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Kindness
I am a forty-one-year-old woman living by myself, in the same one-bedroom flat
where I have always lived, in a derelict building on the outskirts of Beijing that is

threatened to be demolished by government-backed real estate developers. Apart from a



trip to a cheap seaside resort, taken with my parents the summer I turned five, I have not
traveled much; I spent a year in an army camp in central China, but other than that I
have never lived away from home. In college, after a few failed attempts to convince me
of the importance of being a community member, my adviser stopped acknowledging
my presence, and the bed assigned to me was taken over by the other five girls and their
trunks.

I have not married, and naturally have no children. I have few friends, though as I
have never left the neighborhood, I have enough acquaintances, most of them a
generation or two older. Being around them is comforting; never is there a day when I
feel that I am alone in aging.

I teach mathematics in a third-tier middle school. I do not love my job or my
students, but I have noticed that even the most meager attention I give to the students is
returned by a few of them with respect and gratitude and sometimes inexplicable
infatuation. I pity those children more than I appreciate them, as I can see where they
are heading in their lives. It is a terrible thing, even for an indifferent person like me, to
see the bleakness lurking in someone else’s life.

I have no hobby that takes me outside my flat during my spare time. I do not own a
television set, but I have a roomful of books at least half a century older than I am. I
have never in my life hurt a soul, or, if I have done any harm unintentionally the pain I
inflicted was the most trivial kind, forgotten the moment it was felt—if indeed it could

be felt in any way. But that cannot be a happy life, or much of a life at all, you might
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say. That may very well be true. “Why are you unhappy?” To this day, if I close my
eyes 1

I can feel Lieutenant Wei’s finger under my chin, lifting my face to a spring night. “Tell
me, how can we make you happy?”’

The questions, put to me twenty-three years ago, have remained unanswerable,

though it no longer matters, as, you see, Lieutenant Wei died three weeks ago, at



forty-six, mother of a teenage daughter, wife of a stationery merchant, veteran of Unit
20256, People’s Liberation Army, from which she retired at forty-three, already afflicted
with a malignant tumor. She was Major Wei in the funeral announcement. I do not know
why the news of her death was mailed to me except perhaps that the funeral
committee—it was from such a committee that the letter had come, befitting her
status—thought I was one of her long-lost friends, my name scribbled in an old address
book. I wonder if the announcement was sent to the other girls, though not many of
them would still be at the same address. I remember the day Lieutenant Wei’s wedding
invitation arrived, in a distant past, and thinking then that it would be the last time I
would hear from her.

I did not go to the funeral, as I had not gone to her wedding, both of which took place
two hours by train from Beijing. It is a hassle to travel for a wedding, but more so for a
funeral. One has to face strangers’ tears and, worse, one has to repeat words of

condolence to irrelevant people.
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When I was five, a peddler came to our neighborhood one Sunday with a bamboo
basket full of spring chicks. I was trailing behind my father for our weekly shopping
of rationed food, and when the peddler put a chick in my palm, its small body soft
and warm and shivering constantly, I cried before I could ask my father to buy it for
me. We were not a rich family: my father worked as a janitor, and my mother, ill for
as long as I could remember, did not work, and I learned early to count coins and
small bills with my father before we set out to shop. It must have been a painful
thing for those who knew our story to watch my father’s distress, as two women
offered to buy two chicks for me. My father, on the way home, warned me gently
that the chicks were too young to last more than a day or two. I built a nest for the
chicks out of a shoe box and ripped newspaper, and fed them water-softened millet
grains and a day later, when they looked ill, aspirin dissolved in water. Two days
later they died, the one I named Dot and marked with ink on his forehead the first to
go, followed by Mushroom. I stole two eggs from the kitchen when my father went
to help a neighbor fix a leaking sink—my mother was not often around in those
days—and cracked them carefully and washed away the yolks and whites; but no
matter how hard I tried I could not fit the chicks back into the shells, and I can see,

to this day, the half shell on Dot’s head, covering the ink spot like a funny little hat.
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I have learned, since then, that life is like that, each day ending up like a chick
refusing to be returned to the eggshell.

I was eighteen when I entered the army. Lieutenant Wei was twenty-four, an age that
I now consider young, though at the time she seemed much older, a lifetime away from
me. The day I arrived at the camp, in a midsize city plagued by hepatitis and
pickpockets, I came with a single half-filled suitcase. The army had sent an extensive
list of supplies that would be issued to us: toothbrushes and towels and washbasins,
mess kits, thermoses to be shared among a squad, uniforms for all seasons—we used to
joke that, had the army known the sizes of our bras, they would have ordered them too,
dyed the same green as our socks and underpants.

A few men and women in uniform loitered under a tree. I had taken a night train,
making a point of leaving home and arriving at the camp at the earliest time allowed.
My father had seen me off at the train station, shaking my hand solemnly through the
open window when the train whistled its signal of departure; my mother had not come,
citing illness, as I had known she would.

