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          Far into the cold mountain a stone trail winds aslant,


          Where white clouds rise a house appears,


          Stopping my carriage, I sit to admire the late maple forest,


          The frosted leaves are redder than February flowers.




          Du Mu (Tang Dynasty, 803–852)


        


      


    








  



    

       

    




    AFTER MY MARRIAGE ends I move to a one-bedroom apartment five blocks from the university where I studied twelve years ago. The greyish building, stuccoed, slanting slightly to the right, is a conversion from a single-family house owned by a grocery store proprietor – now the landlord – and has six units. Mine is on the top but the view is blocked by a forest of half-built commercial high-rises. The landlord wants me to sign a one-year lease, but I have only agreed to a six-month term. I know her apartment building, like other shabby two- to three-storey buildings in the neighbourhood, will be torn down and replaced by another high-rise in less than a year.




    I could have lived in the more modern Tianhe District like most of my friends but I like the narrow cobblestone alley in front of the building, where old people gather in the late afternoons under a spreading banyan tree to play mahjong or sing Cantonese opera. Across the alley is another identical apartment block. All its balconies are covered with laundry and flowers such as roses, chrysanthemums, lilies and hibiscus – Cantonese people like flowers and arrange them well, often in window boxes that decorate the streets and houses, bringing a little gentle beauty to the cityscape. Sometimes a middle-aged woman appears on a balcony, yelling in Cantonese at someone in her family to return for dinner.




    I wake up every morning to the sounds of my landlord chopping meat bones in her apartment across from mine. She has lived in Guangzhou from birth. She loves to cook and has taught me how to make salt-baked chicken, beef stew clay pot and shrimp wonton noodle soup. On warm days she will prepare cold herb tea and save a cup for me. After trying many different cuisines from many different regions, I have acquired a taste for Cantonese food with its mild flavour and freshness.




    On weekends I sometimes go to Shamian Island to read on the beach of the Pearl River. There, all the historical Western-style mansions are well maintained, with their white stone walls, wrought-iron banisters on the balconies shaded by banyan trees, and ornate wooden doors. The sight of them makes me think of the history in the nineteenth century when the Qing Dynasty government allowed European and American businesses to set up a trading zone here. High-rises stretch along both sides of the river. The five-star White Swan Hotel is busier than ever – now a hub for foreigners adopting Chinese orphans. I often encounter white parents on the beach, holding a Chinese baby girl they are planning to take home. Once a couple from Sweden approached me and asked if I could suggest a good Chinese name for their newly adopted baby.




    After living in Guangzhou for over ten years, I have begun to fall in love with this city, not just for its amiable weather, but also for the relaxation, generosity, and down-to-earth nature of its people, which wasn’t how I felt when I first came here as a student. A decade has changed the city, and has also changed me in subtle ways that reflect my age and experience. I drawl involuntarily at the end of a sentence when speaking Mandarin – my mother tongue – as a Cantonese would; I start my Sunday mornings with dim sum and cup after cup of tea at a teahouse; I buy an orange tree for New Year and hang red envelopes on its branches to be blessed with good fortune, in accordance with the old local custom. I realise that I am becoming a citizen of my adopted city, adapting and assimilating.




    I am an editor at a reference and textbook publisher. The job pays well but to me it is just a job. I go to work at eight, leave at five and never stay late. After work I often stroll to Tianhe Book City next to my office to check out the latest arrivals in the literature section. Some nights I go to a bar or coffee house with my coworkers or old college friends. We talk about work, fashion, politics, the economy, or other subjects that matter or don’t matter to us. Single again, I appreciate their companionship and enjoy spending time with them. But sometimes, when I hear them talking, my mind will stray to completely unrelated thoughts, often too random and brief to be significant – perhaps about a book, a childhood incident or a unique-looking person I just saw on the street. If I let my mind wander, I always end up thinking of Miao Yan, a college friend of mine. I have not seen her for more than ten years. Though for about eleven months we were extremely close – at least I would like to think so – I now feel I know little about her and her life.




    One Saturday morning, my mother calls from my hometown, a city in another province.




    ‘So what do you plan to do?’ she says, after asking about the weather and the cost of living in Guangzhou.




    ‘I have a good job and a lot of friends.’




    ‘You aren’t a little girl anymore. You’re almost thirty. A woman your age should be settling down by now.’




    ‘Ma, I did,’ I say.‘At least I tried.’




