carpets with embroidered flowers that cushioned every step. On each floor, a leather bench waited by the elevator, and at regular intervals stood tall mirrors reflecting infinite light. Beside her room—631—an ice machine dropped cubes with a metallic chime at the press of a button.

The room itself was small, barely twenty square meters. The bed took up most of it. Above the headboard hung a small impressionist painting of a sailboat. At the foot stood a tiny fridge, its wooden door patterned in brown grain, beside an old square television with a wood veneer frame—like her father’s first set from the 1980s.

The window faced the bed; beside it were two chairs, a round table, and a lamp with a soft yellow glow. Behind the door, a sliding closet had just enough space for hangers and a few shirts. A small desk stood against the wall with a mirror nailed above it, serving both as vanity and writing table.

The bathroom was compact but thoughtful: a tiled alcove with a toilet and shower divided by a brick partition, the sink outside in the bedroom itself. It kept the air dry and a little more humid—just enough to soften the stillness.

That night, she followed the note on the phone and called her husband. Because her cell couldn’t make international calls, she kept it brief, asking him to contact the telecom office. She didn’t tell him about the lost luggage or the kind strangers who had driven her so far. He told her to sleep early.

She lay down without undressing. Her suitcase was gone; she couldn’t even shower. Sleep came quietly, and with it, a dream: her high school classmate Zhengyang stood on a wide green field, holding a baby and smiling. His wife—tall, elegant, movie-star beautiful—stood beside him. Zhou Mi froze, uncertain, her heart racing. He walked right past her, not seeing her at all. When she turned to follow him, she saw a bright ball rolling behind her, red and blue like a child’s toy. Then the dream dissolved.

She must have walked for hours that morning. A small anxiety stirred—what if she got lost? She turned back toward the crossroads, then took the northern road instead. Soon she came upon a breathtaking lane lined with towering pines. Their trunks rose like cathedral columns; sunlight flickered in green shards through the canopy. Squirrels darted across the path, fearless and playful. One ran up, grabbed a pinecone near her foot, and looked up at her with shiny black eyes. Zhou Mi laughed—it was the kind of innocence that disarmed you.

Beyond the trees were houses with small fenced yards. In one yard, a man and his son were training a large dog to leap at a blue ball. The air smelled of cedar and damp leaves. Every yard was filled with color: fiery red trees like giant strawberries, golden ones glowing like overripe pears. Zhou Mi slowed, lost in the beauty.

Then, suddenly, she felt it—someone behind her. The only sound had been her own steps crunching leaves, but now another rhythm echoed faintly.

She turned. A man was walking the same path, far behind, his pace matching hers. When she slowed, he slowed. When she quickened, he did too. A cold prickle spread down her back. Zhou Mi’s heart pounded; she began to walk faster—then almost ran.

Up ahead, a white woman was hanging sheets on a clothesline. Zhou Mi waved and called out. The woman smiled and beckoned her inside the gate. Zhou Mi entered, pretending to ask for directions to the hotel. The man passed by calmly, without a glance, his expression neutral.

Maybe she had imagined it all.

Zhou Mi thanked the woman, stepped back onto the road, and returned the way she came, the whisper of leaves beneath her shoes soft and steady, her heartbeat slowly easing into the rhythm of the quiet morning.

It was noon. The sharp sunlight outside poured through the window, filling the whole room with brightness. The impressionist painting on the wall added a touch of bourgeois charm, while the fine lamps and antique furniture lent the place a sense of history. The hotel was expensive—too expensive. Students could get a discount, and Zhou Mi, as an international student, paid six hundred and thirty dollars a month.

She was planning to look for another place soon. Apartments outside might be cheaper, and besides, the hotel room was too small, too stifling.

On the first floor, through a side door off the lobby, she noticed what looked like a restaurant. People were eating inside. Suddenly she realized she was hungry. Zhou Mi ordered a plate of pasta—twelve dollars. That was eighty-four yuan, she calculated, frowning. Too much for a bowl of noodles.

At the next table sat two plump white women, drinking something fizzy. They ate with their hands—pulling raw lettuce, eggplant, green peppers, and celery straight from their plates, chatting lazily, a thin cigarette wedged between the fingers of one arm propped on the table. The plate was piled high with raw vegetables, not even salad dressing, no bread, no meat. Zhou Mi’s stomach twisted just watching them.

After finishing her pasta, she paid the bill and added a tip—another two dollars. How annoying, she thought. Even tips were mandatory here.