After I registered, a woman officer, about a head taller than I was, her hair cropped
short, introduced herself as Lieutenant Wei, my platoon leader. She had on a
straw-colored uniform shirt buttoned to the top, dark green woolen pants, and a crimson
tie. I did not cringe under her severe stare; [ had lived, until then, beneath the
unrelenting eyes of my mother. Decent if not strikingly beautiful—sometimes during a
meal she
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would study my face and comment on it; in the evenings when my father was
working the night shift, she would re4mark on my adequately developed curves. I had
learned that if one remained unresponsive in those situations one could become
transparent; when my mother’s eyes peeled off my clothes piece by piece they would
meet nothing underneath but air.

After I changed into my uniform, Lieutenant Wei ordered me to mop the barracks.
Yes, I replied; yes Lieutenant, she corrected me. Yes, Lieutenant, I replied readily,
and she looked at me for a long moment then turned around as if disgusted by my
lack of defiance.

I was the first one of our platoon to have arrived, and I walked through the aisles
between the bunk beds, studying the names taped to the metal frames. The company

was housed in a three-story building, with each platoon occupying a long floor and



bunk beds lining both walls, separated into four squads by washstands and desks. I
would be sharing a bunk bed with a girl named Nan: we each had a white sheet,
underneath which was a thin straw mattress; a quilt and a blanket, both dark green,
folded as though they were sharply cut tofu. There was no pillow, and soon we
would all learn to wrap up our outside clothes—dresses and shirts that were
forbidden in the barracks—into pillows at night. Next to my bed was a window
opening to the courtyard, where trees whose names I had yet to learn stood in a
straight line, their branches pointing upward in a uniform manner.
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Lieutenant Wei came back later and ran a palm over the floor. Do not think this is
your home, she said, adding that I’d better prepare to shed a few layers of skin.
When she ordered me to mop the floor again, I replied, “Yes, Lieutenant.”
“Louder,” she said. “I can’t hear you.”

“Yes, Licutenant.”

“I still can’t hear you,” she said.

“Yes, Licutenant,” I said.

“You don’t have to yell in my face. A respectful and clear reply is all we need here.”
“Yes, Lieutenant,” I said. She stared at me for a long moment and then said that a
soldier shed sweat and blood but never tears. I waited until she left before I dried my
face with my sleeve. It was my father’s handshake through the open window that I
had cried for, I told myself, and swore that I would never again cry in the army.
2.
A dream has recurred over the past twenty years, in which I have to give up my
present life and return to the army. Always Lieutenant Wei is in the dream. In the
early years she would smile cruelly at me. Didn’t I tell you that you would be back?
The question was put to me in various ways, but the coldness remained the same.
The dreams have become less wicked as the years have gone by. I'm back, I tell
Lieutenant Wei; I always knew you would come back, she replies. We are older,
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having aged in my dreams as we have in real life, the only remnants of a previous
life among a group of chirrupy teenage girls.

These dreams upset me. Lieutenant Wei’s marriage, two years after I had left the
army, and her transfer to another city, which would know her only as a married
woman and later a mother, and then would see her die, must have wiped her history
clean so she could start collecting new memories not about young, miserable girls in
the camp but about happy people who deserved to be remembered. I never showed
up in her dreams, I am certain, as people we keep in our memories rarely have a
place for us in theirs. You may say that we too evict people from our hearts while we
continue living in theirs, and that may very well be true for some people, but I
wonder if I am an anomaly in that respect. [ have never forgotten a person who has
come into my life, and perhaps it is for that reason I cannot have much of a life
myself. The people I carry with me have lived out not only their own rations but
mine too, though they are innocent usurpers of my life, and I have only myself to
blame.

For instance, there is Professor Shan. She was in her early sixties when I met
her—but this may be the wrong way to put it, as she had lived in the neighborhood
for as long as my father had. She must have watched my generation grow up, and

studied every one of us before singling me out—I like to imagine it that way; you
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see, for a lonely woman, it is hard not to make up some scenario that allows her to
believe herself special in a minor way.

Professor Shan was in her early sixties and I was twelve when she approached me
one September evening. [ was on my way to the milk station. “Do you have a
minute?” she asked.

I looked down at the two empty bottles, snuggled in the little carrier my father had
woven for me. He had painted the dried reed different colors, and the basket had an
intricate pattern, though by then the colors had all paled. My father had a pair of
hands that were good at making things. The wooden pegs he put on the foyer wall
for my school satchel and coat had red beaks and black eyes; the cardboard
wardrobe had two windows that you could push open from the inside, a perfect place
for me to hide. He had built my bed too, a small wooden one, painted orange, just
big enough to fit in the foyer alongside the wardrobe. We lived in a small one-room
unit, the room itself serving as my parents’ bedroom, the foyer my bedroom; there
was a small cube of kitchen and a smaller cube of bathroom next to the foyer. Later
it occurred to me that we could not afford much furniture, but when I was young I
thought it was a hobby of my father’s to make things with his own hands. Once upon
a time he must have made things for my mother too, but from the time my memory
begins their bedroom had two single beds, my father’s bare and neatly made and my
mother’s piled with old novels, perilously high.
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“Do you have a minute? I am asking you,” the old woman said again. I had
developed a look of distractedness by then, and she was not the most patient woman.

I was on the way to the milk station, I stammered. “I’ll wait for you here,” she
said, pounding on the face of her wristwatch with a long finger.