    ‘You didn’t even tell your father and me until after it happened. If you had just told us and listened –’




    ‘You just said I’m not a little girl anymore.’ I smile. We have had this conversation a score of times. I know she will never understand no matter how often I try to explain it.




    Silence on the other end. Then, ‘A friend of your father’s called him yesterday. His son was just relocated from Beijing to Guangzhou. He’s thirty-four, also divorced. No children. He’s an engineer.’ My mother clears her throat and her voice becomes soft. ‘I think you should meet him.’




    ‘Don’t worry about me.’




    ‘I don’t understand –’




    ‘I’m fine. I can take care of myself. Tell Baba not to worry. Nowadays, no one cares if you’re divorced or not.’ I sit down on the bed and look at myself in the full-size mirror – sleeveless black turtleneck sweater in the latest fashion, whitish low-cut jeans with yellow seams on the sides, dark brown ponytail which is shining in the sunlight from the window, and two big silver earrings dangling above delicate but well-shaped shoulders. I am startled by how much I look like Miao Yan, except for the ponytail.




    ‘China isn’t America,’ my mother finally says.




    ‘How’s Baba?’ I ask.
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    Next day I spend the whole morning cleaning my apartment. Like other big cities, Guangzhou has too many cars and too few trees. If I don’t wipe my desk for two days, a thin film of dust accumulates. While organising my books, I put on the phonograph an old recording of Paganini I bought at an antique store a year ago. I used to play the violin but haven’t done so since I graduated from college. Among the books is a collection of poems from university students, a few of mine included. Even after all these years I still remember some of the poems I wrote then. They tend to have a melancholy tone, obviously written by a much younger woman.




    The biggest task is tidying my wardrobe. Even if I changed my clothes twice a day for a month, it would still leave a lot unworn. I got into the habit of shopping in my senior year at university, at first purely for job interviews, but over time it became an indulgence, resulting in my overstocked walk-in wardrobe.




    The white box is lying in the corner like an ice cube. It contains a black dress with straps made of shiny material, and a flower-patterned silk blouse. They used to belong to Miao Yan but are mine now. I dust the box and put it back.




    In the afternoon I visit the university’s Alumni Administration Office. I am applying for graduate school in the US and need transcripts for my application. As I wait in the lobby for the documents to be signed and sealed, a woman in her early thirties joins me. She is wearing a crimson pantssuit with a pearl necklace, looking as though she has come straight from an interview. She says she needs her transcripts to get to Canada, where she is emigrating with her husband and five-year-old daughter.




    ‘I’ve been taking cooking classes,’ she says, shrugging like a Westerner. ‘I hear chefs make more money than librarians. Who’d hire me as a librarian in Canada anyway?’




    ‘Did you study library and information science?’




    ‘Yes, from eighty-nine to ninety-three.’




    ‘I was a first-year student in ninety-one,’ I say, thinking about how different the university was back then. Now it is like the centre of the city. The buses to downtown run around the clock and every week a seafood restaurant opens nearby. Students ride their bikes while talking on their cell phones.




    The woman walks elegantly to a long table, pours water from a glass jug into a small paper cup, and sips it.




    When she sits, I ask, ‘Do you know Miao Yan?’ My heart is pounding suddenly.




    ‘Sounds familiar.’




    ‘You were classmates.’




    ‘Oh, that tall girl! She’s from Sichuan, isn’t she?’




    ‘No. Yunnan.’




    ‘Maybe you’re right.’ She looks at me with curiosity. ‘How did you know her?’




    ‘Just coincidence. Have you seen her? Do you know where she is?’




    ‘Not really. We were never close. She was always on her own. I doubt she was friends with any of her other classmates.’




    The administrator calls her name. She stands up, smoothing her jacket and pants. Before going inside she turns abruptly at the door. ‘Now I remember. She moved to the US a few years ago. I don’t know how she did that. Anyway, someone said she met her at a boutique store in San Francisco’s Chinatown last year. Believe it or not, she owned the store.’




    I thank her and wish her good luck with the emigration.




    That night I can’t sleep. The past fills me with deep emotion. I recall the evening Miao Yan and I first talked. The details return with such vividness that it seems as if I am watching a video of it – the low-hanging moon, the whitish cement ground, Miao Yan’s glittering eyes, her fluttering blouse, the way she lit her cigarette and exhaled the smoke. It is all imprinted on my memory and can never be removed.




