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To Manfred Ichiro






Chapter 1

The CRICKET’S Song

IF IT WEREN’T FOR the Beijing duck dinner that July evening in 1997, I never would have met the cricket peddler.

It was my first night out since I’d arrived at the Beijing International Airport less than a week before. I had taken a three-month leave of absence from my job to be with my then boyfriend Eric, who lived and worked in China’s capital city. The first few days, I slept like a dog. When I couldn’t sleep, I walked around Eric’s apartment in a drowsy blur. Around midnight, I’d awake, wide-eyed, and eat salami sandwiches and instant noodles in front of the TV. I watched The Simpsons and CNN Asia until the sky went from black to gray. All the while, Eric snored away in the bedroom.

 




The Beijing duck restaurant Eric took me to for my first dinner out was a typical sprawling, banquet hall-style Chinese restaurant with massive round  tables, each with a lazy Susan at its center. In the entranceway were photos of foreign ambassadors and dignitaries who had eaten there over the years.

Using my chopsticks, I picked from a small dish of peanuts, boiled with star anise and heavily salted. These delicious nuts were served with drinks at almost every restaurant; Eric had corrected me when I’d first picked them up with my fingers.

Although we had dined together at home during the week, I was surprised by how shy we were on this first official date. We were familiar with each other, and yet wholly unfamiliar. Eric was already living in China when we first started dating; he’d visit San Francisco, where I was living, for business meetings every couple of months. I couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by the fact that we were virtual strangers.

And yet here I was, embarking upon something pretty huge, given the circumstances. After I’d secured my leave of absence, I subleased my apartment in San Francisco’s Mission district. What outcome would result from our time together, I didn’t know; all I was certain of was that Eric wasn’t committed enough to our relationship that I was willing to sacrifice all my ties to San Francisco.

I had known Eric for almost three years, mostly as a work friend. We met while working at an investment bank in San Francisco’s financial district—I as a receptionist and he as an analyst in the bank’s bullpen. During our relationship, whenever anyone would ask us how we’d met, Eric would say that I’d had a boyfriend at the time—a man I later married and quickly divorced. “And then she was available again,” he was fond of saying.

Our workplace was a breeding ground for difficult attitudes, inflated egos, and insecurity. But the Eric I knew then was above Ivy League  name dropping and didn’t fit the stereotypical image I secretly had of a status-conscious upper-class person. He was down to earth and gravitated toward the mailroom guys and the front-desk ladies; he rode a motorcycle to work. In a world of one-upmanship, capitalism, and shaky value systems, Eric was a sincere, regular guy.

The summer of my first divorce, I began working on a novel to get my life back on track. Eric was working at the bank’s Shanghai office. That fall and winter I spent time healing by hanging out with my friend Gill, swimming in the San Francisco Bay, and riding my motorcycle in the hills of Marin County. Over many margaritas sipped under the year-round Christmas decorations at the Mexican restaurants La Rondalla and Cantina, I tried to figure out what had gone wrong, and how my dreams of having a husband and a family had slipped away from me.

The first hint of spring was in the air the afternoon I ran into Eric, who was traveling a lot at that point, in the executive kitchen. He was back in the States for a week of meetings. I think it was then that I really saw him for the first time—his intensely dark chocolate-drop eyes and light freckles that I hadn’t noticed until I got up close. He somehow appeared taller, too. “The skinny white guy with the runny nose” was how he charmingly described himself; his wit, self-deprecating sense of humor, and unpredictable goofiness captured my heart. And for most of our relationship, I lovingly saw him as the funniest, sexiest man I knew.

We met for drinks that very night at a smoky, semidark dive bar in the Mission; the Counting Crows played loudly through the speakers. Over my wheat beer and his scotch and soda, we discussed our life goals. Mine was to pursue writing; Eric’s was to make money. Love, marriage, and children, we agreed, would follow naturally. From there, we started a  rocky yearlong relationship and saw each other whenever he was in town. Each visit was an exciting social whirlwind, crammed with ski weekends in Tahoe; after-work dinners at hip, expensive restaurants; and drinks at the cool bars and cocktail lounges that were sprouting up on every corner of San Francisco on the eve of the prosperous dot-com era. But then we’d be separated for three weeks to a month at a time—sometimes longer. The distance and stretches of time we spent apart made me paranoid that Eric was seeing other women, and although I was already head over heels in love, I called it quits after a year and a half.

Eric arrived in San Francisco that New Year’s Eve and appeared on the doorstep of my new apartment in the Mission. Before the clock struck midnight, I agreed to give it another try. Six months later, I applied for my three-month unpaid sabbatical, found someone to sublease my apartment, and was on a plane to Beijing, where Eric had relocated permanently and taken a job as the chief financial officer of a Chinese software company.

 




While we waited for our food, a young man wearing a traditional Mandarin tunic and tasseled hat came to our table to pour tea. With a flourish, he presented a metal teapot; a long, knitting needle-like spout sent a lively stream of eight-treasure tea into my cup. Afterward, he strode around the banquet room, carrying the teapot like a watering can, on the prowl for more cups to fill.