When I was out of her sight I took my time examining the trees by the roadside,
and the last blossoming wildflowers. The line at the station was long, and that was
what I told her when I reported back to her late. I addressed her as Teacher Shan,
and she corrected me, telling me to call her Professor Shan. She led me up flights of
stairs to her flat on the fifth floor. It did not occur to me that there was anything odd
about this. The only thing my mother had warned me about, when I had had my first
period a month earlier, was not to spend time alone with a man.

Professor Shan’s place, a one-room unit also, seemed more crowded than ours
even though she lived there by herself. Apart from a table, a chair, and a single bed,
the room was filled with trunks: dark leather ones with intricate patterns on the tops
and sides, wooden ones with rusty metal clips, and two matching trunks—once
bleached but by then more yellow than white—made of bamboo or perhaps straw, I
couldn’t tell which. On each trunk there were books. She moved a pile of books to
make a spot for me to sit on her single bed, and then took a seat in the only chair in
the room. Up to that point I had not studied her, but I realized now that she was a
beautiful woman, even at her age. Her hair, grayish white, was combed into a tight
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bun, not a single strand running loose. Her face—the high cheekbones, the very
prominent forehead, and the deep-segt eyes—reminded me of a photograph of a
female Soviet pilot in my textbook. I wondered if Professor Shan had some mixed
blood. It was a secret joy of mine to study people’s faces. I must take after my
mother, who, apart from studying my face at a meal—the table placed between the
two beds in my parents’ bedroom—rarely took a bite. Sometimes, waiting for us to
finish eating, she would comment on the people passing by outside our window: oily
and pufty as fresh fried dough she described a woman living a floor above us; the
man next door had a long and bitter-looking face, like a cucumber.

My mother was the prettiest woman I had known until then, with almond-shaped
eyes in a small, heart-shaped face, a straight and delicate nose, and, as I later learned

from her collection of romantic novels from the early 1900s, a cherry-petal mouth.



When she grew tired of watching the world, she would study her own face in an oval
mirror that she kept close to her all day long. “A princess trapped in the fate of a
handmaiden,” she would say to no one in particular. My father, eating silently, would
look up at her with an apologetic smile, as if he were a parent responsible for his

child’s deformed body.
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My father had married late in his life, my mother early, he at fifty and she at
twenty. Two years later they had me, their only child. When I was in elementary
school, other children often mistook him for my grandfather, but perhaps that was
because he had to be a parent to my mother, too. Together my mother and I made my
father grow old fast. You could see that in his stooped back and sad smile.

“Do you always let your mind wander in front of your teachers?”” Professor Shan
asked, though I could see the question was more an amusement than a criticism. In
her youth, she must have been more beautiful than my mother. I wondered what my
mother would think if she knew my opinion. One thing I was certain of was that my
mother would not get along well with Professor Shan, eccentricity being both
women’s prized possession.

I was aware of Professor Shan’s existence as much as I was aware of the other
people in the neighborhood: If you live in one place long enough, you do not need to
seek out gossip and rumors; stories, all sorts of tales, will come to find you. Even for
a family like ours, with a mother who rarely talked to people, and a father who was,
in my mother’s words, quiet as a dead log, stories would come in eavesdropped form
while I waited in lines—and it seems that I spent my childhood perpetually in lines,
waiting for eggs, cooking oil, meat, soap, milk, and other rationed goods, waiting to
pay the rent and utilities, waiting to get my mother’s prescription filled at the

pharmacy. That was where I had first heard bits and pieces of Professor Shan’s story,
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even before I met her: She had taught high school English in another district before
her retirement. She had a son and a daughter, who, after graduating from college,
had both vanished, reappearing every once in a while as visitors from America.
People could not agree on how they had managed to leave the country, though the
most reasonable explanation was that Professor Shan had relatives on her mother’s
side who had fled to the States. Once upon a time there had been a husband, a much
friendlier person than Professor Shan, but he had disappeared, too, and it was said
that he had been sent to the American relatives just as their children had been; it was
also said that he had taken up with a younger woman and started a Chinese
restaurant with her in New York City, which might be true, as he was never seen in

the neighborhood again.

In any case, sitting in Professor Shan’s room on that first day, I could not imagine

that the place had once been occupied by a family. There were no framed

photographs or letters bearing foreign addresses, and the room, packed with trunks,
seemed too small even for Professor Shan by herself. She studied me while I looked
around the room, then picked up an old book and turned to a random page. “Read

the line to me,” she said. The book was the first one in a series called Essential
English, which Professor Shan had used to learn English fifty years ago. The page

had a small cartoon of a child on a seat, the kind one would find in a luxury theater.
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In the cartoon, the child, who was not heavy enough to keep the seat from folding back,
smiled uncertainly on his high perch, and I felt the same. I had entered middle school
earlier that month, and had barely learned my alphabet.

When I could not read the caption, Professor Shan put the book back with the other
volumes, their spines different colors that were equally faded. “You do know that you
are not your parents’ birth daughter, don’t you?” She turned and faced me. “And you do
know that no matter how nicely they treat you, they can’t do much for your education,
don’t you?”