Back in her room, Zhou Mi boiled water in the electric kettle, poured a cup to cool, and glanced at her watch. Only four in the afternoon. The television blared endless commercials and game shows. Nothing worth watching. Being alone in a foreign place, she thought, was like exploring a jungle. And the first rule of survival in the jungle was food. As long as there was something to eat, there was nothing to fear.

She closed the door behind her. Time to find food.

Outside, at the crossroads south of the hotel stood the University of Rochester. Across the street were two small shops. Zhou Mi entered the first one—it sold trinkets and daily necessities. The next sold bread, milk, cookies, and small bags of rice. She bought a loaf of white sandwich bread, a five-liter jug of milk, a small bag of rice, and a pack of chocolate cookies that looked like Oreos.

Dinner secured, her heart felt steady again.

Only when food and clothing are settled can one think about enjoyment, she mused. Back in her room, she mixed the hot water with milk and ate slices of bread while watching TV ads. She devoured ten slices and three cups of milk before she finally felt full. She stored the rest of the milk and bread in the little refrigerator built into the wall, then lay down contentedly on the bed.

A polite knock came after a few minutes, followed by a man’s voice: “Hello, Madam.” Zhou Mi hurried to open the door. A young bellboy in a red uniform stood there, her familiar suitcase at his feet.

A thrill of joy—her luggage had finally arrived.

She thanked him and closed the door, but immediately sensed that he hadn’t left. A nervous thought struck her—foreigners expect tips. Maybe he was waiting. She had been so happy she’d forgotten. Zhou Mi pulled out ten dollars from her wallet and reopened the door. The bellboy hadn’t gone far. When she handed him the bill, he smiled, eyes glimmering first with surprise, then—strangely—with sadness, then anger, and finally indifference.

After that, whenever Zhou Mi saw him again in the hotel, his face carried a look of hostility.

The psychology of resentment, she thought, was the same everywhere. Don’t give a tip, and they call you stingy. Give too much, and they call you arrogant. Either way, you wound someone’s pride.

Zhou Mi unpacked at once, slipping into her pajamas, washing away the fatigue of travel, then hanging her clothes neatly in the large closet. Her big suitcase fit perfectly inside. The clean clothes made her feel refreshed. Time crawled when one was alone. When she looked at the clock, it was only eight. She decided to go out and visit the hospital across the street.

The hospital stood opposite The Grand Hotel. Zhou Mi crossed the road and stepped through its revolving glass doors.

Inside, bright lights poured across a hall so spacious and elegant that it hardly seemed like a hospital. It had the atmosphere of a five-star hotel—luxurious yet calm, with the quiet dignity of a cathedral and the coziness of a café. The registration lines took up barely one-fiftieth of the vast space. The hall was so big that Zhou Mi felt like a small bird standing in a field.

In the corners were clusters of maroon leather sofas paired with small round tables. A massive European chandelier hung from the ceiling, its golden light spreading like warmth from a hearth. Everything spoke of wealth and refinement.

A gentle piano melody floated through the air. Zhou Mi turned her head toward it and saw, at the far end, a wide white staircase leading down to a lower hall. Two girls, seven or eight years old, sat side by side on the piano bench, their fingers dancing across the keys. Behind them loomed a two-story relief of a crucified Christ, carved in pale stone, solemn and radiant.

Zhou Mi descended the stairs. The lower level was as vast as the main hall, crisscrossed like a network of quiet streets, the floors covered in thick carpet. Every few turns, she saw little seating areas with armchairs and tables arranged with casual elegance.

Beyond the piano area stretched what looked like a small plaza—an open kitchen at its center, surrounded by tables for patients and visitors. The wallpaper was patterned with dark floral vines, and framed landscapes hung along the walls.

She walked down a corridor that resembled a shopping street, lined with tiny storefronts—each already closed. The place was nearly deserted.

Zhou Mi turned back the way she came.

When she returned to the hotel, the small restaurant near the side door was still lively with people drinking. Two groups came down a staircase beside the door. Curiosity tugged at her again. She followed.

Down the stairs stretched a beautiful corridor. Two small beauty salons had already closed, but through the glass she could see their white-covered treatment beds. Turning a corner, Zhou Mi found herself on the same underground shopping street she had just explored.

Was the whole place connected underground? she wondered. She decided to head back to the hotel and explore it properly another day.
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“Hello, Zhou! Welcome! How do you do?”