I took a drink of my beer and barely touched the sliced-cucumber appetizer because I was anticipating the duck. The richness of this traditional duck dish was more appropriate for hearty autumn and winter appetites, but I’d heard so much about it that I’d insisted Eric take me  someplace where I could try it. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime culinary experience to dine on this imperial dish, which has been refined and improved over the centuries to achieve a near mythical reputation. The Chinese use a technique that separates the skin from the body to achieve the perfect crispness. Each duck restaurant has its own secret spice rub, which is massaged liberally into the ducks’ carcasses. Fragrant fruit-tree wood, such as date, peach, and pear, is used in the roasting process for an additional layer of flavor.

When I lived in San Francisco, I never felt inclined to seek out Beijing duck, though I regularly saw the shiny roasted birds hanging from restaurant windows on Kearny Street in Chinatown. So now I waited, rather impatiently, as I smelled the mouthwatering sweet aroma of roast duck from the tables around us. I couldn’t resist craning my neck to take a look at the feast that would soon be laid out at our very own table—the dark, tender meat and the shiny, crisp amber skin I’d been told tasted like bacon.

I was delighted to finally see a chef pushing a trolley cart toward our table. As if bearing a vintage wine, he lifted the platter and presented the plump duck for our approval. I nodded at the skin’s glistening veneer; I looked at Eric and smiled.

The chef placed the duck on a cutting board and chopped it into 120 pieces. The skin cracked like peanut brittle at the touch of his knife.

As I watched the chef show off his knife skills, a waitress wearing a  qipao (Mandarin dress) brought out a plate of thinly sliced scallions, plum sauce, and a steamer basket filled with heyebing (thin Chinese pancakes).

I watched as Eric smeared the steamy pancake with the dark plum sauce. He added a couple of slices of scallion and a sliver of duck meat,  topped with the skin. He rolled the pancake up tight, and I waited for him to sink his teeth into the juicy roll; instead, he handed it to me, and I didn’t hesitate to grab it.

All those centuries of work came together in that first perfect bite. There was nothing I could think of that compared with the smoky duck meat mingling with the sweet plum sauce and clean, piquant scallion. I ate it in two bites.

After my fourth roll, I felt satisfied enough to hold a conversation with Eric. I asked him if we were going out after dinner.

“Andrew asked us to meet up with him and some friends,” he responded. “He wants me to meet another guy who went to Exeter. We’ll take a cab over to Uighurville, where they’re having dinner, and then we’ll probably go to Sanlitun.” Andrew had been an underclassman when Eric attended Exeter, a prestigious East Coast prep school; they had reconnected not long after Eric arrived in Beijing.

I had taken a big porcelain spoonful of the corn-and-pine nut side dish. I had never had this combination before, and I was enjoying the contrast between the pine nuts’ rich, bold flavor and the corn’s sweetness. Despite the taste sensations, I felt a sudden stab of homesickness. Friday nights in San Francisco, I would meet friends for dinner, drinks, or a movie. Here, I had yet to create a life.

Eric had stopped talking while I was lost in my reverie, and I began to feel acutely self-conscious about the expanding silence. Finally, he asked me casually about my week, and my response was like that of horses being set loose on a race track. To allay my deep nervousness, I began talking nonstop, describing every minute detail of my unpacking and the tea store I had discovered one afternoon.

When I couldn’t wring out another bit of information about my week, Eric said, “I hope that you take this time to really write.”


What a thing to say, I thought.

“Yes, I know,” I responded, immediately aware of my defensive tone. “We talked about this before I came.”

“And I—”

“I also know I shouldn’t expect anything to come out of my stay,” I interrupted, “because you don’t know how long you’ll be in China, or if it will even work out with the company.” I parroted back statements he’d been making ever since we started dating. I was well aware that this discussion couldn’t lead anywhere positive, and I felt sluggishness wash over me. The combination of the dinner and the conversation left me feeling as if I were still suffering from jet lag.

 




Eric’s inability to commit to our relationship was a sore spot for me. I had expressed the “L word” to him that winter, when we’d decided to be exclusive to each other, but he hadn’t said it back. Perhaps it was the excitement of his periodic visits, his international lifestyle, or his being so different from the type of man I generally found myself attracted to that made me know in my heart that I wanted to take our relationship as far as it would go. Rather than take the safe route in a relationship as I always did before, I made a conscious choice to cast security aside.

“I wasn’t going to say that,” he said gently.

“What were you going to say?” I asked.

Putting his hand over mine, Eric looked deep into my eyes. “I just meant that I hope you’re going to take advantage of this time and write. I think you could be a good writer. I don’t want you to be afraid of going for it.”

I felt myself loosen as all the reasons I loved Eric came rolling back to me like gentle morning surf. I loved the way he smelled of soap, garlic, scotch, and cigarettes. I found it charming how he ate his sandwiches in a circular direction, starting at the crust and making his way around and around until he finished. I liked how when I stood next to him and he put his arm around me, the entirety of me seemed to tuck perfectly into his armpit. It was my favorite way to walk next to him or sit beside him on the couch at the end of the day. I felt protected and safe, like a child sheltered in the crook of a towering tree.

I refused to let him off the hook about commitment, though. “I’ll do what I can about my writing, but don’t forget, I’m here to spend time with you. We’re now a part of each other’s daily life. My plan is to finish the first draft of my novel, but I have to admit,” I added hesitantly, “I am glad I have my job waiting for me back home.”