I had not doubted my blood until then—I knew that my parents were different from
most parents, but I had thought that it was their age difference, and my mother’s illness.
Moyan: my mother sometimes said my name in a soft voice when my father was not
around, and I would know that she had some secrets to tell me. A man can have children
until he is seventy, she would say; a woman’s youth ends the moment she marries.
Moyan, do not let a man touch you, especially here and here, she would say, gesturing
vaguely toward her own body. Moyan, your father would get you a stepmother the
moment I died, she would say, narrowing her eyes in an amused way; do you know I
cannot die now because I don’t want you to live under a stepmother? In one of these
revelatory moments she could have said, Moyan, you were not born to us; we only
picked you up from a garbage dump—but no, my mother had never, even in her most

uncharitable moment, said that to me, and in fact she kept the secret until her death, and
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for that alone I loved her, and love her still.

“If your parents haven’t told you this, someone else must,” Professor Shan said when I
did not reply. “One needs to know where she came from, do you understand?”

In my confusion I nodded. I am fortunate to be slow in responding to news—I have
avoided much drama in my life, as the impact, if there is any, comes much later, in
solitary meditation.

“I was an orphan myself,” Slowly, over the next three years, Professor Shan’s story
would come in full. Her mother, a woman who had stayed unmarried to take care of her
own aging parents, had inherited their small china shop when they died; by then she was
too old to get married. She went to a Shanghai orphanage in the deadly winter of 1928
and adopted the only girl who was not suffering pneumonia. She named the young girl

Shan Shan; she had no family name, as there was not one she could claim. McTayeier



School for Girls, the best school in Shanghai, was where Professor Shan had been
educated, the school’s name spelled out for me to remember, “The McTayeierians,” the
song she and her classmates had sung at school gatherings, sung to me. In her early
twenties, Professor Shan had been hired by a teachers college but was fired when her
dubious history was discovered. People who think they know their own stories do not
appreciate other people’s mysteries, Professor Shan explained; that is why people like
you and me will always find each other. Those words, first said to me in the early days

of my visits, are what made me go back to her every day at five o’clock.
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She read to me. She scoffed at my English textbook, and told me to start on the
first volume of Essential English. She never checked my progress, and after a while
I realized it did not make any difference to her that I only looked at the illustrations.
Instead she read her collection of novels to me. We began with David Copperfield,
she sitting in the only chair in the room, I on the bed. Intimidation kept me focused
at first, as sometimes she would look up sharply in mid-sentence to see if my eyes
were wandering to the trunks, or the trees outside. I worried that she would find me
a fraud and dismiss me. I did not like her or dislike her yet, but I was in shock,
unable to process the fact that I was not related by blood to my parents, and
Professor Shan’s reading voice, with a melody that was not present when we talked,
was soothing in a way that my mother’s voice never was. Professor Shan would read
long passages, stopping only when she seemed pleased, and then translate for me.
Her translation seemed shorter than the original English, but even those brief
Chinese words gave me a joy that I did not get elsewhere—she used phrases that
belonged to a different era, a language more for the ancients than the living, and
before long I began to mimic her. [ had never been a talkative person, but now I had
even fewer words, for the ancients had the most efficient ways of saying things. My
schoolmates found it laughable but I persisted, ignoring teenage slang for a mixture
of language used in ancient poetry and eighteenth-century romance novels. My

father, who was not an educated person, did not seem to find it odd, perhaps having
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little idea how education could change one’s speech, but my mother, more than once,
studied me after my father and I exchanged some words. I knew I had invaded her
territory—after all, she was the one who read ancient poetry and centuries-old
novels to pass the time. She could not make up her mind about how to accept my
change, I could see, just as I could not make up my mind about the news of her not

being my birth mother.

By our third week in the army everyone in my squad had received a letter from
home; a few had received additional letters from their friends. Without fail all of
them cried when they read them. Ping, the youngest among us, fifteen and a half,
doubtless a genius to have graduated high school so young, read aloud her father’s
letter between sobs: “After you registered and went into the barracks, Baba cried on
the way to the train station. The night train from Wuhan to Beijing was fully packed,
and Baba stood for eighteen hours, but that, compared to Baba’s little darling’s
suffering in the army, was nothing. I have the calendar on my wall, and every

morning I mark a day off, knowing it is one day closer to our reunion.”
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I was the only one, by the fourth week, not to have received a letter. “Are you sure
you don’t want to write to your parents again?” asked Nan, who stood next to me in line
for the formation drill and slept in the bunk bed above me. “Your last letter might have
got lost, and they might not have the address to write to you.”

I shook my head. I had sent a postcard to my parents the first week, saying nothing
but that I had arrived safely. My father was not the type to write a letter, and secretly I
was relieved that my father was not like Ping’s, who would continue sending letters
filled with unabashed words of love, which Ping never hesitated to share. My mother
might write me, on a whim, a letter filled with quotations from ancient poems, but then
again, she might have decided to cut me out of all communications.

At the end of the week I was summoned to Lieutenant Wei’s room. It was a Sunday,
and we had the morning off from drills. She motioned for me to take the only chair, and
I moved it away from her before sitting down in the middle of the room. There was a
single bed on my left, with an army-issue quilt, blanket, and sheet. There was no pillow
on her bed, and I wondered if she wrapped up some old clothes as we did at night, or if
she had a pillow hiding in her closet. On the wall next to the bed were a few framed
photographs. A black-and-white one stood out. A young girl, thirteen or fourteen,
looked away with a smile, as if she had been teasing the photographer. “That was taken
the summer before I enlisted,” Lieutenant Wei said as she studied me. “Have you been
out to town yet?”
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“No, Lieutenant,” I said. She only had to check her chart to know that I had never
requested one of the two-hour permi]f;r to visit town on Sundays.
“Why? The town is too small for someone from Beijing to visit?”