A man’s face froze in a polite smile as he spoke, his tone cheerful but detached, the kind of greeting that didn’t really expect an answer. He was Road. Zhou Mi had come to him after calling his office and following instructions: turn left from the hotel, walk straight past the crossroads, and ring the bell at number 302 on the left.

He motioned for her to come in and sat down beside the desk, lowering himself slightly so their eyes would meet. Zhou Mi wasn’t sure if she had answered his greeting or not—perhaps she had. He didn’t seem to care.

––––––––
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Road was tall, about six foot one. He spoke politely, his face lit with a natural, confident, and friendly smile. Shoulder-length wavy hair, streaked with grey, was combed back casually. His sunlit pinkish complexion contrasted with deep, wise grey eyes that seemed to see everything. His posture was perfectly straight, like a model’s, clad in a tailored silver-gray suit that spoke of refinement and intellect. Everything about him radiated wisdom, almost perfection, inspiring admiration and, at the same time, a hint of self-consciousness in Zhou Mi.

Suddenly, Zhou Mi felt that he looked vaguely familiar. “Seiji Ozawa,” she thought. He bore an uncanny resemblance to the famous conductor. Yet the differences were subtle: his pinkish complexion with tiny red spots on his nose, his evenly white teeth, and a smile that felt warmer and more approachable than Ozawa’s—a little more sunlight, a little less gravity.

He asked Zhou Mi a few basic questions about her lodging and meals, then explained that there was a cafeteria downstairs and that staying at the Grand Hotel was expensive. He mentioned arranging for Xiao Fan to help her find a private residence later. Then he picked up the phone and called someone.

A well-built, evenly proportioned Chinese woman, around fifty, dressed casually, appeared. Road told Zhou Mi, “Leave everything to Xiao Fan.” Zhou Mi sensed the relief in Road’s tone. Scientists disliked the triviality of everyday chores—they cared only about their research, a truth universal in China, the U.S., and beyond. “Fan, show Doctor Zhou around, help her get familiar,” Road instructed. Xiao Fan bowed respectfully and agreed. Once the person left, the door closed softly behind her.

The floor layout resembled a typical office building, partitioned into many small rooms with soundproof boards. Road’s office door bore his full name; other supervisors’ doors similarly displayed their names. Zhou Mi thought back to Road’s exaggerated expression earlier and smiled faintly. Foreigners’ facial expressions could be overblown; one could not take them too seriously. An expression that looked like a disaster might simply reflect the sight of autumn leaves falling. Faces acted like magnifying glasses, amplifying the smallest feelings thousands of times—a lesson Zhou Mi had already learned at Chicago airport.

Zhou Mi followed Xiao Fan to her workspace. It was a small open area near the entrance, reserved for secretarial and administrative tasks. Five people were at work, each at their own desk with a computer.

“The person in charge of you is a woman named Srivanasan,” Xiao Fan explained. “She’s very kind, she’s the boss’s secretary. She’s out today on errands, but you’ll meet her tomorrow. It’s almost noon—let’s go grab some lunch. There’s a Chinese restaurant nearby.” She glanced at her watch. It was almost 11:30.

Zhou Mi followed Xiao Fan out of the building, heading west along the street. At the first intersection, they turned left and walked about a hundred meters to a small detached white wooden house. Inside, they each ordered a plate of Yangzhou fried rice. Zhou Mi quickly insisted on paying. The rice was sweet, too heavily sprinkled with sugar.

Xiao Fan was from Dongshan, a scenic island hometown. She was outgoing, talkative, and had been living here with her husband for ten years. Their daughter was in medical school in Minnesota. Initially, the daughter had resisted studying medicine, but Xiao Fan had insisted.

Then she began asking questions, like all curious Chinese people eager for gossip: “Do you know the boss?” “No.” “A friend recommended you?” “No.” “Then how did you come?” Her voice rose slightly, tinged with impatience, as if frustrated by Zhou Mi’s nonchalance, repeatedly trying to guess. Zhou Mi recounted the whole application process, and Xiao Fan grew noticeably more indifferent.

After lunch, Xiao Fan led Zhou Mi to a perpendicular street next to the restaurant. Pointing ahead, she explained: “Walk straight along this street until you see a small train. Cross the tracks, keep going. There’s a Vietnamese-run grocery store on the roadside—stocked with Chinese cooking oil, soy sauce, vinegar, and other foods.” She patted her backpack, which contained a camera. “Now let’s take some scenic photos.”