Eric withdrew his hand from mine and leaned back. I felt the tenderness of the moment evaporate like summer fog. “That’s another thing,” he said. “I think you’re wasting your time, stalling your life. Answering phones? What kind of job is that? This is the time in your life to make changes. You’re divorced, thirty years old, and in a dead-end job. You have nowhere to go but up.”

The defiant independent woman in me, the one who rode a motorcycle to work and swam four days a week in the San Francisco Bay, puffed up with anger. I felt the emotion lift me out of my chair. I felt as if it would carry me right out of the restaurant had Eric not announced, “I love you.”

Which was exactly what I loved and hated about Eric. He often said infuriating, insulting things and then followed them with words that  would stop the romantic in me dead in my tracks. My anger deflated as quickly as a popped balloon. “Go on,” I said cautiously.

“You know I love you, but I can’t be with you if you settle for whatever life hands you. I can’t be with you if you don’t quit your job. I’ll take care of us while you break into writing.”

Every cell in my body was rejoicing at hearing him finally say he loved me, but part of me was rebelling at the same time. His claim that he wanted to take care of me swept me up in some kind of girlish fantasy. It felt like the joy and relief of hearing the blessed sound of raindrops tapping steadily on a roof during a summer drought. And yet he wasn’t just telling me to quit my job back home; he was saying that he couldn’t—wouldn’t—be with me if I didn’t. And yes, it was a dead-end job, but I didn’t have a trust fund or rich parents to bail me out of my mistakes. My heart felt full and elated, but my stomach cramped as if it were stuffed with thorns. Not only would I be in a foreign country where I couldn’t speak a word of the language and had no friends, but I also wouldn’t have a job to support myself.

“This is too much,” I said shaking my head. “You can’t do this to me. You know I love you, but whether you approve or disapprove of my job, it pays my bills. I still have a life in San Francisco. You’re asking me to give that up in hopes that things will work out between us. And if they don’t, you’ll still have your stock options and your job. I’ll go home with a broken heart and an empty bank account.”

He didn’t say a word; he just looked at me.

Our waitress, who had stalled on bringing us our last course, a large tureen of duck soup, apparently determined that the coast was finally clear. I could drink only a few sips of the rich, cloudy duck stock and  seasonings that night, but during the next year in Beijing, that soup would become my cold remedy.

 




Getting lost in Beijing’s Inner City, among the honeycombs of old  hutong (alleyways) filled with siheyuan (courtyard homes), is a cinch. Entering a hutong is like stepping into a labyrinth: Where you step out is often not where you began. Eric and I strolled through this neighborhood to walk off some of the duck, not bothering to pay attention to where we were going. Each doorway was like a captivating face. Many were papered with red and gold decorations announcing some special family event; others were stark and weathered, with a single ornate door handle. We peeked into garden courtyards where birdcages hung alongside laundry, and where the air was filled with the smells of dinner, the sounds of a child practicing violin, and the cheerful chatter of conversation.

We emerged from the hutong by simply turning a corner in a quaint residential neighborhood, and found ourselves confronted by the noise and grime of urban Beijing. In addition, we’d been deposited onto a narrow concrete island that separated the bicycle lane from the cars.

Eric looked up and around, scanning as if watching a bird fly, only he was looking for a street sign to tell us where we had led ourselves.

The longer we stood there, the denser and more oppressive the vehicles, bicycles, and people became. I felt as if I were stranded on a rock as high tide rolled in. All I knew was not to lean too far forward, or I’d get punched in the ribs by a passing bicyclist, and not to lean too far back, or I’d get scraped by a car’s side mirror and whisked into the road.

“Let’s make a run for it,” Eric said, meaning we had to just jump into  the street and dash toward the opposite sidewalk. I recalled the disturbing advice he had dispensed the very morning I’d arrived: “If the walk sign says GO, stop. If it says STOP, go.” With that in mind, I debated our current situation. Being evacuated by air to a hospital in Hong Kong wasn’t how I wanted to spend my time in China. I rationalized that if we stayed on the traffic island long enough, rush hour would run its course. There was plenty to see—like the old man riding the grown-up tricycle with the hand pedals, or the little toddlers wearing split pants instead of diapers, who flashed their bottoms every time they bent over.

Eric was determined to go across, though. I looked down the boulevard to see if it was safe. What I saw there filled me with awe, so much so that my mouth went dry. Literally thousands of bicyclists swayed and moved away and toward us in one wave, like a gigantic school of fish.

Beijing’s network of bicycle lanes and roadways was impressive. In addition to its sizable bike lanes, the city had bicycle-only roads where cars were denied access. Life on these roads was like another world: Riders smoked cigarettes, ate, and even read while pedaling. Mothers wearing dresses and four-inch heels pedaled while their babies sat behind them wearing no safety belt, holding on to just a bar. Boyfriends pedaled while their girlfriends sat sidesaddle on the back rack, reading magazines and sipping soda.

Curbside, pedicabs rigged with wagons sold bike accessories: seats, baskets, rain ponchos, and infant seats. Bike vendors peddled produce, beer, snacks, books, and magazines. You never had to worry about getting a flat; every few hundred yards, a tire-repair person was set up to do business with a basin of water, a patch kit, inner tubes, and hand tools for less than a penny.