    After allowing these memories to consume me for a time I can’t measure accurately, I get up and take the white box from the closet. I put on the black dress in the bathroom – it still fits perfectly. There in the mirror, I stare at myself for the longest time. In the mirror, in my eyes, I see Miao Yan and more and more of myself at seventeen.
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    ‘Noodles. Chef Kang brand. Fifty fen a bag.’




    One Sunday afternoon a girl knocked on the open door of my room with a broad smile, a white cardboard box between her legs, a thick stack of money in her other hand. A few streaks of sweat anchored her splayed long hair to her rose-coloured cheeks.




    ‘Are you from the Student Association?’ my roommate Pingping asked, her eyes narrowed with scepticism.




    ‘No, but they sell Chef Kang for sixty fen a bag. You do the arithmetic.’ The girl flipped her hair behind her back and crossed her arms.




    ‘Who knows if your noodles really are Chef Kang?’ Donghua, another roommate of mine, poked her head out of her mosquito net – she had been knitting a sweater on her bed since noon. A week ago, she had bought a few bags of knock-off Kang noodles from a street vendor and had diarrhoea for three days.




    ‘I don’t carry around this box for nothing. Forget it.’ The girl bent over, picked up the box, placed it on her lifted right knee and pushed it up to her chest. The metal-tipped spikes on the high heels of her black leather shoes glittered in the sunlight.




    Before she walked to the next room, I put down the book I was reading and said, ‘Give me ten bags.’




    The noodles turned out to be authentic but I found out later that the Student Association sold them for forty fen a bag.




    That was how I met Miao Yan for the first time, in the autumn of 1991. I was a sixteen-year-old first-year student at a university in Guangzhou, one of the most prosperous cities in south China. Of course, I didn’t know her name then.




    I saw her again a month later. That evening I was having dinner with a few classmates in a restaurant on campus and our table was next to hers. Apparently half drunk, she was playing a finger-guessing drinking game with two men who could barely raise their heads from their chests. Two bottles of Wu Liang Ye and a dozen Qing Dao beers stood on the table. She lost badly in the game and as the agreed-upon punishment had to dance. While laughing aloud, she took the bottles, one by one, from the table. She stepped up on her chair and from there onto the wooden table, which shook a little under her weight. In a long-sleeved white dress, her hair pinned into a chignon at the back of her head, she looked like a goddess in the dim light.




    ‘What are you looking at?’ She pointed at some men at a corner table. ‘If you’ve never seen a woman before, go home and take a look at your mama.’




    Her words drew loud laughter. She didn’t seem to care. She turned to the two men at her table. ‘I’m going to dance now. Be sure to get an eyeful – next time you won’t be so lucky.’




    She started to spin and almost fell trying to execute a swift turn. When the restaurant owner came and attempted to pull her down from the table, she yelled at him, ‘Don’t touch my dress with your dirty paws!’ She jumped down herself, twisting her left ankle when her pink high-heeled shoes hit the floor. She took off her shoes, cursing in Cantonese, and stumbled out of the restaurant barefoot with the two men, one of whom threw a crumpled hundred-yuan bill on the floor on his way out.




    Another three months passed before I finally learned this girl’s name. It was a Saturday night in spring, two months after my seventeenth birthday. We met on the rooftop of West Five, the eight-storey all-female dormitory where I lived. The rooftop was an empty expanse of white cement, half the size of a soccer field, with ventilation ducts and large pipes along the walls. It was known among the girls as a filthy place where the janitors went to fix water or heater problems, though it was quite clean. Few girls would visit it because of its emptiness and the possibility of running into rats on the way there.




    I had discovered the rooftop by accident not long after I moved into the dorm. On that day, a few of my classmates and I, as delegates of the Literature Department, visited a model room on the eighth floor – the winner of that year’s university-wide competition called ‘Year’s Cleanest’. When the other students rushed into the bright room that smelled of flower-scented air freshener, I noticed a passage a few metres away at the northern corner. At the time I was looking for a quiet place to play my violin in the evenings so I ventured there after visiting the model room and thus discovered the rooftop.




    I often went up there to play my violin – the open space made the sound travel further and more clearly. I played the violin in the orchestra in middle school and high school, but since coming to university, I played merely to entertain myself. It seemed a good diversion from studying. I played the same études that I had been playing for years, as well as Butterfly Lovers, a Chinese violin classic.