They wandered through winding lanes, in front of garage doors of villas, under tree-lined paths, among golden fallen leaves, stopping to photograph each other. Zhou Mi posed with V-signs, mimicked flying birds, ran for action shots, and laughed until satisfied.

Then Xiao Fan said, “The boss wants me to take you to look for housing.” It was clear this was an assignment, not friendly hospitality. Zhou Mi had already looked at a few houses and had safety concerns, so she was in no rush to move. “Let’s just have a casual look first. Staying at the hotel is fine for now,” she said. Xiao Fan, slightly anxious at not fulfilling the boss’s task, still followed her lead. They saw three or four houses along the main road before Xiao Fan, growing impatient, said, “I need to buy bean sprouts. Let’s go back. We’ll meet tomorrow.”

They returned to the lab parking lot. Passing the lab building, a tall white man came out and greeted Xiao Fan warmly. She introduced him: “This is our lab’s talented Jimmy.” Then she added to Jimmy: “This is the Chinese researcher the boss mentioned, taking over Zhang Yu’s experiments.” Jimmy gave Zhou Mi a casual “Hi,” his arrogant eyes scanning her briefly, as if afraid a closer look would sully his noble gaze.

Jimmy and Xiao Fan walked to the parking lot together. Xiao Fan waved back at Zhou Mi. Watching Jimmy’s haughty retreating figure, Zhou Mi silently reminded herself: this was America.

After meeting the boss, Zhou Mi officially started her job. It felt as if the path ahead was paved with cutting-edge knowledge, hiding the very keys to unlocking the secrets of human life, and she was a confident prospector ready to dig for gold. Following Xiao Fan’s instructions, Zhou Mi first went to the Mayo International Student Office to get her work permit. She faced the camera, and a photo was snapped with a click—procedure done. When she would actually receive the permit, she had to wait for further notice.

Back at the office, Xiao Fan was busy sending and receiving emails while Zhou Mi waited nearby. Once finished, Xiao Fan called Srivanasan over. A tall, slightly overweight white woman walked in, hands in her pockets, gray-blue eyes scanning Zhou Mi. She spoke flatly and expressionlessly: “I’m Srivanasan. Are you Doctor Zhou?” Foreigners often seemed cold, with only Julie and Bill as exceptions. The name was long and difficult to pronounce; Zhou Mi never remembered it, thinking of her simply as the “fat white woman.”

Xiao Fan interjected: “From now on, you’ll be working with her. Of course, once you’re familiar, the entire experiment will be your responsibility. Srivanasan is the department secretary; she has many important tasks every day. Doing experiments is not part of her job.” The words both highlighted the importance of the fat white woman’s role and suggested that Zhou Mi receiving help was an extra favor. Yet Zhou Mi interpreted another layer: experiments were less important than the secretary’s administrative work; the experimental tasks were for lower-level people, while senior staff only took time to guide you.

Whether Xiao Fan truly believed this or said it to curry favor with the white woman was unclear, though the latter seemed more likely. Life for a Chinese person abroad was never easy; flattery toward white people was a constant necessity. Zhou Mi had no chance to speak. The fat white woman showed no reaction, clearly accustomed to Chinese flattery, treating Xiao Fan’s words as air. She led Zhou Mi with brisk, confident strides, moving through the narrow corridor like an American soldier in a movie. The walls seemed to tremble, as if afraid of being struck or having her passing gust blow them down.

She brought Zhou Mi to the room adjacent to the boss’s office. Three computers occupied the space: one along each window and one near the door. On one side, a desk by the window was pushed right against another desk, extending all the way to the door; on the other window side, a single desk stood alone. That lone desk was Zhou Mi’s. Near the door sat a Black woman, the boss’s master’s student; by the window, a white man named Jimmy, whom she had seen at the parking lot, sat. He was thirty-five, the boss’s PhD student, tall and upright, resembling a plastic mannequin in a clothing store window, dressed in a grayish-green suit.

Once Srivanasan had finished arranging everything, she left. At that moment, Jimmy’s tall frame lounged in a swivel chair, angled toward his desk, legs crossed atop it. A few books lined the shelves, and a cardboard banner stood out: “If you don’t take a joke, fuck you!” Noticing Zhou Mi enter, he slightly turned his face, smiled gently, and nodded: “Hi.” His body remained reclined in the chair. The Black girl was not there—she was in class. Zhou Mi returned his greeting and took the desk by the window.