As the hordes of bike commuters rode in close formation like professional racers, the street chaos was interwoven with zigzagging taxicabs, the grinding gears of construction trucks, and brave pedestrians scurrying across the street to the shoulder-to-shoulder-packed sidewalk. And then I heard something strange. Barely audible, it was a living, chirping, rhythmic sound that rose above the racket and was getting closer. The crowd parted like a flock of grazing sheep, and from it emerged a cheerful-looking old man with orb-shaped baskets of crickets, pedaling slowly, as if he were taking a back road in Provence, rather than being stuck in a throng of people that was nearly paralyzing me.

The air was still and stifling; the only breeze came from the whizzing bikes and cars. Even as the sun descended, sweat and soot trickled down my temples. But the old man looked cool and fresh in his wide-brimmed straw hat, loose gray short-sleeved shirt, and matching pants rolled up at the ankle, above his flip-flops. The basket hanging across his handlebars held a book, a fan, and a glass jar containing water and floating tea leaves. His back fender was rigged with a bamboo pole; from a distance, the object dangling from it resembled part beehive, part misshapen piñata.

I gravitated toward the old man and his crickets, perhaps because the insects’ music sounded familiar. It was the only comforting thing I could turn my attention to. Crickets’ chirping always commences at the best time of a summer day, in those fleeting moments before darkness falls, when the color of the sky deepens from turquoise to lapis to navy. Often accompanied in Indiana, where I grew up, by the high-pitched squeals of bats striking at mosquitoes in the cool, dark calm, the lull of the cricket song rose like a Buddhist chant.

“Watch out!” Eric yelled.

“What?” I answered, shaken from my daydream. Eric winced as a teenage bicyclist wearing headphones, blue jeans, and a T-shirt flew past me.

The old man pulled over to the curb on the other side of the street to secure his bamboo pole. I stepped off the curb without looking, keeping my eyes focused on the old man and his bike. I knew that if I looked at the oncoming bicyclists, I would freeze like a startled rabbit. They can go around me, I told myself.

I walked purposefully and steadily, saying a prayer under my breath as a young woman in a skirt and blouse gracefully swerved to avoid careening into me, and a middle-aged man slowed down to curse at me in Mandarin. Finally, I stepped onto the opposite curb. “Ni hao,” said the old man, nodding at me. He had two teeth missing in the back, and a gold crown on his right bicuspid.

“Ni hao,” I greeted him. His eyebrows arched noticeably.

I turned my attention to the objects hanging from his bike. There were dozens of small, covered, billiard ball-shaped straw cages, each one holding a single singing cricket. The cages were woven out of bamboo in a seamless rickrack style, with no apparent doors or way to get the crickets out.

As if in greeting, the insects began their wave of singing; it rose and fell, vibrating the entire length of the old man’s bike.

Just as the old man bent over slightly to tighten a rope, anchoring the pole to his bike, I watched Eric dash across the street to meet me. My hand shot up to my mouth while I watched for the inevitable disaster.

“It’s about time,” I joked when he made his way to me unscathed. He wasn’t amused.

“Check out this guy with the crickets. Each basket is holding just one!” I peered into one of the bamboo containers and saw tiny antennas and sharp legs clinging to the sides.

The old man’s eyes widened when he heard me speak English. He said something, clucked his tongue behind his gold-capped tooth, and laughed. When Eric responded in Chinese, his eyes widened again and he let out a belly laugh. I could imagine what he was thinking: This Chinese girl is speaking English, and this laowai (foreigner) can speak Mandarin.


As if to confirm that we were playing a joke on him, the cricket peddler said something in Mandarin to me again.

Looking at him, I said, “I’m so sorry. I wish I could talk to you, but I can’t speak Chinese, and I don’t understand one word you’re saying.”

I could make out that Eric was explaining to him that I am not Chinese, but Japanese American.

His curiosity satisfied, the old man was eager to move on and try to sell us some of his wares. Eric and the old man haggled back and forth. Eric told him one was enough, but the old man insisted we needed five because they are small and needed each other in order to sing.

The old man skipped nimbly to the back of the bike and dug under the baskets in search of something. He brought out a cage noticeably larger than the others.

Eric told me the old man had said that he had two crickets that didn’t fight when they were together, and so Eric had agreed to buy both—a compromise. As Eric counted out his money, the old man began talking to me as if I understood what he was saying. I stood there, holding the cage. The basket vibrated in my hand as the pair of insects picked up on the cacophony of the chirping chorus.

When he was finished, the old man stared at me, unblinking. “Eric, he keeps looking at me. What’s he saying?” I asked.

“He’s telling me some of the history of the crickets. He wants you to remember that they sing in the summer and autumn, and die in the winter.”

“I kinda figured that.” I mumbled. “I did grow up in Indiana.”

Eric paused as the old man added something. “I think he’s going into all this because you’re a visitor, but he wants me to tell you about concubines in the Forbidden City.” I watched the old man rattle on as Eric translated: “Apparently, the emperor had three thousand concubines. Their material needs were taken care of, but not their emotional needs. He’s saying something about the concubines’ keeping a cricket in a small cage made of real gold. That their singing symbolized sadness and loneliness.”

I felt that hair-rising-on-the-back-of-my-neck sensation, like when a fortune teller brings up a shred of personal information you’ve never shared. But I disguised my surprise well. “Huh,” I said. “That’s a depressing story. Ask him what this has to do with me.”