I thought about the question, which, like all questions put to us by an officer,
could have many traps. There was no particular reason, I said. I could have said that
I wanted to give the opportunity to the other girls, who were more eager to have the
two hours of freedom, but that would have led to more questioning. I had learned, in
the past few weeks, that an officer’s friendliness was not to be trusted. Lan, a girl
whose hometown was in the same province as Lieutenant Wei’s hometown, once
had an amicable chat with Lieutenant Wei at a drill break, but five minutes later,
when Lan made the mistake of turning right when the rest of us turned left,

Lieutenant Wei ordered her to leave the formation and do a hundred turn-lefts. Even



worse, Lan was to give herself the drill command, and by the time she reached thirty,
her voice was choked by her tears. Lieutenant Wei, while the rest of us watched with
anxiety, told Lan that if she did not make the command clear and loud to all who
were witnessing her punishment, it would not count. Similar incidents had happened
to others: a girl was ordered to stand in the middle of the mess hall during a meal
after she had laughed at a joke told quietly to her by a squad mate; another girl was
asked to read a self-criticism in front of the company because she had claimed the
food from the mess hall was better suited for feeding pigs than human beings. These

punishments were
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measured out not only by Lieutenant Wei and the other junior officers, but also by
Major Tang, the commander of our company, who, as the only male officer, liked to
storm through the barracks for unannounced inspections.

When I did not reply, Lieutenant changed the topic and said that she had heard
that [ hadn’t yet received a letter from home. I wondered who had reported this to
her, but perhaps this was how the army worked, details about our lives recorded by
informants among us. My parents are not the type to write letters, I said.

“Is that a problem for you?”

“A problem, Lieutenant?”

“Would you like to phone them?”” Lieutenant Wei said. “I could arrange for you to
make a phone call to your parents if you wish.”

My parents did not own a telephone. The nearest public telephone was a few
blocks from our building, guarded by a brusque middle-aged woman. A message
would be taken but would not be delivered until the end of the day; she was a
government worker, her salary at a set level, so she rarely inconvenienced herself to
deliver even the most urgent messages. Once in a while when the residents filed
complaints, she would for a week or two put the callers on hold and send her teenage
son around the neighborhood. “A phone call for number 205,” he would call out in
front of a building, his voice no longer a child’s but not yet a grown man’s. He was

said to be slow, so no school would admit him, and he spent his days, if not as a
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companion to his mother, then running around the neighborhood and intimidating
young children with incoherent ghost stories. My mother would never respond to
such a boy calling our flat number in that manner, nor would she be willing to make
a trip to the phone booth to call me back.

I told Lieutenant Wei that there was no need to make a call, as my parents did not
have a telephone at their place.

“And a neighbor? A friend living nearby?” Lieutenant Wei said. “Anyone who

could receive a phone call on their behalf so they know you are well?”

The only telephone number I knew—though I had never used it—was Professor
Shan’s. It was written on a slip of paper, in her neat handwriting, and taped on the
red telephone next to her single bed. I had studied the number many times while she

was reading a long passage, and after a while I could not get it out of my mind.



There is no one I could call, I said when Lieutenant Wei pressed me again. She
studied my face as if trying to decide if [ was lying out of defiance. She retrieved a
file folder from a drawer, and pages rustled under her impatient fingers. I looked out
the window at the evergreen trees, wishing to be one of them. I loved trees more
than I loved people; I still do. Few creatures are crueler than human beings,
Professor Shan had said once; we had been standing side by side next to her
fifth-floor window, looking down at people busy with their late-afternoon lives. I can

guarantee you, Professor Shan said, pointing to the weeping willows by the roadside,
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every one of those trees is more worthwhile than the people you’ll get to know in
life; isn’t it a good thing that once you are bored by people you still have trees to
watch?

“Your father’s work unit? Can you call him there?” Lieutenant Wei said. “But of
course we’ll have to arrange for you to call during the weekdays to catch him at
work.”

I had put down “service” for my father’s occupation on my registration form,
along with the name of the department store where he worked night shifts. I
wondered if she was calculating my parents’ ages, as the registration form asked for
their birth information, too.

There was no need to call him, I replied. My parents were not the type who would
begrudge the army for not giving them sufficient information about my well-being.

Lieutenant Wei seemed not to notice the hostility of my words. “Your
mother—what kind of illness does she have?”

When I had entered elementary school I had been instructed by my father to put
down “retired early from illness” for my mother’s occupation. What kind of illness,
the teachers would ask. What did she do before she became i11? At first I did not
know how to answer, but by middle school I became an expert in dealing with
people’s curiosity—she was a bookkeeper, I would say, the most tedious and lonely
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job I could come up with for her; lupus was what had been troubling her, I would
explain, the name of the disease learned in fifth grade when a classmate’s mother
had died from it. I thought about what kind of tale would stop Lieutenant Wei from
pursuing the topic. In the end I said that I did not know what had caused her
disability.