Zhou Mi opened the computer. It couldn’t access the internet, only the hospital’s internal sites—apparently to prevent leaks. Aside from the English text on the screen, everything looked like a regular computer back home. Xiao Fan walked in, and Zhou Mi quietly asked her what the note on Jimmy’s desk meant. She had assumed it was some kind of proverb, because she couldn’t imagine a learned adult placing a swear word on their own desk. Clearly, it reflected his disregard for authority and his status in the lab—who else would dare display such a message so prominently? This was a top-tier institution, not some ordinary place; everyone coming and going was elite in the American scientific community.

Xiao Fan laughed so hard she nearly fell over, then called out to Jimmy, “Jimi, Doctor Zhou wants to know what your note means.” Zhou Mi wished she could disappear into a hole—like a thief caught in the act, with the witness announcing it to the kingpin. In that instant, she felt as small as dust, like Lin Daiyu entering the Grand View Garden, needing to be careful in every gesture and thought. Xiao Fan and Jimmy laughed heartily, making Zhou Mi’s stomach churn. Xiao Fan turned to her in Chinese: “If someone can’t take a joke, fuck them!” Zhou Mi froze, speechless. She had asked Xiao Fan privately because she thought there might be another, less vulgar meaning—but seeing it spoken aloud made it feel like everyone in the office was sharing a crude joke. In China, she had seen this before: sometimes, walking past to get a document, a sexual joke would float in like a mosquito. There was no stopping it; crude humor spread fast, and America was no exception.

The fat white woman handed Zhou Mi a card with a blue lanyard. It had her photo and served as both an ID and an access card. “Wear it at all times. Every door in the hospital requires this card,” Xiao Fan explained, praising the efficiency of Western systems while stressing the card’s importance. The white woman walked Zhou Mi through the workflow: arrive at the lab at 7:30 a.m., use the card to access the elevator to the 12th-floor animal room, collect mice, and conduct experiments.

“Follow me, I’ll show you,” she said, leading Zhou Mi to the elevator, specifically for the animal facility. They turned right, passing a series of animal labs, stopping at one with the door open. She led Zhou Mi directly to a set of instruments. “Tomorrow we’ll start experiments with this. Familiarize yourself with the setup first,” she said and left. Zhou Mi returned to her desk.

Xiao Fan came back, smiling, “The boss has been waiting for you. The animal experiments were handled by Zhang Yu, but she went back to China. The project hasn’t run for two months—he’s been worried sick.” She exchanged glances with Jimmy, giggling about Zhang Yu. To make sure Zhou Mi understood, Xiao Fan led her down the corridor, pointing at a photo of a young girl on the wall—short hair, mustard-colored sweater, small eyes, round face. “Do you know Zhang Yu?” she asked mockingly. Zhou Mi shook her head, puzzled—China was vast; why would anyone know each other here?

Xiao Fan continued unabated. “Zhang Yu was from Dongguang Medical College. I don’t know if she graduated. She worked here but produced no results, then returned to China, making the boss furious. She was careless, messy, never washed her hair, and didn’t know anything about experiments. I suspect she’d never done experiments before.” “Oh,” Zhou Mi murmured, unsure how to respond to a stranger. Then Xiao Fan asked pointedly, “Have you done experiments before?” Zhou Mi realized the trap: the gossip was a prelude to transferring the work to her. “Yes, I have,” she said. Xiao Fan nonchalantly asked again, “You really don’t know the boss?” “No,” Zhou Mi replied. The fat white woman handed her a lab notebook and pen to record all future results.

At noon, Zhou Mi went to the Chinese restaurant again while Xiao Fan brought her own lunch from home. Later, while bored in the office, a Black girl hurried in. She greeted Zhou Mi and sat at the computer desk near the door. She was the boss’s master’s student. Zhou Mi asked where she was from. “Ethiopia,” she said. Her name was Maia. Her large, expressive eyes, fine features, and white teeth radiated youthful energy. She seemed finished with her task and looked at Zhou Mi with sparkling eyes. “Wanna go?” she asked, her smile bright as sunlight on lotus leaves after a rain. Zhou Mi’s dull mood lifted instantly; she sprang from her chair and said cheerfully, “Sure, I’m free, let’s go!”

The Black girl led Zhou Mi into the elevator and directly down to the basement. The building’s lower level was also empty. A long corridor stretched before them, brightly lit with elegant beige wallpaper and vinyl flooring. Colorful paintings hung along the walls at short intervals. Following the passage, they soon arrived at the hospital’s basement dining area for patients, located beneath the Mayo waiting hall across from Zhou Mi’s hotel. The Black girl said she needed to fetch a book from the classroom. Zhou Mi asked, “Can I come with you?” She mainly wanted to see the graduate classrooms—like a tourist in a temple, wanting to peek into every room and bow to every Buddha, even if all temples looked the same.

