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			Seventeen Minutes 


			The baby was not hers. She found it yesterday, while walking the dog.


			It was a cool autumn day in Jinan, capital city of Shandong province, and the leaves were bright slashes of crimson and gold and rose with light trickling through, giving the world a sort of peachy glow. The dog was pulling on the leash; it was a little ratty thing with wire curls whose stubby tail thumped the air like a decapitated flyswatter. She thought she had imagined it at first, the wail. The day wasn’t windy, but it is so easy to convince yourself that the abnormal is mundane when you are afraid of what you will find.


			The dog had defecated, and as she lifted the lid of the dumpster to dispose of the shiny plastic bag, the wailing intensified. It was jagged, like the thing producing it was fighting for air. The noise was coming from a Nike shoe box. Tentatively, she had opened the box, feeling the blood pumping in her ears. Inside, shrouded in a soft yellow baby blanket, was a tiny, wrinkled creature. Its face was red, and occupied mostly by a gummy pink cavern from which the wail was issuing. Instinctively, she dropped the lid of the box. The noise stopped for a second, then resumed, in an even shriller pitch. Just make it stop. Make it stop that infernal sound. She reached in again, and scooped the tiny body out. 


			Its hair was crusted and black, clinging to a flushed red scalp, wrinkled from the effort of screaming. Its nose was small, with two dark, dilating nostrils. And its fingers. Its fingers were so tiny—in her head she compared them to fleshy grubs. The knuckles were miniscule, sewn like little buttons. 


			No one else was around. God, if only someone else had been there. Someone who could take charge, who could have stepped in and said, look, give it to me. This is what we do now. This is what I need you to do. But there wasn’t anyone.


			The baby had stopped crying, though a low whimpering still emanated from its chest. Its hands waved aimlessly in the air, searching, groping. She looked helplessly up and down the street. No one. Leash still wrapped around her wrist, she hefted the baby back into the box. Closed the lid. Put the box back in the dumpster. Closed the lid of the dumpster.


			The dog was occupied, sniffing around the base of tree, and she yanked him along. As if on cue, the wailing started up again. She pulled her woolen hat over her ears, and shoved her neck down farther into the collar of her coat, as if by doing so she could block out the cry that wafted through the crisp, still air. 


			Now she was angry. Angry at the baby, angry at the noise that grated on her nerves, angry at the person who had left the baby there. Angry at herself for investigating at all, for choosing this route for her walk. It was okay though, right? What she had done was okay, right? I mean, it wasn’t like it was pouring outside. Frankly, it was a beautiful day. In all likelihood, someone else would come along, hear the crying as she had, and investigate. As she had. And if they didn’t, well, so what? One of two things. Either they would eventually find a cold, lifeless form lying in the bent orange box, or no one would find anything at all. Once the wailing stopped, there would be nothing to indicate that between the dog waste and banana peels and Coke cans and used cardboard lay anything other than just that—trash. Eventually, the whole lot would be taken away, and no one would be any the wiser. 


			Except her. 


			She walked—one block, two blocks—stooped over, tugging at the dog who seemed for the first time to want to stop and sniff every single tree and sign post that they came across. Though she was three streets away by that point, she still felt the howl. It dug in its heels and tugged at her, jabbed at her with spindly fingers that felt cold and sharp. It rang in her ears, louder than it had ever been in real life. 


			But most of all, the image of the baby stayed, seared into her eyes and mind. The tiny thing, thrown away with no more ceremony than an old milk carton. Curled up within the detritus of humanity, a baby, an actual living thing, with thoughts and fears and pain. It was unwanted, uncared for. As if its parents had been swindled into buying something at a flea market, and upon realizing their mistake, decided to toss it. Toss a life. Who had that kind of liberty?


			She turned around. She had made up her mind. But no—if she went back, wasn’t she playing into the hands of the person who had dumped it there? They had already messed with her sanity enough, she wasn’t going to become a puppet. It wasn’t her responsibility. It wasn’t her baby, wasn’t her decision to abandon it. Inaction wasn’t a crime, was it?


