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Advance Praise for The Memory Museum

“These stories are a treasure—moving, kaleidoscopic, ingenious. The Memory Museum marks the arrival of a bold and brilliant voice.”

—Madeleine Thien, author of The Book of Records

“A book of astonishing vitality and vision, The Memory Museum encourages us to ask: What is and what ought to be the relationship between self and society?”

—Megha Majumdar, author of A Guardian and a Thief

“In nine stories that resist easy conclusions, M Lin builds worlds bursting with all the complexities that humans hold—longing, hunger of all sorts, and the joys that make impossible any true shunning of the grief we must feel for having loved and lived. In exacting prose, Lin illuminates how memory is the ghost we hold inside ourselves, proving it’s not the places we inhabit that are haunted, but the people, our very bodies, and how fortunate we are, whether experiencing heaven or hell, to have ever existed at all.”

—Dantiel W. Moniz, author of Milk Blood Heat

“Deeply felt and grounded in an intimate acquaintance with contemporary China, these wide-ranging stories portray villagers, protesters, artists, and petty thieves alike with empathy and grace. Nothing is easy for them, and the questions they raise are not easy for us. What an absorbing, probing debut! Wonderful.”

—Gish Jen, author of Bad Bad Girl

“The Memory Museum is a book to get very excited about. With gumption and pizzazz M Lin can seemingly take any form, genre, or style and make it do whatever she wants, always something unexpected. But under all the technical brilliance are the timeless literary subjects: love, death, money, family, and mind-blowing sex with some random guy.”

—Tony Tulathimutte, author of Rejection

“M Lin’s brave and oh-so-imaginative stories unfold with cinematic clarity. In these pages is the particular flavor of loss that is the cost of migration—whether from the village to the city, or from China to the West (and back); the displacement of having multiple identities and languages; the heartbreak of time and the blade vs. comfort of nostalgia. I enjoyed living in the vibrant worlds of Lin’s prose and her wise meditations on memory, art, resistance, class, and music!”

—’Pemi Aguda, author of Ghostroots

“An astounding talent with an unforgettable voice. The Memory Museum is a book for the ages.”

—R. O. Kwon, author of Exhibit
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Scenes from Childhood



I. About Strange Lands and People

My window faces the last tree in our yard. Its leaves, the few dangling from the shrunken boughs, have stopped changing color like they used to. Seasons are a memory of the past. So is time, days and months and years blending, impossible and inconsequential to keep track of. In any case, I don’t care to know the hour anymore, nor do I listen to the news they play in the room they call the resident lounge, where the screen walls display fake windows looking out onto fake scenery, like frescoes from those Roman villas once buried under Mount Vesuvius’s lava. I know well what the news would say: It’s too hot somewhere, and will get hotter the next day, or people died, once again, then more people die. Always more. But if you ask how old I am, I’m afraid I won’t be able to tell you. I only know that I am old, older than humans should ever be.

Here is what I am able to tell you: Many years ago, when the outskirts of my town started to burn, I fled. I picked up my apocalypse bag and headed here, Central Otago, where for decades I’d been paying to reserve my place at this fortified care facility, leaving behind those who couldn’t simply take off as I did. Despite having lived in that small New Zealand town for years, I never considered it anything but a temporary dwelling. My neighbor, the always-smiling Penelope, and her five cats, called it home, the place where she was born and raised and, I assume, died. I had wound up her neighbor by chance, at a time when habitable land everywhere was disappearing so quickly—submerged underwater, dried up, or burned to ashes. But even before that, home had long disappeared from my lexicon.

Once I arrived at the facility, I gave them all I had for a single room, which, I suppose, should last until I die. My door is always open, but save for the unfriendly nurses, no one ever comes in. If you pass by, you might wonder why I, forlorn and doddering, choose to go on living when humanity is approaching its end. And you’d be right to guess that I am what I look like—all alone, no partner, children, family, or friends. What do I have to live for? If you promise you won’t laugh at my cowardice—whoever you are, reading these pages—I will tell you.