Zhou Mi followed closely behind the Black girl, who walked briskly, almost gliding over the ground. Though Zhou Mi had always thought of herself as efficient and quick, next to a foreigner she suddenly realized her stamina fell short—like Chinese soccer players, naturally weaker in endurance. She was panting hard, grateful when the occasional passerby forced Maia to slow down.

They crossed the dining area, heading straight along a corridor that ran perpendicular to the commercial street. A few people lounged on sofas, sipping drinks. Ahead, a narrow spiral staircase appeared at the center of the floor. Beside it, a middle-aged Chinese woman in a black velvet qipao trimmed with gold, her hair curled in the 1930s Republican style, sat serenely playing a harp, entirely absorbed in herself.

Zhou Mi followed Maia up the spiral stairs. Suddenly she felt a strange sensation at her back. Turning around, she saw—below the staircase—a woman in a bright red dress, long hair cascading to her waist, heavy makeup caked on, staring up at her with greedy eyes. Zhou Mi shuddered. A wave of nausea hit her, as though she had glimpsed a man-eating serpent, its gaping mouth revealing writhing, pink flesh within.

At the top of the stairs was the student library. Along the walls were several doors leading into small classrooms. Maia explained that she sometimes attended classes there. Zhou Mi asked, “Did you see that woman just now?” Maia nodded. “Yeah. She’s a lesbian. Probably thought we were a couple since we were walking so close together.” She said it casually, but Zhou Mi felt another surge of revulsion.

After they parted ways, Zhou Mi returned to her residence filled with confidence for the future. The foreigners might be arrogant, but she couldn’t let that slow her progress.
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Indeed, since arriving in America, one major change had taken root—makeup. After hearing Xiao Fan’s mockery of Zhang Yu and sensing the disdain hidden in the fat white woman’s tone, Zhou Mi decided she, too, would wear makeup. Every woman in the lab did, even Maia. She had once found cosmetics troublesome, but now she feared being looked down upon. She realized that makeup was often born from insecurity.

With light makeup, beige trousers, ginger-colored shoes, a white blouse, and a black trench coat, she walked down the narrow underground passageway. Mirrors lined the walls, each one standing like a sentry, saluting her as she passed. Her reflection looked like a poised movie star with the bearing of a princess. Zhou Mi had always possessed a certain literary grace—now, polished by subtle cosmetics, she was like a lustrous pearl placed in a silk-lined box, suddenly radiant with dignity and charm.

She put on a white lab coat, pushed a cart that looked like a supermarket trolley, and used her work card to unlock the elevator. Upstairs, in the animal room, a man in a blue gown, rubber gloves, and rain boots moved in and out of the corridor—clearly an animal caretaker. Zhou Mi stopped him and asked which cages contained the mice ordered by the Road lab.

He stepped into Room 1102 and lifted a cage labeled “Road.” Inside were five white mice nibbling on thumb-sized cylindrical pellets. “How many do you need?” he asked. “One,” Zhou Mi replied. He pointed to an empty cage in the corner. Zhou Mi fetched it, and the man grabbed one mouse, placed it inside, and secured the lid. Zhou Mi set the cage on her cart and rode the elevator back to the lab.

The fat white woman had already laid out clean scissors, scalpels, needles, thread, and metal-tipped plastic tubes on a large piece of gauze. She picked up the mouse, injected about eight milliliters of anesthetic into its lower right abdomen, and placed it on a small scale. After weighing it, she laid it on its back on the operating table, pinched up the skin of its neck with tweezers. The mouse twitched once, as though protesting this forced sleep without consent—its fragile life unaware that from this moment, sleep and death were bound together. This was a cold, deliberate act of human selfishness, a planned and systematic slaughter. The creatures had no choice—only a silent plea for more anesthetic, to die with less pain.

The woman added four more milliliters, pinched the mouse again—it no longer moved.

Once the mouse was fully anesthetized, she switched on a simple vertical machine and calibrated its CO₂ and O₂ sensors. Then, with scissors, she cut open the chest cavity, exposing the heart and lungs.

It was fate, Zhou Mi thought—the mouse’s genes so close to humans, its organs so alike, its vitality and reproductive power so great that evolution had spared it for eons—only for humans to make it the perfect test subject.