    Somehow, the rooftop reminded me of the attic in my parents’ house, which served as a storage space. I liked to go up there when I was a kid, playing with my toys or fantasising about the fairytales I had read. At that time my parents still lived on a farm, where they had been sent from Nanchang City for ‘re-education’ during the Cultural Revolution – they were considered intellectuals. By the time I was born, the Cultural Revolution was ending. Later, my parents told me that they had used the attic to store their books that weren’t approved by the Party; they were hidden carefully underneath old clothes, blankets and broken furniture. Since middle school, I had begun to read some of the books, which included Laozi’s Classic of the Way and Virtue, Ba Jin’s trilogy Family, Spring, Autumn, and Byron and Shelley’s poems. I couldn’t understand these books fully but found them fascinating.




    An old wooden ladder led to the attic. Though dark and stuffy, it was my favourite place in the house. When my parents weren’t watching I would take a torch and my toys up there and be perfectly happy. I read children’s picture books, played with my toys, hummed the Russian songs my mother had taught me. When I was tired I napped beside my toys and books. My parents didn’t return to Nanchang until I was eleven. The city had a revolutionary history and a long river called the Gan. I hated Nanchang, especially its gloomy houses, overcrowded streets and querulous people. Even after I had lived there for a few years I still dreamed of the farm now and then.




    That evening, the third time I saw Miao Yan, I had taken my violin in its black leather case, climbed the stairs to the eighth floor two steps at a time, then raced through a long, narrow hallway that ended at the northern corner of the building. A flight of stairs, almost hidden, led to the roof. The handrail shook and squeaked at my every grip. After eleven steps, which I had counted many times, the stairway turned ninety degrees before continuing upwards to a paint-chipped wooden door with a handle so rusted it seemed like it was coated with sand. The door was usually closed. That day, though, it was ajar, like a half-opened envelope.




    From the south corner of the roof I could see the student canteen where a party was going on. The canteen was always transformed into a dance hall on weekends, decorated with twinkling lights inside and out. The music was the Carpenters’ Rainy Days and Mondays, played often for slow dancing. The students liked their melodious and emotional songs. In front of the canteen was a long queue of people waiting to get in, shaped like a big ‘S’, all the way to the main road. The ‘S’ kept changing form, sometimes lengthening, sometimes shortening, sometimes shifting into a ‘Z’.




    When I began to play Butterfly Lovers, the clock on the Bell Tower had just struck eleven. Though I had played it often, each time I felt it more touching and powerful. As soon as my bow hit the strings, the tragic love story of Liang Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai filled me; I could see them turning into butterflies after they died. At the climax, I held my breath and my fingers jumped rapidly between the strings. After I put down my bow, I had to close my eyes for a moment to calm down.




    Since my roommates were playing poker in our room, I decided to stay on the roof a little longer. I strolled to the other side and looked down. Facing the dorm was a brick wall and a row of sparsely-leafed palm trees; a little further away stood the white, five-storey building of the History Department and a big unpaved area bordered by a few brightly lit dorms for graduate students. Behind those dorms I could vaguely make out the main entrance of the university – grand, solemn, ancient-looking – with the name of the university inscribed on a plaque on top of it.




    I didn’t see her until I turned back. There she was, sitting in a corner, her knees drawn together tightly. That night a thin layer of clouds, black and dark green, gathered low in the sky. The moonlight shone on her plump face. She seemed to be asleep. Her head was tilted against the wall, her long black hair streaming over her left shoulder and settling on her chest. She wore dark flared pants, hiked to reveal her long, slim calves. Her blouse was near-transparent silk, with palm-sized red flowers set against a black background. When a breeze came, the blouse fluttered on her body and those flowers bobbed up and down like fire on a black sea.




    I didn’t recognise her right away but as I approached I knew who she was. A few steps away I stopped. I wondered why she was here. A girl like her should have been dancing at the canteen. I had met other visitors on the roof only once before: three girls. When they saw me, they smiled, a surprised look on their faces. They walked around the roof with curiosity but soon got bored and left. I heard one of the girls complaining about the roof being too empty and cold. ‘There are no benches, no plants or flowers, or any other decoration,’ she said.




    I was going to walk past this girl. I was sure she would have left by the time I had circled the rooftop. But just then she woke up; or somehow I felt she hadn’t been sleeping but perhaps had been observing me through her narrowed eyes.




    ‘Bravo,’ she said, clapping slowly and rhythmically. ‘What a performance! Do you live in this dorm?’




    I nodded, then said, ‘I’ve seen you before.’