The earliest I could remember people commenting on her illness was when I was
four. I was standing in a long line waiting for our monthly egg ration when my father
crossed the street to buy rice. What kind of parents would leave a child that small to
hold a place in line, asked someone who must have been new to the neighborhood,
and a woman, not far behind me, replied that my mother was a mental case.
Nymphomania was the word Professor Shan had used, and it was from her that I had
learned the story of my parents’ marriage: at nineteen, my mother had fallen in love
with a married man who had recently moved into the neighborhood, and when the
man claimed he had nothing to do with her fantasy, she ran into the street calling his
name and telling people she had aborted three babies for him. They would have
locked her up permanently had it not been for my father’s marriage proposal. My
father, whom people had thought would remain a bachelor for life, went to my
mother’s parents and asked to take the burden off their hands. Which would you
have chosen for your daughter had you been a mother, Professor Shan asked me—an
asylum or an old man? She’d told me the story not long after I had
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become a regular visitor to her flat. I had stammered, not knowing how to pass the
test. Professor Shan said that it was my mother’s good fortune that her parents had
given her up to a man who loved her rather than to an asylum; love makes a man
blind, she added, and I wondered if my father’s misfortune was transparent to the
world.

Later I would realize that my family—my father’s reticence, my mother’s
craziness, and my existence as part of their pretense to be a normal married
couple—must have been gossip for the neighborhood, and their story, sooner or
later, would have reached me, but when I left Professor Shan’s flat that day, I
resented her heartlessness. We were only fifty pages into David Copperfield, and I
could have easily found an excuse not to go to her flat again, but what good would it
have done me? I was no longer my parents’ birth child, and their marriage, if it
could be called a marriage, was no doubt a pitiful one.

Lieutenant Wei closed the file folder. She seemed, all of a sudden, to have lost
interest in my case. She looked at her wristwatch and said that since there was still
an hour until the end of the day, meaning eleven o’clock, when drills started, I might

as well use the time wisely and go water and weed our platoon’s vegetable garden.
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I declare that I have done the following part entirely on my own, without any help

from my supervisor or any other person.

ARNGE AR AN ) 5E AL TR Sy, ARAT AN s HAR A 175 80,

Date H#j: 3/5/2021



Today I would give anything for a garden, but the only space I can claim now is
my flat. It’s on the north side of the building, so the only sunshine I get is slanted
light for an hour in the evening. My father used to keep pots of plants on the
windowsill, but they have long since withered and found their way to the trashcans.
Today I would give anything for a garden—perhaps not as big as the one we used to
have in the army, as it would be pure greed to ask for that, but a small patch of earth.
At eighteen, though, I did not have the urge to nurture anything. “The garden was
weeded and watered yesterday, Lieutenant,” I said.

“Are you telling me that I have given you a worthless order? How about the pigs?
If you think the vegetables grow without your contribution, maybe you could put
some efforts into cleaning the pigsties.”

The pigs, not yet fully grown, were kept at the far end of the camp. There were
five pigs for each company, and the conscripts in the cooking squad had told us that
they were to be butchered at the end of our year for the farewell banquet. Other than
the five pigs, we saw little meat. Once in a while Ping would devise an extensive
plan to sneak a pig out of the camp, find a willing butcher to kill it, and another
willing soul to cook it; the scheme grew more detailed and vivid, but it was only

talk, for the sake of passing time.
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I said it was not our squad’s turn to take care of the pigs. Most shared
duties—grounds-keeping around the barracks, gardening, helping the cooking squad
prepare meals for the company, feeding the pigs and cleaning the pigsties, cleaning
the toilet stalls and the washing room—were rotated among the four squads in the
platoon, and apart from the kitchen duties, during which we could sneak extra food
to our table, they were dreaded and carried out with aversion.

“I see that you haven’t learned the most basic rule about the army,” Lieutenant Wei

said. “This is not the civilian world, where one can bargain.”

The civilian world slowly crept in on us, in the form of letters from old school
friends and packages of chocolates from parents, memories of childhood holidays
and teenage expeditions, and, in my case, Professor Shan’s voice, reading D. H.
Lawrence, her tone unhurried. Well, Mabel, and what are you going to do with
yourself: when I closed my eyes at the shooting range I could hear her voice, and the
question, posed from one character to another, now seemed to request an answer
from me. Or else: To her father, she was The Princess. To her Boston aunts and

uncles she was just “Dollie Urquhart, poor little thing.”
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The point of a boot kicked my leg, and I opened my eyes. I was not in Professor
Shan’s flat, released momentarily from responsibility by her voice, but facedown,
my elbows on sandbags, my right cheek resting on the wooden stock of a
semiautomatic rifle. The late October sunshine was warm on my back, and two
hundred yards away the green targets, in the shape of a man’s upper body, stood in a
long line. Two magpies chattered in a nearby tree, and the last locusts of the season,
brown with greenish patterns, sprang past the sandbags and disappeared into the
yellowing grass. I shifted my weight and aligned my right eye with the front and rear
sights. The training officer did not move, his shadow cast on the sandbags in front of
me. I waited, and when the shadow did not leave to check on the next girl, I pulled
the trigger. Apart from a crack, nothing happened—it would be another two weeks
before we would be given live ammunition.

“Do you think you got a ten there?” asked the training officer.

“Yes, sir,” I said, still squinting at the target.