			An internal battle raged, dragged her in two separate directions, though her feet remained firmly planted. She had relaxed her grip on the leash, it lay loosely in her unclenched fist. If it had wanted to, the dog could have taken advantage of this to make an escape, but it had its head in a grease-stained McDonald’s bag that lay by the curb. Closing her hand around the leash once more in determination, she took one step back toward the suffering. She halted. She turned, and walked a little in the other direction. No, that didn’t feel right. God, she had got herself in so much trouble so much trouble so much. The words pounded in her brain. Messed up, that’s what it was. Who on earth...never mind, wasn’t her problem. Yeah, but she had made it her problem. She didn’t owe the baby anything. But if she didn’t do it, she would never forget, she would carry it around for the rest of her life; a pebble in her pocket. Forget the metaphors, no time for comparisons, it was what it was what it was. Forget the metaphors, forget the child, forget the walk. But she wouldn’t. But she could. She wouldn’t. She could. But what would that achieve? 


			.     .     .


			For her, there were a lot of bad places. That’s what happened, she supposed, when you’ve lived somewhere your entire life—everyday objects and places become blemished, painted over with memories. Their essence changed by circumstance. For most people this worked both ways, hitting on all points of the spectrum of emotion. For her, there were only two shades: neutral, and bad. 


			The first bad place was the kitchen of her childhood home. Though perhaps ‘childhood’ was not the right word. The wooden table whose frieze was decorated with little engravings of branches. She would run her finger over the swirls and divets while one, or both, of her parents admonished her from across the table, lashing out with words that condemned her actions, her speech, her grades. The tiled countertop where her father had slammed her once when she returned after dark, the woeful deliverer of a note from her teacher explaining that she had been found cheating on the exam that day. 


			This negativity snaked its way out of the kitchen into the entrance hall, where it made itself comfortable, slippery corpulence wrapped around the dark, wood-paneled hallway. Through the door that loomed at one end would emerge the friends of her parents, tall and bent with laughter that sounded like great drums of thunder. Habitually she would appear as the guests entered, not to appear rude—and perhaps, though she would never admit it, to give her parents the opportunity to make some remark about her presence as well—before slinking away into the shadows, perhaps retreating into her room. At some point of the evening, generally around dinner time if that had been the pretense of the gathering, her parents would find it convenient to acknowledge their only child. As she emerged from her room to eat, a casual “oh, and here is Mochou,” would slide into the conversation, unremarkable. 


			The schoolyard was another bad place. More specifically, the concrete bench that sat just inside the fence. In principal, this bench had pleasant associations—it was the place where Dewei had sat next to her for the first time one winter day when the sun was a little white hole poked into the woolen sky. But this good memory had long since been corrupted, and now it brought nothing but pain. Dewei had been her best friend since that initial moment of solidarity. And her parents were crazy about him—he was the child they had always wanted: best marks in the class, polite, well-reputed and well-loved by all. They overwhelmed him with affection, treated him as if he were their son, told him he was welcome at their house whenever he liked. 


			There were only two problems with this system. The first being that, as their love for Dewei grew, their tolerance for the perceived shortcomings of their daughter plummeted. She was continuously asked why she couldn’t be more like him, and held to imaginary standards set by a mythical Dewei. “Dewei would have done so and so,” they would say. Dewei would have gotten a better mark, Dewei would have studied harder. The secondary repercussion of her parent’s adoration of Dewei was that they began to loathe his parents. They ignored them in public, refused to meet with them in private. They spread false rumors about the neglect Dewei received at home, said he thought of their house as a refuge. Dewei’s parents, naturally very patient people, eventually reached a point at which they could no longer tolerate the abuse. They made him break off the friendship. No lingering after school. No contact. No talking except to keep pretenses of civility. 


			Then there was the street just outside the apartment building where Dewei lived with his family. This was the worst bad place. She had followed him there after school one day shortly after the silence and the avoidance had begun, stepping carefully in order to avoid making noise with her shoes against the pavement. When they had come within a few doors of his house, she had called to him. 