    ‘I’m not surprised. Everybody knows me.’ She squinted her eyes to get a better look at me, then laughed. ‘Now I remember you. You bought ten bags of instant noodles from me. My biggest sale that day. I bet they tasted pretty good. It was a good business, but I don’t sell them anymore. Too many people did the arithmetic.’ She didn’t look guilty at all.




    ‘Are you here by yourself?’ I looked around to see if someone else was hiding in the darkness.




    ‘I was, but I have you here with me now.’ She winked. ‘It’s boring here, isn’t it? It’s nice to have someone to talk to.’




    ‘This place suits me. I only come here to play my violin.’




    ‘I heard your playing. It was pretty good. It’s something, you know, knowing how to play a musical instrument. I always admire people who can do that. It must take forever to reach your level. I’ve never had that kind of patience. By the way, you don’t play for money, do you? If you do I can hook you up with some fine bars. I know them all in the city. A good way to pay your tuition. But of course, you wouldn’t play classical stuff at a bar. Listen,’ she obviously detected impatience in my silence and stared at me, ‘I want to help you because I liked your playing and you bought noodles from me. I usually don’t play the role of fairy godmother.’




    ‘Thanks, but I get scholarships to pay my tuition,’ I said. I was pleased with her praise but annoyed by her suggestion of playing in a bar.




    ‘A scholarship girl.’ She nodded mockingly. She tilted her head back, stroking her chin with her left hand. ‘Do you mind chatting for a while?’ she asked.




    It didn’t sound like a bad idea, and in any case I wouldn’t have been able to read in my noisy room right then. ‘What do you want to chat about?’ I asked.




    ‘Sit down first, would you? You’re standing like a soldier. Aren’t you tired? My legs would get sore in no time if I was in that position.’ She moved her body away from the wall, gesturing that I sit in the gap between her and the corner.




    I frowned at the smallness of the space and the heap of cigarette butts beside her feet.




    ‘How about now?’ She moved a little further away from the corner and laughed. ‘What are you afraid of? I won’t eat you. You’re a girl. I’m a girl too. I just thought you wouldn’t mind keeping me warm. You know, you’re wearing jeans and a sweater. I only have – Achoo!’ She couldn’t hold her sneeze anymore. ‘It’s goddamn cold.’




    I was amused by her loud sneeze and cursing, and laughed.




    I sat down where she had suggested. Though I was careful when I sat, my left arm still brushed against her. Her body radiated warmth, and a pleasant light perfume that seemed to blend into her own smell. I never used perfume and didn’t have a nose for it, but hers suggested a mix of honey and rose petals. Sometimes girls in my class would put on perfume before going dancing but theirs was often too heavy and stifling.




    She looked pleased with my obedience. ‘My mood’s always good on weekends. No school, fewer people bothering me. Really, no one should feel sad on weekends.’




    ‘Do you come here often?’ I asked, trying to find something to talk about.




    ‘Yes, quite a bit. But it’s the first time I’ve come in the evening. It’s not a bad place to sunbathe.’




    ‘Sunbathe?’ I noticed her face was glowing with a healthy tan.




    ‘I sometimes come here to take a nap after lunch. I just put a mat on the ground and sleep on it. Once I scared a janitor. She thought I had sunstroke. She pushed me and even slapped my face, trying to wake me up. You should have seen her expression when I sat up and told her what I was doing. She must have thought I was crazy. It was . . . hmm . . . last summer. How about you? Do you come here often?’




    ‘I only come here to play my violin in the evenings.’




    She narrowed her eyes. ‘You’re quite a character. Don’t you hang out with your girlfriends on weekend nights?’




    ‘I don’t have many girlfriends. I like being by myself.’ I regretted saying this instantly. It seemed silly to reveal so much about myself to a stranger. But at the same time I felt obliged to answer her questions and keep the conversation going. After all, we were the only ones on the roof and we were sitting close to each other.




    ‘Is that so? I don’t like girls much either. They’re too nosy, you know? They always want to get into your business. And they’re tricky. God knows what’s on their minds. I don’t like having to figure them out,’ she said, as if she wasn’t a girl herself. She then switched the subject. ‘Where are you from?’




    ‘Nanchang City.’




    ‘Never heard of it.’ She frowned, lines forming between her eyebrows.




    ‘Really?’ Now it was my turn to frown. ‘But it’s the capital of Jiangxi Province.’




    ‘Aha, now I know, it’s an old revolutionary district. Aren’t people there called Jiangxi Lao Biao?’ She laughed.