The principle was simple: tie off the blood supply, stop the heart, reroute circulation through a small pump. The woman ligated the abdominal aorta, severed the thoracic aorta, and inserted a metal-tipped plastic tube, about two millimeters thick, into the right atrium. She sewed the tube in place with several stitches and secured it with a knot to prevent it from slipping out. Then she repeated the procedure for the left ventricle.

Next, she unclamped the tubes: the left ventricle’s tube drained into a small basin of saline, while the right atrial tube connected to a miniature pump, which in turn drew fluid from a square reservoir. Thus the “blood” circulated continuously—out of the left ventricle, through the basin and pump, into the right atrium, then to the right ventricle, lungs, left atrium, and back again.

It was a model of an isolated lung. The abdominal organs were bypassed to prevent interference, and the pump served as the heart. She then performed a tracheotomy, inserted a tube, and connected it to a ventilator. The entire operation took place in a plastic box the size of an A4 sheet.

When the clock showed 9:30, the white woman had finished her demonstration and left. Zhou Mi sat monitoring the data, topping up saline when the basin ran low, checking pH with test paper, recording results every half hour.

At noon, Xiao Fan stopped by, handed her a piece of bread, and shared a bit of her own lunch. By dusk, the fat white woman returned. She injected fluorescent dye into the basin, waited a while—letting the dye flow into the lungs and stain the cells that had died and revived under experiment. Then she removed the ventilator tube, snipped out the mouse’s heart and lungs, and placed them on a white tray. Winding through corridors, she entered a darkroom, placed the lungs under a fluorescent microscope, and snapped several photos.

Back in the lab, she said expressionlessly, “Clean up the station. Wash all the tools—the scissors, knives, pump—and put them on the white tray. Then you can go home.” Before Zhou Mi could respond, she was gone.

By the time Zhou Mi finished cleaning and returned to her hotel, night had fully fallen. Exhausted and starving, she collapsed onto the soft bed and nearly fell asleep instantly. But years as a doctor told her she needed food, or she’d get sick. She forced herself up, devoured over ten slices of bread, drank five glasses of milk, and finally, full at last, kicked off her shoes and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

“Oops! Oops!” The next morning, the fat white woman’s sharp voice pierced the lab. Her large body moved awkwardly around the small space. A mouse had jumped off the scale—a supposedly anesthetized one, feigning death while enduring the sting of metal tweezers. Taking advantage of a brief moment of freedom, it had leapt to the table, then the floor, but the drug soon overwhelmed it. It stumbled under a chair, trembling, and was quickly recaptured, its tiny eyes filled with despair. Zhou Mi entered just in time to witness the scene. It wasn’t that she was late—the woman had simply arrived early, half an hour before work.

“If the animal association saw that, I’d be in jail,” the white woman muttered, curling her lip the way foreigners often did. Zhou Mi had already learned to read such posturing—it was just another way of flaunting superiority and “civilization.” She nodded politely.

That day, upstairs collecting mice, she met a thin white girl from the next lab, who was also taking one. The girl said it was a black mouse flown in from New Zealand just yesterday—probably still adjusting. She covered the cage with a black cloth, explaining, “If anyone sees the mouse frightened, and reports it to the animal association, we’ll be punished.” She added that euthanizing animals must be painless and approved by the animal care committee, or else one could be fined or even imprisoned.

Later, Zhou Mi saw little evidence that the fat white woman treated animals kindly. Hypocrisy, she thought—executioners discussing compassion. In the end, they would unanimously elect the kindest man on earth to be the one who, when the guillotine fell, made it as gentle as a breeze plucking a flower petal—soft, loving, and utterly deadly.

The fat white woman said, “Let’s make today’s mouse the control group. Tomorrow’s the weekend, and the boss wants a report. I’ll go summarize the data tonight.”

When Zhou Mi finished cleaning the instruments, she decided to treat herself to a hearty meal at the Chinese restaurant—a small reward for another long, hard day.

Zhou Mi found a seat near the restaurant door. When she looked up, she noticed a Chinese man sitting four tables away, eating by himself. After being in America for so long, the sight of a fellow Chinese face was like spotting a sail on the horizon after months lost at sea. Her heart leapt. She waved cheerfully, like greeting an old friend.

The man, about thirty, smiled, lifted his plate, and came to sit across from her. Zhou Mi sighed, “The food here is awful!”

He chuckled. “They only have two dishes—fried noodles and Yangzhou rice. Both so sweet they could kill you.”