Eric asked and the old man played deaf, slowly counting his money before pocketing it. He then bowed to me, a Japanese gesture for my benefit. He climbed onto his bike saddle, waved, and pedaled off down the street. The two caged crickets kept chirping in my hand long after the louder, more raucous sounds of the city drowned out their brothers’ and sisters’ orchestra.

 




It was seven o’clock by the time our rickety taxicab bumped and rattled down the narrow one-lane road, squeezing past cars as we went deeper into the alleyway. I had no idea where we were—I knew only that we were  going to a restaurant on the west side of the city, where a community of Uighurs, the Muslim minority group of China’s Xinjiang Province, lived.

I stared out the window at the daily life on display in the neighborhood streets. Groups of men wearing boxer shorts, undershirts, and flip-flops stooped on low stools. They sipped from tall bottles of beer and fanned themselves as they played cards. I could almost smell the shampoo and taste the toothpaste as a young woman washed her hair and another brushed her teeth at an outdoor spout. A few feet away, a middle-aged woman scrubbed away at a whole chicken in a basin of water.

The cab stopped at the entrance to yet another back alley. There were fewer cars in this area, and Eric pointed out the people we were meeting, sitting at three tables set close together, away from the dust of the road. Children ran back and forth, and women carrying baskets of vegetables stared as they passed. An old man wearing a navy blue Mao suit, his face lined like a map, stood by the table with his hands behind his back, taking in the table of expatriates and a few young Chinese before walking away.

After Eric and I greeted everyone, I looked around at the empty beer bottles, ashtrays filled with cigarette butts, and stacks of dirty plates and bowls littering the table. There were seven of us: a sandy-haired American who was the China correspondent for an American weekly news magazine, with his Chinese girlfriend; a Swiss guy named Tulley and his Chinese girlfriend; Eric’s friend Andrew; Eric; and me.

A striking young Uighur woman with a high forehead, almond-shaped eyes, and pale, freckled skin took our drink orders. The odor of petrol and rotting garbage mingled with the scents of cooked garlic and onion, sweet roasting mutton, and burning coal from the restaurant.

The waitress brought out classic Xinjiang fare—hearty spiced roast mutton, platters of fresh naan (round, flat leavened bread), and tomato-based noodles fragrant with onions and peppers. I was disappointed that I felt too full to try some of the delicious-looking dishes.

Conversations stopped when a car horn tooted—the sound of a fast-approaching vehicle, followed by a cloud of dust as it skidded to a stop.

“The China hand has arrived!” Andrew yelled as the doors of a black Volkswagen Santana opened, blaring the crooning of a Chinese pop singer. A Caucasian man and his entourage of Chinese friends poured out, like grains of rice spilling from a bag. Andrew explained to me later that a China hand was an expat who spent several years studying or working in China. But I would learn during my time here that it meant much more than that.

The group quickly dispersed; some went into the restaurant, others went to get more chairs. Andrew introduced Eric to the China hand, Craig. I anticipated that the three would swap stories, but they clustered around the American journalist and Tulley, leaving me to my own devices.

I found myself grouped with the guests at the other end of the table, who happened to be the Chinese who’d just arrived with Craig. A woman who had given herself the English name Allison struck up a conversation with me, peppering me with questions about America. I’d learn later on that speaking English attracted locals who wanted to practice.

Within that group of Chinese, I didn’t hear one Chinese name, but I did meet a Yolanda, an Apple, a Sunny, and a Dixon—their chosen English names. As an English speaker who had my own associations with these words, I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at some of these monikers. During my time in China, I found—especially among the  younger set—that universities and learning institutions were a popular source of names, too: I met several Harvards and Yales and one Parsons, after Parsons School of Design. I came to understand that speaking a new language meant you could become anyone or anything that you aspired to be.

Later, when I began studying Mandarin, my teacher insisted that I give myself a Chinese name based on the sound of my real name or some aesthetic character. After a while, we came up with Fuling Li: Fu for my last name, Furiya; and Ling, which is like Linda but means “dawn” or “new beginning.” And if a Chinese girl could name herself after Madonna or Nicole Kidman, I could add a Li, after the gorgeous, talented Chinese actress Gong Li.

 




Aside from the interesting names I learned, I was amazed by how beautiful Allison’s hair was. I could almost see each individual strand, glossy and thick as fishing line. She worked at a state-run publishing house that printed schoolbooks and academic works. To be polite, I asked her questions about her life: whether she had any hobbies, where she had traveled, what she and her friends did for fun. She was the first local Chinese girl I had ever spoken to.

She said her hobby was playing the piano. When she told me she had competed nationally as a pianist, I commented that it was more of a vocation than a hobby. She shrugged and said the piano playing had ended when she fractured a bone in her hand after she fell off her bicycle. She had never traveled abroad, because it’s difficult for Chinese to leave their country. And she and her friends spent their free time window shopping or gathering at a local teahouse.

Allison spoke very calmly, and I could tell by the way she looked downward, as if she were reading off a page, or upward, as if in search of a word, that she was putting much thought into her responses. Suddenly she looked up past my head, and her mouth spread into a wide smile.

I turned to see Craig behind me. He pulled up a chair and sat down between us. I looked to see where Eric was and found him laughing uproariously in response to Andrew, who was sitting forward and telling a story. The Chinese girlfriends were seated some distance away from their men, talking amongst themselves. I took a sip of my warm beer just to do something.