I have, like many people, thought about taking my own life since assisted suicide was made practically free. But I cannot bring myself to do it. No, it’s not my flesh that I’m afraid to part with. It’s what it contains, what any person is truly made of—memories. I used to take walks in the basement courtyard while my mind roamed around and through my life: faces of men whose bodies gave me pleasure, warm hands of friends and strangers I held while laughing or crying, tragedies I was forced to witness as a journalist, and sentient landscapes who knew their doomed fate before we did. But if I lingered on one remembrance for too long, trying too hard to recall it with more clarity, more vividness, the opposite would happen. It would start dissolving, as though drenched in a magic potion. I fought that fading. Oh, did I fight it with all the force a dying woman could summon! Yet over and over, I lost. If the same memory happened to turn up again, it would, inevitably, appear fuzzier around the edges, missing a few details, and revised with additions that I could not verify. When walking became too strenuous, I started to spend my days sitting by my window, looking at the lone tree in the yard. My tree. Without my legs hauling me in circles, powering my memory theater, I seemed to have lost the strength to resist forgetting, too. I had no choice but to surrender to my memories, watching them enter and leave me of their own volition.

One day, a strange visitor surprised me: A distant memory from childhood announced itself with such assertiveness that it felt like a transgression, like a caged beast freed at last, racing back to its lover. It arrived not in fragments but whole, without the inconsistencies and hesitations other memories were subject to. As I hurried to make my consciousness a hospitable place for the newcomer, another appeared the next day, and the next, and for many days after that.

If you are as old as I am, you know what I’m about to say is true: Our memories of childhood are the clearest. From where I sit now, decades and oceans away, I can see the wooden swing Grandpa hung from a giant tree in his front yard, the sea of green kiwi vines where my cousins took me under the summer sun; I can smell the smoke of burning stubble swallowing Grandpa’s village on snowy winter nights, the fishy scent of sweet fermented rice soup with egg at breakfast; I can feel the morning mist coating the fine hairs on my forearm, the way Spring Festival fireworks vibrated in my chest. These memories have come to me almost somatically, as if I were, once again, the child in Grandpa’s village, the village that disappeared before the rest of the world started disappearing, the village that I didn’t know I had kept inside me.

You might question why these memories are revealing themselves now. I’ve wondered just the same. Perhaps the long and slow days of old age reminded me of those from childhood, when time, like a lazy turtle on its favorite rock, preferred to stand still. Perhaps there is indeed someone up above who is not prepared for my arrival, and doles out what would keep me down here a little longer. Perhaps these particular remembrances mean more than they appear, a message of some sort, though exactly what, I have yet to decipher. In the beginning, it confused me that the protagonist of these memories seemed unlike the child I believed myself to be, the people and land strange. But trying to shape them into familiar notions has proved futile. These days, I look forward to waking up every day and rediscovering what I used to know, and as I drift into dreamlessness at night, I watch them recede out of focus, mysterious and unreachable once more.

Around mid-century, everyone was preparing for a rumored internet wipeout. Only I was too confident, too stubborn. When the virus erased all cloud services in 2046, I lost all evidence that I had even existed. Although bereft, I’ve not felt compelled to record my memories since. Without documentation, my life belonged solely to myself again, and my memories were alive within me, in a state of ongoing metamorphosis. But these scenes from childhood, arriving with such clarity and ferocity, have commanded me to write them down, as if I were only a conduit they were passing through on the way to their final destination, their purpose beyond my mortal being. For that, I borrowed the neurological writing device from the facility, my fingers no longer strong enough to tap a keyboard, my speech too mumbling for dictation.

If you happen to see me smile by my window, do me the favor of staying away. I’d rather be alone, as crevices of the forgotten past stretch open, and people, whose shadows had once eclipsed me, draw near again.



II. Curious Story

I was born and raised in the former capital of China in the early 1990s. My parents had met in Tiananmen Square in May of 1989, when they were university students, not long before the history of the country was forever changed and its future trajectory irreversibly determined. In the crowd charged with ambition and optimism, my mother heard my father talking in the dialect of the province where both of them had grown up: my mother a city girl from the provincial capital, my father, the youngest of a farmer’s three sons, from a poor village.