After the meal, they walked out together. The man was quiet, speaking only when spoken to. Eventually, Zhou Mi learned he specialized in urology—prostate diseases, to be precise—and had already been in the U.S. for five years. Zhou Mi laughed, trying to lighten the air. “I’ve been here one week and I can’t eat anything decent. I think this flower”—she gestured at herself—“is about to wither on American soil.” She smiled, but there was a faint sting of loneliness behind it.

“Don’t say that,” the man murmured. Something in his tone—gentle, restrained—made her wonder if he, too, had once felt the same. He tore off a small piece of paper, scribbled a number, and slid it across the table. “If you ever need help, call me. The supermarket’s far—you need a car. I can drive you to Walmart to buy some groceries.” Zhou Mi told him where she was staying, including her room number.
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That night, back in her hotel, Zhou Mi decided to test the phone card she’d bought at Chicago Airport. If it worked, she could finally call her husband and parents. Otherwise, thirty dollars would be wasted. She followed the printed instructions carefully—dialed 9, then 1, then another 1—when suddenly a calm but serious male voice spoke through the receiver:

“Hello, this is the U.S. Police Department. How may we assist you?”

Zhou Mi froze, then slammed down the phone. Three seconds later, it rang again—the hotel front desk.

“Ma’am, did you just call the police? Is there an emergency?”

Only then did she realize—911. Her heart dropped. “I’m so sorry! I dialed the wrong number,” she stammered.

Three minutes later, there was a knock at the door. Zhou Mi opened it to find three police officers—two men and a woman—in full uniform, badges gleaming. They were tall, poised, exuding both vigilance and calm authority. Zhou Mi thought absurdly that, without their uniforms, they might have been professors—refined, courteous, and impossibly composed.

They asked whether she was in any danger. Zhou Mi apologized repeatedly, explaining that she had tried to call China but must have pressed the wrong keys. After confirming there were no threats, the officers left.

When the door closed, Zhou Mi’s heart was still pounding. Her hands trembled slightly. American police—real ones! And she had just summoned them by accident. What if they’d mistaken her for a criminal?

The next morning, she arrived early at the office. Jimmy was already there. Maia was, as usual, in class. Soon the boss came in, and everyone gathered in the small conference room that could seat twenty.

Jimmy went first, presenting his research on how air flow during breathing causes lung cells to deform. His project was complex, full of mechanics and simulation models—like measuring how the tiny stones beneath a moving car endure stress and pressure, twisting and bending with invisible pain. The work was cutting-edge, far beyond what could be done in China. They lacked the instruments—his boss’s engineers had built their own—and the knowledge of applied physics, and, most importantly, the programming skills to simulate and visualize such data like contour maps of living tissue.

Then Xiao Fan presented her experiment. Barely three minutes in, her halting English faltered. The boss gently stopped her. Zhou Mi later learned that Xiao Fan’s job was purely experimental—the boss knew her English was poor and usually wrote up her results himself.

Next came the fat white woman. Her usual arrogance was gone. Standing before the screen, she fumbled with her notes, sweat beading on her forehead. Her English, though grammatically correct, stumbled from insecurity. She wasn’t a medical major—just lucky to live in this small town. She looked like a nervous schoolgirl, glancing constantly at the boss to see if she was saying something wrong.

After the meeting, Xiao Fan said she was going grocery shopping. Everyone left early.

Back at the hotel, Zhou Mi noticed a white paper sign taped to the wall near the lobby: “To Students’ Dining Room 405 →”. She followed the arrows through the hallway. On the way, she passed signs pointing to the gym and swimming pool on the 10th floor. She’d check those later.

Room 405 was spacious—around eighty square meters—with a sofa, a round table, cupboards, a sink, and an electric stove glowing like two giant mosquito coils. Two large refrigerators lined the wall, each stuffed with labeled boxes of food. A computer sat in a corner. When Zhou Mi peeked into the cabinets, she found everything—a full kitchen set, pots and pans of every kind.

She suddenly felt tears rise. After days of eating dry bread and cold milk, this felt like salvation. People today might never understand the despair of having nothing warm to eat.

She ran back to her room, grabbed the small bag of rice she’d bought at the corner store, and cooked a pot of porridge. Just as she began to eat, the door opened and a petite Chinese girl walked in—a pale, fine-browed young woman in a sky-blue jacket, cradling a book. She glided toward the computer desk, curled into the big round chair like a cat, and turned on the screen.
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