			“Dewei.” 


			He had smiled at first, when he saw her, a smile that had died reluctantly. He had turned then, and kept walking, head bowed. 


			“Dewei, no, wait.”


			Dewei had slowed, but did not stop, eyes running over the cracks in the sidewalk. She had run to catch up to him, school bag banging against her lower back, ponytails swishing back and forth by her ears. When she had reached him, she planted herself firmly in his path, took his wrists gently in her hands. 


			“Dewei, what’s wrong?”


			He just shook his head. A bitter seed of anger took root in her heart—he had been dodging her at school for three days now, no explanation offered. 


			“You’ve been ignoring me, why?” 


			Dewei had lightly shaken his hands free, slipped around her, tried to continue on his way. She had jumped back in front of him.


			“Do you understand what you’re doing to me?” Nothing. She had stamped her foot. “Dewei, you’re being really selfish. Why won’t you speak?”


			Dewei had looked on the verge of tears. He kept glancing behind him, and up at the glass-paned windows of his building, shining in the late afternoon sunlight. With shallow, shuddering breaths, he had looked down at the two pairs of shoes that stood up from the sidewalk like a little archipelago. They had stayed there for a while suspended in time. Eventually Dewei had looked up, met her eyes with his glistening ones, and tried to sidestep her. As he moved, his shoulder had knocked against hers, and she nearly lost her balance. Desperate, she had leapt after him, and grabbed his upper arm. Hard. He had shoved her off, and tossed his head back to look at her. His face was slightly red and puffy, his eyelids wet around the edges. 


			She stood and watched as he scurried toward his door, ducking in and closing it without a word. Not wanting to be seen out there alone, she had turned and started home, shoes dragging along the rough terrain with each step. As she had walked, she felt haunted by that last fleeting glance of the boy she had been so attached to, as he extricated himself from her grasp. It was the last time they would make eye contact, but that fact was not what impacted her so much as what she had seen written in the corners of the mouth, in the walnut-brown eyes. 


			Fear. 


			Absorbed by the crisis at hand, she had forgotten the usual route she tracked, a route that carefully evaded all the bad places, a route void of emotion or preconceptions. And so once more she had found herself at the foot of that cursed street. She had almost been able to see his door from where she had stood, heart thumping in chest, dog twisting the leash as he scurried around her feet. Of course, she had had no way of knowing if he lived there still, but the monumentality of the street, tainted with shame and hasty confrontation, made her feel dizzy. Stuck between two hurts, she was forced to forgo her noncommittal deliberation—a deliberation that might never have ceased to be just that, that might not have meant anything more than a deviation in her route to avoid that newest addition to her collection of bad places. 


			She had gone back. Even now, if pressed to explain her actions, she wouldn’t have been able to come up with an answer. All she knew is that, even as her mind had continued to spin, to mull, to quarrel, her feet had taken her back, solemnly, slowly. It wasn’t until she had been at an arm’s length from the dumpster that she realized the yowling had stopped. An inexplicable fear had seized her heart. She had yanked open the lid, hurriedly removed the Nike box, set it on the ground. For a while she just had stared at it. Inside inevitably lay her ruin. Either it would be alive, and then she would have to deal with the consequences of her decision, or...No. No no no no no. She had opened it, and to her simultaneous relief and disappointment, the whining had ground once more into existence. 


			.     .     .


			Now she walked back along those same sidewalks, their apparent innocence tainted with deeper meaning, With the shoebox cradled in her arms, she made her way quickly and purposefully. There had been some formula in a plastic baby bottle in the box, and she had feed the infant before embarking on her return, and rocked it to sleep. Even though no noise emanated from the box to betray the nature of its contents, she couldn’t help but feel as if the eyes of passersby on her walk home bored into her own, tainted with judgement. She found herself fabricating conversations with strangers, negotiating her situation. Home at last, she dumped the box on her bed, and went into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. 