The adjective poor was my father’s retrospective modifier when he told me stories of his childhood, describing the kind of poverty that had become obsolete by the time I could understand the weight of what he said. I never asked him whether he had realized that it was redundant to stress that his village was poor, because every Chinese village in the sixties and seventies of the last century existed in absolute destitution. He told me how a piece of flesh along the edge of his ear froze off because his family couldn’t afford a winter hat, how every week he walked three hours to his middle school in the town center, rain or shine, and how by the end of the school week he had to dip his hardened bread in hot water so it would soften. He loved talking about Spring Festivals the most, the utter ecstasy of seeing meat on the dinner table once a year, and, proudly, the fact that at seventeen, when he had scored high enough on the College Entrance Exam to enter a prestigious university in Beijing, he had never ventured farther than his own town. At the time, I, who was fed imported formula and traveled abroad at the age of six, felt bad for the child who became my father. But from where I’m sitting now, his childhood seems idyllic, utopian even—a time when money could solve all problems and people could take comfort in believing that life was always going to get better.

At least once a year, my parents took me to visit Grandpa, my two uncles, and their swarm of children, and at first, the village confused me. Whenever our taxi wound along the dirt path into the village, curious onlookers would watch from the side of the road. They sat on short wooden stools on their stoops, their gazes following us all the way to Grandpa’s house. When we emerged from the car, they stood up and waved at my father with recognition—It’s An and his wife and daughter coming home from Beijing! They flashed friendly smiles at me, calling me by my pet name, Tiaotiao, as if I should have known them as intimately as they seemed to know me.

It took me some time to understand why our arrivals played out that way. The first thing I understood was that the villagers were not outside because they were expecting us; it was simply how they passed time when they were not working in the fields. Sitting before their houses’ red metal gates, they waited for others to stop by for a chat, a meal, or a cup of tea. Sometimes they kept their hands busy, knitting sweaters, sewing shoe inserts, or shelling dried corn into straw baskets to make cornmeal. More often, though, they just sat in the sun, looking at whatever entered their field of vision. Don’t you have things to do? I wanted to ask them. Adults in Beijing always had things to do. Even I, a child, had things to do: homework, games, books, parks, museums, playdates, and piano lessons. The villagers seemed to live in an alternate universe, where time ticked in adagio instead of allegro, and there was always an extra beat to rest. They sat in front of their houses as their shadows tracked Earth’s spin like sundials. I remember thinking, when I was old enough to recite Reform and Opening slogans like Time is money, efficiency is life, that they were squandering their money and lives away. I didn’t know what I know now: that economic development is a sham, Confucian work ethic is repression, time is not money and efficiency is not life, and that I was allowed to take breaks, to waste time, to not do.

The last time I visited the village, a few years before I fled the country to avoid arrest, people no longer sat by the then-paved road. Smartphones had taken over the village like they had elsewhere. Like their city counterparts, the villagers stayed in their own houses and learned about each other’s lives on tiny screens, so aesthetically enhanced that they stopped recognizing the real faces on the street. Back when I was a child, grown-ups gathered in each other’s houses, congregating around tables, the men boisterous and unpleasant, drinking and chain-smoking, while the women conversed quietly in their company, occasionally coughing from the blinding fog of smoke. The men’s favorite drink was dizzy water—that’s what I called the sorghum liquor in green bottles. Just a few cups of it made the biggest man walk as if he had just pirouetted for ten minutes. I knew the women in the room hated it as much as I did, but they didn’t have the privilege of a child, whose absence was tolerated without judgment. I made my escape as quickly as possible and wandered around outside.