As I was planning to make a move to the mixed couples’ end of the table, Craig turned around as if he were startled, which, I was starting to figure out, was just the way he moved.

“Ni hao,” he greeted me, as if I had just appeared out of nowhere. He pointed at my cricket basket and asked a question in Mandarin that I didn’t understand.

I held up my hand and shook my head. “I don’t speak Chinese.”

Astonished, he made a jerky movement again, like a cartoon character. I couldn’t help but laugh. Craig, like Eric and Andrew, was a regular-looking white man with clean-cut brownish hair and fair, slightly freckled skin.

He pointed his finger at me. “You’re American.”

“That would be right!” I said. I rolled my eyes, like any American gal would.

Laughing, he said, “I was like, for a second, Man, there’s no way you could get that accent listening to English tapes.”


“I’m Japanese American, born and raised in Indiana,” I responded,  with a bit of an edge. I didn’t like my niggling compulsion to explain my ethnicity to total strangers, many of whom I’d never see again, but I’d discovered that it actually served me well. Because I spoke directly to my American origins and Midwest farm-town roots, and because I’d grown up in a Japanese family, I found that I answered people’s questions all at once. To Westerners, I thought I conveyed a sturdy foundation to start from, and to the Chinese, my explanation represented a  yes, we may look alike, but it stops there. Looking back, I realize that I certainly would have responded differently if I’d been an American-born Chinese or if I’d been in Kyoto instead of Beijing. But I hadn’t even been there a whole week, and I was already feeling the pressure of being constantly mistaken for Chinese.

I asked Craig what city he was from. His eyes looked faraway for a moment, as if he hadn’t thought about that in a long time.

“Maine. Portland, Maine,” he answered.

“When was the last time you were home?” I asked.

“About a year and a half ago. I consider China my home,” he said, extending his arms broadly, as if children were going to run into his embrace.

“I heard you were here during the Tiananmen Square situation.” I remembered hearing this from Eric, who’d heard it from Andrew.

“Yeah,” Craig said in a modest voice, looking away as if I’d uncovered that he was actually a celebrity.

“Wow, that’s a long time.”

“I’ve seen lots of changes. How long have you been here?”

“Less than a week.”

He raised his eyebrows in a no kidding? way.

“I’m with Eric, over there.”

“Are you here to study Mandarin?”

“No . . . well . . . I mean, yes, when I get the time. I need to finish a book I’m writing first.”

“You can’t live here if you don’t speak the language.”

“I’m sure I’ll pick it up along the way.”

This comment sent Craig off on a monologue about how we, as foreigners, as visitors, must embrace the centuries-old Chinese culture.

“I’ve been here for almost thirteen years, and I still feel I have so much to learn from this country. The true way of tapping into the soul of the Chinese,” he said, pausing, “is to master the language. It’s hard work, and frustrating, but it’s the most satisfying thing in the world.”

Trying to interject a thought of my own was as difficult as putting toothpaste back into its tube. Craig’s voice became more pronounced and measured, as if he were giving a lecture. It was when he began speaking in Mandarin and then translating his own words into English that I looked up and saw that he wasn’t doing it for my benefit. He had caught the attention of the Chinese sitting at our end of the table. Actually, a small group from the neighborhood had gathered. I could tell by their smiles and nodding heads that they were impressed by Craig’s vernacular and ideas. I recognized the look, having seen the same expression of admiration on my parents’ faces anytime a white person spoke Japanese fluently.

Craig had his pulpit and was on fire. He completely dropped the English. At the end of his oration, I thought he was going to take a bow while the audience applauded.

I was amazed by how the Chinese listened to Craig. If he’d behaved  like this in the States, his grandiosity and bravado would have sent listeners into flurries of excuse-making to get away from him, but here, he had eight Chinese hanging on to his every word—and I don’t believe they were being polite.

This was the first time I really began to understand a different kind of attraction the Chinese might have to certain types of expatriates who were here to find themselves, or to ditch the mediocre suit they’d worn in their home country for a shiny new one. Seeing Craig bask in the attention, I could see the draw of mastering the language and learning about the culture and customs.

I sighed internally with relief when the waitress returned with a tray and began cleaning up the table. The crowd at the other end stood up and stretched, indicating that the evening had come to an end. Andrew announced that we would break up into groups and head to Sanlitun’s Jiuba Jie, or Bar Street.

I hopped into a taxi with Eric and Andrew. It had cooled off, and the street was teeming with people eating outside, strolling, or just people-watching on the curb. A loudspeaker played symphony music in a small park; couples ballroom-danced to its murmurs, and I saw one man leading an invisible partner. In another part of the park, groups of elderly fan dancers practiced to the beat of banging cymbals and drums.

“It looked like you were having a lively conversation with Craig over at your end of the table,” Eric commented. I focused my attention on the rearview mirror, where a red tassel with a portrait of Chairman Mao was hanging. Despite the atrocities the deceased leader committed, many workers still believed he had done right by the common Chinese.

“Yeah, he thought I was a local Chinese girl,” I said, laughing to  refrain from showing my indignation. “I didn’t appreciate the lecture he gave me about how I needed to embrace the Chinese culture, the language, and the people.”