    ‘Don’t call me “Lao Biao”. No one uses that term anymore.’ I stared at her sternly, not appreciating her joke. She must have known that was how Chairman Mao referred to the people from the countryside during the revolutionary era.




    She was still laughing. ‘Anyway, that’s what I know about Jiangxi. I don’t remember who told me that. I always remember useless stuff. So what’s interesting about Nanchang?’




    ‘There’s Teng Wang Pavilion Tower there. It’s one of the most famous –’ I saw her shaking her head, so I said, ‘Wang Bo, the Tang Dynasty Poet, wrote about it in his most renowned poem. “Essence of the earth, precious gift given by the gods, inspired scholars, enchanting –” ’




    ‘I don’t read poems.’




    ‘But we learned that poem in high school.’




    ‘Not me,’ she said with coldness both in her eyes and in her voice. ‘No one taught me anything.’ She picked up a cigarette butt and began to tear the paper wrap to pieces.




    ‘Did you grow up in Nanchang?’ she asked after a brief silence.




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘Where, then?’




    ‘A small farm. My parents were exiled there during the Cultural Revolution.’




    ‘A farm?’ She raised her eyebrows and sized me up with new interest. ‘What do your parents do nowadays?’




    ‘They’re teachers.’




    ‘No wonder.’




    ‘No wonder what?’




    ‘Nothing. You look like a good kid. That’s all. I bet you write letters to them every week.’ She smirked, then asked suddenly, ‘Why didn’t you go to the party?’




    ‘I don’t know how to dance. Why didn’t you go yourself?’




    ‘Nice try. Guess you don’t have a boyfriend.’ She nodded at me meaningfully, as if saying, ‘You can’t fool me. Admit the fact.’




    ‘None of your business!’ I said. Her half-joking remark annoyed me more than I expected.




    ‘You’ve got a bit of a temper, haven’t you? Really, I don’t care if you have a boyfriend or not. Knowing that doesn’t do me any good. Sooner or later you’ll have one anyway.’




    ‘I don’t care.’




    ‘I can totally see through girls like you. You always dream about a handsome prince. Well, there aren’t many princes in this world, you know. Even if there were, you don’t want to trust them. If you ask me, a woman’s fatal weakness is to trust a man.’ She looked straight into my eyes, wearing a serious expression, like a professor lecturing her student.




    I was becoming a little tired of this conversation. Her talking about men and women didn’t interest me. The night had grown darker and no more music came from the canteen. I stretched my legs and took a deep breath, getting ready to leave. If my roommates were still playing poker I would just read in the hallway. The light there was dim but I could use a torch. I only had a few chapters to go before I finished Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. I had read about it in a journal. When I got it from the library it was covered with dust. In the beginning, I had a hard time following all the flashbacks recounted by one of the main characters, an idiot, but soon I began to like that kind of stream-of-consciousness style, which I hadn’t read in Chinese literature.




    She seemed to have sensed what was on my mind. ‘I know you’re here to play the violin. Don’t you want to know why I’m here?’ she said. Without waiting for a reply, she went on, ‘Well, my boyfriend and I just broke up tonight. I don’t know how I ended up here. As I said, I don’t normally come here in the evenings.’ She began to play with a lock of hair hanging over her shoulder, her fingers long and thin. ‘He dumped me.’




    ‘Sorry to hear that,’ I said after hesitating – she didn’t look upset.




    She gave me an appreciative smile. ‘You were the first to say that.’




    Now it was hard for me to say goodbye to her right away. I decided to stay a little longer to keep her company so I wouldn’t appear too unsympathetic.




    ‘Actually it’s no big deal. Men are everywhere, like dust.’ She stopped playing with her hair and patted her arm instead, as if she was dusting the sleeve. ‘If I want I can meet another guy tomorrow. I can get you a date, too.’




    She yawned and took a pack of cigarettes from her right pocket. The white box was printed with fancy calligraphy that read ‘Salem’. I didn’t smoke but knew this American brand was popular among trendy girls. She popped open the lid of the pack with her thumb, shook out a cigarette and put it in the corner of her mouth. She had sensual lips, a little dry but fleshy. She lit the cigarette with a transparent lighter. The small flame from the lighter lit up the centre of her face and formed a bright circle around her nose and lips. She drew long and deep on the cigarette, then, holding it between her fingers, she extracted it before slowly opening her mouth to emit a plume of smoke. As she exhaled, she closed her eyes, dropped her arms to her sides, and extended her legs forward. Her face was filled with satisfaction.