			She looked at herself in the mirror, with its crack down the right corner where she had once driven her fist. Her skin was pale, with dark smudges under two glistening eyes. She had beautiful hair, long and sleek like an otter. At first, she took a single strand, worked her fingers down to the root, and pulled. The nip of pain felt refreshing, like the first cool drop of rain in an impending storm. She grabbed a great chunk then, and pulled. There was no relief. Agony without release wasn’t relief. She needed to feel the hurt, but she also needed to feel it fade, feel liberated. She took a couple strands this time, found the spot where the shiny black threads were sewn into skin, and yanked until she fell them loosen, all together. What started just under her scalp unfolded, the ache worming its way down her spine, through her chest. And then like clouds breaking to let the sky breath, it retracted. She reflected that the best kind of happiness was happiness derived from pain, euphoria born of alleviation. 


			She might have stayed there for some time, encased in thought, but other matters demanded her attention. For one thing, she could hear the rattling call of desperation issuing from the adjoining room. So she packed away her feelings, and unlocked the door. When she opened the box, a face contorted by misery greeted her own. She swore that all the stupid thing did was cry. It was like a wind-up toy, predictable in its predicament. She scooped it up, positioned it in the crook of her arm, and went to see what she could do about this new burden in her life. 


			Once she had succeeded in getting it to sleep once more, she snuck out of the tiny apartment. The baby remained, lying next to her bed in a makeshift crib made of a cardboard box and folded blanket. This was all temporary, after all. She wasn’t going to buy a real crib, or real toys, or a real high chair. What was the point? She was going to get rid of the baby one way or another in the end, and anyway, she didn’t want to raise suspicion. If her neighbors saw her lugging baby products into the elevator, it was likely to generate a whole array of misconceptions that she really didn’t want to have to work around. While the baby slept, she walked down the street and over to the supermarket, to buy some diapers and baby formula. The cheapest she could find. Upon her return she mixed a bottle, and put it in the refrigerator, for when the baby inevitably woke up. After that, she hovered, feeling out of place. Going back into her bedroom was daunting, but her only other options were the kitchen or the bathroom. Deciding eventually on comfort, she slipped into her darkened room, and curled up under the cool cotton sheets, eyes trained on the fuzzy grey ceiling. Everything felt far away. 


			.     .     .


			Her days became mechanical. There was no more fluidity, no more choice left in them. They were dictated, largely, by the baby’s feedings every couple of hours—seven times a day, or thereabouts. She left the house only to walk the dog, once in the morning, and once at night, at times that took advantage of the baby’s sporadic naps. Her life no longer belonged to her, it was controlled by the two other beings that depended parasitically upon it. She worked robotically, either feeding or cleaning or entertaining the baby, or preparing to. She slept in chunks, always awoken by a high pitched wail that started off stuttering and whiney, and rose to full bodied howl. She did not dream. 


			Normally, she worked a secretarial job in a large office building in the center. She had called in the day she took the baby home, holding it in one arm and the phone in the other. She was sorry, she said, but she had a bad stomach virus, could barely leave the couch. She would see what she could do, but they shouldn’t expect her back into work until at least next week. She was very, very sorry. Her lie stared up at her with eyes that were big, and hickory-colored. 


			.     .     .


			With the deadline provided by her scheduled return to work, whenever she was not sleeping or tending to the baby, she was researching. Of course, dumping the baby back into the dumpster was an option, but then all her effort, all her sleepless nights, all her suffering would have been for naught. They would be back to square one. Back to the starting line that doubled as a finish line on the racetracks she loathed, the ones they had made her run around at school. She decided that if all other options were non-viable, the best of bad choices was to leave the baby on someone else’s doorstep. Ring the bell. Leave. That way, it didn’t feel like complete abandon. It just felt like regifting. 


			Then one day as she sat, slouched, her bleary eyes trained on the grimy screen on her computer, she found a way out. It was called a baby hatch. The first one had been set up a little over three years ago, in Shijiazhuang. Since then, 31 others had joined, in various provinces of China. They operated on the principle that, if laws would not hinder child abandonment, it was far better to provide a legal option that also assured anonymity. Parents were allowed to drop their children off in an incubated shelter, complete with a bed and an infrared sensor. Officials came later, to care for the new orphan. 