“Well, there are three factions of expats living here,” Eric said. But before he could continue, Andrew finished the thought for him: “There’s the Colonialist White Man, the China Soul, and the Living in Denial. Do you have anything to add to that, Eric?” Andrew asked, leaning forward and looking at him.

“Nope, sounds pretty accurate to me,” Eric said.

“The Colonialist White Man is self-explanatory,” Andrew continued. “Exploiting the economy and the women, living here until the opportunities run dry. Doesn’t give a damn about the history or the culture. The China Soul is someone who comes innocently enough to China to study the language, but then gets engulfed in the culture, which is so much more rich and textured than that person’s boring old Anglo-Saxon heritage. More often than not, they’re the ones who end up marrying a Chinese woman and never going home. And last, there are those I call Living in Denial. You’ll see this a lot in the older, multinational guys who have the bucks to support this kind of lifestyle. They live on compounds on the outskirts of town that literally look like a neighborhood in the States. A driver takes them to and from work, they wouldn’t dare eat at a local restaurant, and they socialize only with Westerners. I know some guys who have been here for five years and can’t speak a word of Chinese.” Andrew started reexamining the crickets chirping happily in the basket, peering into the little rickrack holes as he spoke.

I was captivated by his descriptions and prompted him to tell me more. “What’s Craig?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

“Craig fancies himself the China Soul type. He believes he’s Chinese, especially because he was here before Tiananmen Square. He thinks he can speak for them, like Kevin Costner’s character in Dances with Wolves.  There’s an element of exploitation, too, though. Don’t you think, Eric?” Andrew asked, raising his voice at the end so Eric would hear him.

“Whatever you say, Andrew,” Eric said with a chuckle. I looked back and forth between them. I sensed that Eric felt uncomfortable, but Andrew forged on.

“Craig is one of those guys who devour Chinese women. He literally walks into a room and scans it to see which ones he wants, then makes his move. He feasts on them the way hungry person eats a bag of chips or a bowl of popcorn.”

“That’s creepy!” I nearly shouted. “Is it because he comes across as something special here, and back home he’s average?” But I didn’t get an answer. The cab pulled up to the bar, and I lost Andrew to this new distraction.

 




During the day, the cafés and restaurants along Sanlitun’s Jiuba Jie set out tables and chairs so that customers could dine alfresco, though the experience was hardly relaxing, as passing taxis and trucks kicked up dust constantly. A German butcher and a couple of tiny grocery stores catered to Westerners looking for white bread, European cheeses, and meat shipped from overseas.

At night, the beer joints opened up and the street became one long party strip. We walked down a narrow alleyway to an establishment called the Hidden Tree Bar. I didn’t know that behind the hutong walls were families crammed into one-bedroom apartments, putting up with rowdy bar noise night after night.

Before we entered the bar, Eric pulled me aside.

“Listen, I have to ask you a big favor,” he said, looking away from me as he spoke.

“What is it?”

“Craig asked me to help him out. He’s supposed to meet a woman here for a drink, but then this other woman who doesn’t know about the first woman is also coming.”

“So? What does that have to do with you?” I was starting to figure out why Eric had seemed uncomfortable when Andrew was talking about Craig’s appetite for Chinese women. Andrew had probably been trying to warm me up for this, I thought.

“Because I speak Chinese, he wants me to occupy the woman inside the bar while he talks to the other one outside.”

“Is this what you and Andrew were giggling about in the taxi?” I asked.

He nodded sheepishly.

As Eric waited for my answer, Craig stuck his head out the door.

“Hey, Eric, you’re on!” he said, wearing a big grin.

Eric gave me a weak smile and followed Craig inside.

The bar was cramped and dimly lit. An air-conditioning unit wheezed in the window, barely making a dent in the place’s moist warmth. The stuffiness strengthened the stink of cologne, cigarettes, and roast meat from the kebab vendor outside, along with the ubiquitous undertones of sour beer. I couldn’t help but notice that the crowd was predominantly white Western men with Chinese women.

I sipped my beer and bobbed my head to the rock ’n’ roll music, trying to appear comfortable standing alone. Eric was over at the bar, talking  to Craig’s girlfriend, who smiled, laughed, and bobbed her chin coyly up and down all the while. I looked out at the back courtyard and saw Craig sitting at a table with the other woman. He didn’t look like he was going anywhere. I knew Eric was mine, but the woman he was entertaining was far from unattractive.

It seemed that most of the women in the bar were quite beautiful and dressed in sexy outfits. Naively, I’d imagined the women in Beijing to be pigtailed, cap-wearing country bumpkins. Almost all of them had the same silky hair Allison had. It cascaded against their bare arms, which appeared pale and cool. When the Swiss guy’s girlfriend flipped her hair, it smelled like sweet berries.

These women stood with their hips jutting out and strolled with long, confident strides, as if working a catwalk. I felt as if every woman in the room except me had been trained at a Barbizon Modeling Center.

One of the young women in the group leaned toward me and yelled something to me in Chinese.

“I’m sorry, I don’t speak Mandarin,” I yelled.

“What?” she said, surprised. “You’re not Chinese?” She had only a slight accent.

She shared this information with her friend, whom I didn’t remember having seen in Uighurville. Her friend looked me up and down, but not in the lascivious way a man would, or even in the critical, head-to-toe way a woman sometimes does when she’s checking out another woman’s outfit. No, it was more a bewildered, Why didn’t we notice this alien in our midst? look.