    ‘Why are you staring at me like that? You’ve never seen a woman smoke? You never smoked?’




    ‘Of course I have.’




    ‘Then smoke with me.’




    ‘I don’t want to smoke tonight.’ I fanned away the smoke spreading in my direction.




    ‘What are you afraid of, little sister? Your ma and ba aren’t around. Let me tell you, smoking isn’t bad at all. Countless artists depend on cigarettes for inspiration. So many things in the world are more harmful than smoking.’




    I didn’t like her tone – she seemed to be trying to belittle me.




    ‘Mind your own business. If I said I don’t want to smoke, then I don’t.’ I stood up. ‘I really have to go now.’




    ‘Come on, you’re not going to leave me like that! I thought we were having a good conversation. Look at you! Just look at you! You can’t be more than a second-year student. Preoccupied, pretentious, righteous. You must major in Chinese literature.’




    ‘Look at yourself! Cynical, worldly, a chain smoker. You must be in your final year. How’s job-hunting? It can’t be too much fun.’




    She burst out laughing, clapping her hands together. ‘How do you know so much about me? Are we connected in previous lives or what? By the way, my name is Miao Yan. Not the “Yan” as in “colourful” or “swallow”, but the “Yan” as in “wild goose”. Twenty-four years old. Perhaps the oldest undergraduate in the university. I started school late, you know? How about you?’




    ‘Chen Ming. Chen as in “morning” and Ming as in “bright”. I’m seventeen.’ Hesitantly, I extended my hand to meet hers.




    ‘Seventeen? What a lovely age! You must have started school really early then.’ She laughed again. Clear and unrestrained, her laughter pealed out and echoed in the darkness. I could never imagine my laughter as hearty and bright as hers.




    Then she leapt to her feet. She was tall, at least five foot nine. ‘Time to go,’ she said. ‘Thanks for the company.’ She walked away in her high-heeled shoes, keeping a distance of eight inches or so between her moving feet and maintaining a straight line all the way to the door. The sound of her heels clicking on the rooftop cement lingered in the air even after she had disappeared.




    When I got back from morning classes the next day, I was surprised to see her waiting for me in the hallway outside my room. Wearing jeans and a white cardigan, hands in the back pockets of her jeans, she looked cheerful.




    ‘I just read your poem in the university paper,’ she said. ‘“Childhood, a dried snail shell, shivers on golden grass.” I love it! My goodness, you’re a poet! Let’s have lunch. My treat.’




    ‘Hmm . . . ’ I didn’t know what to say.




    ‘Aren’t we friends? Didn’t we shake hands last night?’




    ‘It’s just too early to eat. Can’t you wait another half an hour?’




    ‘Please, please, please, I’m hungry.’ She exclaimed like a little girl.




    I had to give in – there was something in her that I couldn’t resist.




    ‘Aren’t you going to change? You’re wearing the same clothes you wore last night.’ She crossed her arms over her chest, sizing me up.‘Also, you know, jeans this year should be low-cut and flared, and turtleneck sweaters aren’t in fashion. You’re a poet and violinist, you know. Artists should be snappy dressers.’




    ‘Who cares? We’re still students.’




    ‘I care. Girls should be pretty. Anyway, let’s go eat.’




    The only road from West Five to the student canteen was sandwiched between two male dorms where the second-and third-years lived. It was half-paved, full of bumps and potholes. Around the peak time between twelve and twelve thirty, male students would lean on the windowsills of their dorm rooms to watch passing female students. Whenever they saw a pretty girl or a girl wearing sexy clothes, they would whistle or bang on their desks or stomp their feet. I knew some girls liked being watched and would smile at these males to encourage them. My roommate Pingping was one. She would actually rush back to our dorm to put on makeup before going to the canteen. I, however, hated being watched and believed these male students must be commenting on girls in unflattering terms. I once overheard one of them call a girl ‘a fat sow’.




    Whenever I walked that road, I always looked straight ahead and pretended to be deaf to the noise. I wished I could become a superhero and cover the whole distance from the canteen to West Five in one giant stride. Unless I really had to, I would usually not go to the canteen until after one o’clock when there were fewer people on the road and these male students had stopped watching.




    But I had no choice today. Miao Yan took my arm and marched me towards the canteen.




    ‘Hello, Yan! How are you?’ As soon as we appeared on the road, a shout came from one of the windows on the right, followed by a roar of laughter from both dorms.




    ‘Do you know these people?’ I quickened my steps.