He did not think so. Try again, he said. I held the rifle closer so that the butt was
steadied by my right shoulder. I had noticed that people, once in the army, become
two different species of animals—those who were eager to please, like the most
loyal, best trained dogs, and those who, like me, acted like the most stubborn
donkeys and need a prod for every move. I looked through the sights and pulled the
trigger.
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“Much better,” the training officer said. “Now remember, the shooting range is not a
place to nap.” 26

Shooting practice was one of the few things I enjoyed in the army. Major Tang
showed up occasionally to inspect us, but since aiming was one thing we had to
practice on our own, he had little patience for staying at the shooting range for
hours. The three platoon leaders, including Lieutenant Wei, sat in the shade of the
ash trees and chatted while two of the shooting officers for the company, who liked
to sit with them, told jokes. Our officer, older and more reticent, sat a few steps away
and listened with an indulgent smile. The two girls on my right talked in whispers,
and now and then I caught a sentence; they were discussing boys, analyses and

guesses that I did not bother to follow. On my left, Nan hummed a tune under her

breath while maintaining a perfect shooting position. I was amazed at how soldierly



she could act, her posture perfect in formation drills, her impeccable bed-making
winning her titles in the internal-affairs contest. Anyone could see her mind was
elsewhere, but the military life seemed to provide endless amusements for her; she
never misbehaved, and she was among the few who hadn’t received any public
humiliation. I turned my head slightly, still resting my right cheek on the stock but
looking at Nan rather than the target. Her uniform cap was low on her eyebrows, and

in the shadow of the cap she squinted in a smile, singing in a very low voice.
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“The Last Rose of Summer,” she told me when I asked her about the song during
the break. Nan was a small girl and looked no more than thirteen years old. She had
joined a famous children’s choir when she was six, and when the other children her
age had entered middle school and left the choir, she had remained because she liked
to sing, and she could still pass for a young child. When she reached sixteen, the
choir changed its name from “children’s choir” to “children and young women’s
choir.” She’d laughed when she told us about it. Would she go back to the choir, one
of the girls had asked her, and she’d thought for a moment and said that perhaps
after the army she would have to find some other hobbies. One could not possibly
remain in a children’s choir all her life, she’d said, though she seemed to me the kind
of person who could get away with anything she set her heart on. I could imagine
her still singing at twenty or thirty among a group of children, looking as young and
innocent as them—though this I did not tell Nan. We were friendly toward each
other, but we were not friends, perhaps the only two in our platoon who hadn’t
claimed a close friend eight weeks into the military life. I did not see the need to
have someone next to me when I took a walk around the drill grounds after dinner
for the fifteen minutes of free time; nor did I need to share my night-watch duty with
a special friend, so I was often paired with leftover girls from the other
platoons—girls like me who had no one to cling to—and it suited me to spend half a

night with
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someone as quiet as [ was in the front room of the barracks, dozing off in two chairs
set as far apart as possible.

Nan was a different case. She was friendly with everyone, including the officers
and the conscripts in the cooking squad, and was courted by quite a few girls hoping
to become her best friend. You could see that she was used to such attention, amused
even, but she would not grant anyone that privilege. Even our squad leader, who had
become a favorite of the officers with her increasingly militant treatment of us, was
unwilling to assign the most dreadful duties—cleaning the toilets, or the pigsties—to
Nan. A less gracious person than Nan would have been the target of envy, yet she
seemed untouched by any malignancy.

One girl, overhearing our conversation, asked Nan to sing “The Last Rose of
Summer.” Nan stood up from where we were sitting in a circle and flicked dried
grass and leaves from her uniform. Her voice seemed to make breathing hard for
those around her; her face, no longer appearing amused, had an ancient, ageless
look. I wondered what kind of person Nan was to be able to sing like that—she
seemed too aloof to be touched by life, but how could she sing so hauntingly if she
had not felt the pain described in those songs?

The shooting range was quiet when Nan finished singing. A bumblebee buzzed
and was shooed away, and in the distance, perhaps over the hills where a civilian

world could not be seen, a loudspeaker was broadcasting the midday news, but we
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could not hear a word. After a while, a girl from another platoon who had sneaked
away from her squad to join our circle begged Nan to tell us something about her
trips abroad. Apart from Nan, none of us had traveled abroad—none of us had ever
had a legal reason to apply for a passport.

I could not decide if Nan was annoyed or pleased by such requests, but she never
failed to tell some tales: singing in front of a Vienna palace, learning tap dancing
from an American teenager on a cruise ship, taking a long train ride across Siberia in
February on her way back to China from a European tour, the whole time stuck in a
carriage with girls eight or nine years younger. She had learned chess from the choir
director on that train ride, she said, while the children sang and clamored, and a
doll-like girl, not yet seven, had played violin for hours like an oblivious angel.

“How old is your choir director?” the girl from the other platoon asked.

Nan shrugged and began another tale about the Macedonian folksongs they’d had
to learn because of a detour. I noticed that this was her way of not answering
questions she found unpleasantly nosy or uninteresting. Even though Nan kept
smiling, you could see the girl who had asked the question was ashamed of her
blunder. In fact, there was so much pain and yearning in the girl’s face that I turned

to look at the officers under the ash trees, Lieutenant Wei massaging the nape of
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of Lieutenant Hong’s neck, and the two young shooting officers competing with
exaggerated gestures to talk to anothaeé platoon leader. From where we sat, twenty
meters away, they looked young and ordinary, their laughter distant but their

happiness tangible. After a moment the older shooting officer looked at his



wristwatch and, almost apologetically, blew the whistle to signal the end of the
break.