			The discovery that there was a baby hatch in Jinan, perhaps a 20 minute drive from her apartment, cemented the idea in her mind. This was the way to go, she was sure of it. The only question that remained was when (as soon as possible) and how. The when was not so difficult—she decided to go the next day, as soon as the hatch opened at nine—but the how proved to be more problematic. She would take a taxi, that much was clear. But how to make sure it didn’t burst into a cacophony of wails and betray her was an entirely different matter. She had opted for medication—natural methods were less likely to function, or if they did, would not last for very long. She had some sleeping pills hoarded in the medicine cabinet behind her broken mirror, and she had retrieved one of them, scraping the hard white pill to accumulate a bit of powder. She had shaken this into the baby formula, and waited for it to dissolve. Everything was in place. 


			She sighed, and dug her knuckles into the soft cavity of her eye sockets. With one last deep breath, she left the kitchen and retreated with light, slipper-dulled footsteps to her room, still air permeated by soft cooing noises uttered in unconsciousness. 


			The next morning, the baby arose at six. In the half-light, she picked it up out of the box, and shuffled to the kitchen to retrieve the medicated bottle. If the formula tasted different, the baby showed no sign—it drank eagerly, low sucking noises coming from its throat, creased eyes staring unblinkingly up into her own. With the bottle emptied, its mouth stretched into a yawn far too big for something of that size, and it settled into a contented sort of drowsiness. Hoping that the sleeping powder had done its job, she lowered the baby back into place, and unable to fall asleep, retreated to the kitchen, where she flicked nervously through an old, water-stained magazine. 


			At 8:30, she dressed slowly and collected her battered purse from the dresser, ruffling through her wallet to make sure she had enough yuan to pay the taxi fare. She fed the dog, but did not refill its water bowl, knowing that it would be a while before walk time. Then, she carefully lifted the baby out, praying it wouldn’t wake, wrapped it in its yellow fleece blanket, and lowered it into a padded shopping bag, the shoe box having been long thrown away. 


			Pacing back and forth on the curb in front of her apartment building, gnawing on her fingernails, she eventually managed to hail a cab. She directed the driver to an address a block away from the hatch. He nodded, his ruffled hair brushing against the roof of the vehicle. They did not talk. There was nothing to say, a kind of mutual understanding already having been established by the mere sense of exhaustion that radiated from both. Upon arrival, she handed over 45 yuan, receiving a mute nod of acknowledgement in return, and slid out. She paused a moment, collecting her courage, and walked slowly, jaw clenched, down towards the street. 


			The hatch was a startling pink, resembling a sort of giant, cubed marshmallow. The design felt ironic, like candy-coated poison. The door was glass, and she saw her reflection, shopping bag on one arm, purse on the other as she approached. She reflected silently that she looked horrible; under-rested, absent-minded, eyes darting about like she was prey and the predator was lurking in the shadows behind her. What was she doing with her life? Nine o’clock in the morning, and here she stood, baby in bag, bag on arm, staring through a glass pane into a trading center for the lives that had become a burden. 


			We take your baby. And what do you get back? Your freedom. Your life. Your promise, broken like shards of the glass jar you bought that was so ornate but so impractical. But it doesn’t stop there. You get more in return, things you never asked for but were dealt maliciously to you by the cruel hand of fate. You get regret. And worry. And blame. And a sorrow so deep that you feel as if a hole has been cut into your life. A hole through which blows constantly an icy wind, that nips and pokes and accuses. A hole that never closes, never heals. And even if it could, you aren’t sure you would want it to. 