The women exchanged more words. And then the one who had been speaking to me initially—whose name, I later found out, was Miranda—yelled in my ear, “Why don’t you speak Mandarin?!”

“I’m Japanese American,” I answered.

“Japanese. Ah,” she said, as if I suddenly made sense. “Konichiwa.”


“I’m not . . .” I started to explain. “Aw, forget it.”

Miranda was wearing denim shorts, a pink scoop-neck top with puffy cap sleeves, and high-heeled cowboy boots. All she needed was a piece of hay between her teeth, and her country-girl look would be complete. Her friend had on a short, black, dancer’s-style wraparound skirt and a low-cut, clingy raspberry tank top with SHORTCAKE printed across it in rhinestones. I seemed to be the only Asian woman there that night who could have confirmed the rumor that all Asian women are flat chested. With a big, welcoming smile, Miranda leaned in again. “You look like us,” she said, pointing to herself, then to her friend. Her friend smiled, too.

I wasn’t sure if I should feel flattered. I caught a reflection of myself in the long mirror over the bar. My long hair cascaded down my back just like theirs did. The short, lime-green floral-print sundress I was wearing had looked light and festive in the small Mission-district shop where I’d bought it, but now it seemed skimpy and tawdry.

It was the time of night when men begin to wear beer goggles. Alone again, I looked around and noticed some white guys leering at me. I looked around for Eric and saw him deep in conversation across the room with Craig and his two girlfriends. They looked like they were on a double date.

I didn’t know what to do, but I had to get out of the loud bar. Cradling my cricket basket, I was practically run over by two Chinese women screeching with delight as a young blond man followed them in hot pursuit.

His tight, shiny, sapphire-blue shirt was unbuttoned down his chest. He was even wearing a gold necklace. At first I thought the fact that  he was dressed like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever was a joke, but I remembered the thematic getups of Miranda as a country gal, and her friend as a dancer in training. As he passed me, the blond stopped. “Whoa, Xiaojie!” he said in a European accent I couldn’t decipher.

I rolled my eyes at him and went outside.

The air was magnificently cool. No one was on the street except for a local man in his cotton pajama bottoms, tank top, and slippers, walking a Pekinese. I sat on a gritty step beneath a hutong doorway.

As I debated whether to go back inside the bar, the blond man came out the door. He lit a cigarette and walked my way.

“Ni hao,” he said, exuding a finesse I imagined he’d gained from his many conquests.

“Y’know what? I don’t mean to be impolite, but I’m really tired and I don’t speak Mandarin, so I’d appreciate it if you left me alone,” I said, not caring whether he understood me.

The strong cologne he wore stung my nose. His demeanor changed after I spoke. “What? You’re not Chinese?” he asked. I still couldn’t place his accent—Polish, maybe Russian.

“No, I’m not Chinese. I’m American.” I could feel my voice shaking and getting louder. “And if one more person asks me why I don’t speak Chinese, I swear I will scream bloody murder.” I was exhausted and way past feeling tolerant.

“Okay, okay, relax,” he said, stepping away. “You look Chinese, okay? We’re in China, right?” He paused for a moment, taking me in. “Okay, so if you’re not Chinese, then what are you?” he asked.


What am I? I hadn’t heard that question in so long, living as I did in a politically correct city with lots and lots of Asians.

“I’m Japanese American,” I answered.

“Oh, you’re Japanese,” he said.

He knew he’d said something wrong when I flared my nostrils.

“No, I was born and raised in the United States. I grew up there.”

“That explains your American accent. You speak good English,” he said with a big smile.

I stopped myself from launching into another explanation by asking, “So, where are you from?”

“Russia,” he said, rolling the “R” lusciously. He said it with so much pride and bravado that I couldn’t stifle a grin.

“What are doing here, besides chasing skirt?” I asked, only half joking. He looked at me, puzzled. “Never mind,” I said. “Are you working here? Studying? Traveling?”

“I’m studying Mandarin,” he said, and then uttered a word that I imagined was the name of a school, as he followed it with a look of overt pride. He paused, waiting for me to react, but I’d never heard of the school, so he informed me that it was the premier language school in Beijing.

“Great,” I replied. He looked dejected, a feeling I don’t believe he was accustomed to.

“And why are you here?” he asked.

Amid the constant mix-ups about my nationality, this was one question not one person had asked me yet.

“You really don’t want to know,” I said.

“Sure I do,” he said, and I believed him. Who knows why I chose to divulge so much in that dusty doorway across from the loud bar—maybe it was because of the day I’d had, or because Eric was in there flirting with girls, or because I doubted my reasons for being here. I told the  Russian about my divorce, about my long-distance, soap-opera relationship with Eric, and about my coming to Beijing. I didn’t tell him that I’d never thought about China when I was growing up in a white farm town, or how I had my own issues about it because I’d been mistaken constantly for a Chinese person when I was growing up, and I didn’t want to be associated with the country.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he said, rubbing his chin.

I looked at him blankly.

“You just told me how you got here, but not why you’re here.”

I thought about this for a second.

“Well, why are you here, then?” he repeated.

I looked at him again, more closely this time, at the way the humidity had curled his blond Prince Valiant hairstyle into angelic golden ringlets.

Without hesitating, I said, “I’m here to be with the man I love and to write.”
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