At night, when I could not sleep, I thought about other people and their pain. I
wondered, for instance, what kind of pain could be found in Nan’s heart that gave
such unbearable sadness to her songs, but she was the most imperturbable person I
had met, and if she could be connected to any pain, it would be what she inflicted on
others, perhaps against her will. I thought about the girls who vied for her attention,
often with open animosity toward each other; they had become transparent in their
longing, but I did not know what more they could ask from Nan. She shared her
songs and her stories; she treated everyone kindly. Would they be lying in their beds,
wondering if Nan had ever known pain? But why would one want to access another
person’s pain, when there is enough in one’s own life? In the barracks there was
much love in the air—boys left behind in the civilian world were missed and written
long letters; boys met in the camp were discussed, sometimes with giggles,
sometimes less gleefully; more subdued was the longing between the girls that

manifested itself as a competition to become best friends. People don’t know what
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they are doing and saying. They chatter-chatter, and they hurt one another, and they
hurt themselves very often, till they cry. At night I tried to remember Professor
Shan’s voice when she read her favorite story to me, and when I was not sure if |
remembered the exact words, I turned on my flashlight and reread the story under
the quilt. But don’t take any notice, my little Princess.

We had spent ten months with David Copperfield, slowly at first, two or three
pages a day, and later five or six pages. I don’t remember at what point I had begun
to understand what was read to me, in bits and pieces of course; it must be similar to
the moment a child first understands the world in words, when what is spoken to her
has not yet taken on a definite meaning, but she becomes more confident each day
that there is message behind those jumbled sounds. I told my parents that I had been
visiting Professor Shan, as she had agreed to tutor me with my schoolwork, a lie that
my father had not questioned and my mother had not bothered to listen to. I did not
tell Professor Shan that I had begun to understand her, but surely she saw the
change: perhaps my eyes wandered less often to the tress outside the window, or
perhaps my face betrayed an eagerness where before was only ignorance. In any
case, two-thirds into the novel she stopped translating for me. Neither of us talked
about this change of routine. I was quiet, still intimidated by her, though I had begun
to look forward to the hour spent in her flat. She had not begun to tell me her

stories—that would come later. I had not begun to share her attachment to books—
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that too would come later, much later, perhaps only after I stopped visiting her. Still,
her fifth-floor flat, where life did not seem to be lived out in the measuring of rice
and flour or the counting of paper bills and coins, at least during the time I was
there, became a place that no other place could be: strangers, closer to my heart than
my neighbors and acquaintances, loved tragic and strange loves and died tragic and
strange deaths, and Professor Shan’s unperturbed voice, made it all seem natural.
Looking back, I wonder if it was because of my limited understanding of the
language that all tragedies became acceptable to me. Perhaps all that time I was
imagining a different story than the one read to me.

After David Copperfield, we read Great Expectations. Then The Return of the
Native and, later, Tess of the d’Urbervilles. It was during Jude the Obscure that she
began to tell me her story, in fragments I would piece together later. Sometimes the
story came at the beginning of the afternoon, sometimes when she took a break from
reading the novel to me. She never talked long about herself, and afterward we did
not discuss it. I had become less nervous around her; still, I did not talk much about
my life at school or at home—intuitively I knew she had little interest in the life I
lived outside the hour in her flat. Only once did I ask her advice, about where to go
for high school. I was not an excellent student, though decent enough to do well in
entrance exams. She asked me my choices of schools, and when I listed them for

her, she answered that they were all good schools, and it rather did not matter, in her
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opinion, where I went. In the end, I chose the school farthest from our
neighborhood, a decision that later pa;?)ved convenient when I had to come up with
an excuse to stop visiting Professor Shan.

5.

I turned out to be excellent at shooting. I was one of the few who scored all tens in
our first live-ammunition practice, and when we marched back from the shooting
range, | was displayed in front of the company along with three other girls, with a
red ribbon pinned to my chest. Major Tang called the four of us budding
sharpshooters and gave a speech that ended with the slogan, “My gun follows my

orders, and I follow the Communist Party’s orders.”



“That slogan,” said Jie, one of the other sharpshooters. “Don’t you think it sounded
so... off-color?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You’re too innocent for this discussion,” Jie laughed, but a few days later she
sought me out. “Do you read English?”

Apart from the officers and the conscripts in the cooking squad, all of us were

able to read some English, since we had studied it in high school, and I said that to
Jie. “I know that, of course,” she said. “I’m asking you if you could read an English

novel for me.”
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I had never talked to anyone about Professor Shan, and I did not memorize
English vocabulary during the free time, as some of the other girls, who had their
hearts set on going to America after college, did. I replied vaguely that I could try,
and after dinner the next day approached me with a copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
“It was once a banned book,” she told me with hushed excitement, and asked me to
promise not to let the secret out to anyone. “My boyfriend sent it to me. Don’t lose

it. He went to great trouble to find a copy.”
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