			She felt water, a silent stream, stemming from her right eye. It wasn’t a tear. To call it a tear would be to bestow it with a significance that she did not feel. But she didn’t brush it away. It chilled her cheek, chapped by the wind that howled around her, numbing the honks and beeps from the traffic that slugged by disinterestedly, immune to her presence. With a shaking hand, she reached out, and took the handle of the door. The cold metal bit her ungloved hand. She pushed. Inside, it was warmer. A wooden crib stood in the corner of the room, a stoic vessel that lay between this world and the next. Putting the bag down in the center of the room, she took a stuttering breath, pushed back her hair. So far, the baby had been good. She bent down, and removed the little girl from her packaging. Her eyelids were closed, and crossed with a spider web of tiny blue veins. Her lips were slightly open, and a gentle breath escaped them, warm and smelling of formula. For a minute, she just held her, and tried to feel. Something. 


			She carried her gently over, and laid her down in the crib. Her small form was dwarfed by the structure, by its bars, by its mattress. Then she backed out, slowly, eyes trained on the baby, irrationally afraid that it would be suddenly whisked away by some external power. Her back hit the door, a low bump resounded through the small room. And then she left. As the door closed behind her, she thought—she couldn’t be sure, but she thought—that she heard a small whimper coming from the recently employed crib. The whimper, that helpless little noise, made her stomach twinge. Her hands felt clammy. And she wanted, more than anything for some reason, to run back in and scoop the baby up, to rock it, and feel the comforting weight of dependence in her arms. But she didn’t. She pressed the alarm, a little black box to the right of the door. And with her part of the deal properly executed, she started home. 


			One minute. She was probably still there; the nurse wouldn’t have had time to come and pick her up yet. Two minutes. How could such a tiny person cause such absolute havoc? Three minutes. If she wanted to turn back, rethink her choice, the expiration time of indecision was steadily approaching. Four minutes. How long did they wait before coming to collect the baby? Enough time to ensure that the abandoners had left the scene, would not be caught in that state of complete exposure in which their emotions had rendered them? Five minutes. It was probably too late now. Six minutes. It was too late. Besides, she had walked up five blocks already. To return would be pointless. Seven minutes. Now that the action was definitive, a cloud seemed to darken over her. She thought of the baby’s nose, her ears, her forehead. Her wisps of hair. Her tiny toes that clenched slightly when she was unhappy. Eight minutes. She had it easy, though. The baby wasn’t hers. Nine minutes. What about the parents who had been unable to care for something so cherished, so all-consuming? Ten minutes. Did the value of a life depend on its perception in the eyes of others? Was that value diminished if the people devoted to that life were no longer present? Eleven minutes. If it did, that baby was worthless. Another abandonee, another child that would take up space in the orphanage. And was she at fault? Or were the parents? Twelve minutes. It was almost like in that initial act of abandonment, the baby had become detached. It floated through society, passed from the hands of one unwilling caretaker to the other. And that baby was only one of so many others. Thirteen minutes. Eight babies. That was how many she had heard were dropped off daily at that specific hatch in Jinan. Her baby was part of a collective, a sea of children who were individuals in their own right, but were defined only by the entity to which they belonged. Fourteen minutes. She had only thought previously of the loss imprinted on the lives of the parents, never the mirror image of it stamped upon the lives of their children. Fifteen minutes. The parents would forever be people who abandoned their child. The child would forever be someone abandoned by her parents. Sixteen minutes. To what extent are we our mistakes? Our failures? Our tragedies? If we are a set of circumstances, are the unfortunate ones the only thing that matters? Or do we get to choose?


			Seventeen minutes. 


			Her key turned in the lock. The little wooden door swung open, revealing a pair of ratty slippers she had left to the side, and the plastic table that occupied most of the space in the kitchen. The house was still, and silent—a sanctuary from the madness that raged outside, and in her mind and heart. She stepped in, and turned to lock the door behind her. As she did so, the click click click of dog nails against tile sounded, growing closer and closer. It was Kai, his short tail thumping the air, little black eyes glittering. He leapt and bounced around her, jumping up to rest his two front paws on her leg, eyes gazing earnestly up into the face obscured by a cascade of hair. Lifting her leg away, she bent down and scratched under Kai’s chin, her hand grazed by his little pink tongue. 
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