    ‘Of course not. But they know my name.’ She sounded proud, then pulled my arm. ‘Slow down! Are we late for a plane flight or something? I can’t walk fast in my heels.’




    ‘I don’t like them.’




    ‘Who?’




    ‘Them.’ I motioned with my chin to one of the dorms.




    ‘They’re just immature. All boys like girls.’




    ‘It’s obnoxious.’




    ‘It’s hormones. They’re not real men yet. Maybe they don’t have a girlfriend. That’s why they’re so interested in girls. I see nothing wrong with it. Don’t you like their attention?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Wow, you’re arrogant. I’ve never seen a girl quite like you.’




    ‘They act like they’re picking meat in a supermarket.’




    ‘Hmm, picking meat in a supermarket.’ She glanced at me. ‘Now I know why you don’t go dancing in the canteen.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘You don’t want to be a piece of meat!’ She laughed.




    ‘Whatever you say.’




    ‘But you don’t have to be like that. You can make them the meat instead. When I go dancing, I never wait for them to invite me. If I spot a handsome guy, I just go up to him and ask him to dance with me.’




    Another shout from one of the dorms, ‘Hey, my little sister, you walk ahead bravely.’ It was a line from a popular movie. Other voices followed, with more laughter, ‘Bravely, bravely.’




    I frowned and walked faster.




    ‘If you want, I’ll tell them to stop.’ Miao Yan pulled my arm again.




    ‘They won’t stop. They do this every day.’ I snorted.




    ‘They will. At least for a short while,’ she said. Before I knew what she was going to do, she cupped her hands over her mouth and yelled at the top of her lungs up at the dorm on the right,‘Shut up! My friend hates it!’




    Suddenly it was dead quiet. No more noise came from either dorm and everybody on the road stopped to look at Miao Yan and me. I felt like jumping into a hole.




    ‘What are you doing?’ I murmured.‘You nut!’




    ‘You told me to do it,’ she said, her cheeks ballooning from holding in her laughter. She ran towards the canteen, despite her heels, dragging me with her.




    Behind us, a huge burst of laughter exploded like firecrackers.




    

      [image: ]


    




    The university sat alongside the Pearl River – a big campus, separated from the outside by a high brick wall. The main entrance looked over a long, wide road lined with tall palm trees. Between the trees, flowers blossomed all year round. At the end of the road was one of the university’s oldest buildings. It had a multi-level green tile roof, brick walls and a copper-studded double door. It was now used as an auditorium, where admission and graduation ceremonies were held. These kinds of old buildings could be seen everywhere on campus, some hidden by luxuriant trees. Most of them were office buildings, like the one occupied by the Admissions Bureau behind the Bell Tower. When I first arrived, I brought a campus map with me to check out the historical buildings. It took almost a full day to see all of them.




    The heart of the university was a pavilion surrounded by lawn. A tiled walkway divided the lawn into halves at the pavilion. The lawn extended at least fifty metres on each side of the walkway, connected with a pond on the north side, where weeping willows grew along the grey stone edges. After sunset, if the weather was nice, the lawn would be crowded with students. It was once voted the most beautiful feature on campus. The Central Library and most of the department buildings and classrooms were situated around the lawn. Between the library and the Mathematics Department building stood a long wooden poster board used to display daily newspapers and notices of university events. On normal days readers were scarce but when there was big news or a popular event, a crowd would gather there.




    Most of the undergraduates lived in the eastern part of the campus. Tennis courts, basketball courts and a huge stadium were nearby. Donated by a rich alumna, the stadium included a high-ceilinged gym and a track field. Inside the oval-shaped track was a soccer field, where games were always going on. Around four thirty every weekday afternoon a loudspeaker inside the field would broadcast recorded exercise music for ten minutes, even when it was raining and no one was there.




    The shabbiest buildings on campus were the undergraduate dorms. Most of them were white, rectangular, made of cement blocks. On each floor long, external hallways went straight from one end to the other with nothing in between. All the rooms were identical – a square open space with one double door and one window. The door and window trims were brownish and looked like they hadn’t been painted in years. In the middle of each floor were an eight-sink washroom and a bathroom with cold water only, so students had to go to the public bathhouse next to the canteen for a hotwater shower. The toilets were the squatting kind and some of the doors were missing. There was nothing interesting about these dorms, let alone romantic. They were said to be styled after Russian steelworkers’ accommodation of the fifties. It was probably a joke but I had no desire to investigate further.
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