Whenever the villagers saw me on my own, they would stop me in my tracks and say, Come here, Tiaotiao, but I wouldn’t come close until they spoke again and introduced themselves as my father’s uncle’s cousin or my father’s cousin’s uncle. One by one, they told me their memories of me as a bubbly toddler and how fond they were of my pet name, “jump jump.” I did not like my name, for I didn’t think that I was a jumpy child. It was not until much later that I learned that the rural tradition in the North was to give children flippant and demeaning pet names, names much worse than mine, like “stinky egg” or “dog leftovers,” so the gods who like to take away the good kids would skip over the obviously unworthy. My name was to protect me. Could that be why I have survived until now?

I don’t remember exactly how old I was when I realized that everyone who called me Tiaotiao shared my last name; we were family. But they were so different from me: Their skin cracked in unfamiliar places, darker and rougher; their taste in clothes was, as my friends in Beijing would have said, of taste as low as dirt; their local dialect sounded crass compared with my Mandarin. Even when they tried to speak Mandarin, their accent was flavored with a heavy nasality that betrayed their origins in just a few words. I wanted to ask my father: How can they be our family? One year, on our drive out of the village, my father told me, as the kiwi fields and brick houses retreated farther and farther behind us, that the village was our hometown. It was our roots. It was in our blood. There is home, he said, and there is hometown. Over the years I’ve often thought of these words. Each time I had to move to a new place, a new country, each time I survived, I wondered if I understood what he meant. I wondered what surviving meant without a home or a hometown.

After the Red War, I lost touch with my family. Nobody has called me Tiaotiao since, and I’ve forgotten how those syllables sounded on warm lips. Today I live among strangers who do not know my name. As I sit in perpetual silence within this small room, my ears yearn for the villagers’ unpolished accent. They could never have imagined that I, the little city princess who refused to come when they beckoned me on the dirt road, would cross oceans and suffer heatstroke to hear them call me Tiaotiao again.



III. Blindman’s Buff

Let me remind you that I was an only child, like all my friends who were born in cities during the thirty-five years of the One-Child Policy. In the village, things were looser. I was envious of my four cousins, two pairs of the same combination: an older sister and a younger brother. I never thought about the pattern as more than a coincidence until I had outgrown my teens and overheard my parents lamenting the absence of a second child. In counting my cousins, they rationalized that the boys were allowed to be born because the local officials acquiesced that an only daughter was unacceptable. Village people needed sons to help with farmwork, but more importantly, to inherit the family land and carry on the family name. My parents had said this so matter-of-factly that I couldn’t tell if they were commenting out of spite or envy. They certainly did not question the notion. Ideas and traditions like that had been around for millennia. A life governed by them had order, out of which came a sense of unity, a sense of peace, a sense that everything was going where it meant to. It must have been, I imagine, a comforting feeling.

Like my father, I was the baby among the cousins, and I relished being the baby. My cousins took care of me like the brothers and sisters I never had. They gave me the best of everything—the best spot on the couch to watch cartoons, the sweetest grapes in my uncle’s yard, and the newest toy they bought with their Lucky Money from Spring Festival—not only because I was the youngest, but also because they understood that I was used to better things. And I understood that they understood it. Though what they offered me was worse than the worst I could have in Beijing, I played along, accepting their kindness and giving compliments in return.

At the end of our visits, my father would take pictures of us kids together. In the photo I liked best, I, six or seven, stood in the center, my pageboy hair tied together on the top of my head. My four cousins—Sister Fang and Brother Yuan, Sister Qian and Brother Wen—towered behind me in a half circle, each of them pulling a strand of my hair. It looked as if a small peacock were spreading its tail feathers on my head. As we smiled for the camera, we all knew that, in a few days, I would go back to the big city, to my elite education, to being an only child with only-child friends, and they would remain in the village, their home and hometown.

Years later, Sister Fang was the only one who got out, settling in the provincial capital after college. Though at some point all of them found profitable work in cities, by the time I left China, the household registration system had taken the other three back to the village. But none of them farmed, unwilling to fulfill the destiny that their parents had intended for them. They gave birth to children of their own in the same houses where they had been born, banking all their hopes on those little ones making it out of the village someday.

But before our lives splintered, we played together as though we were the same. In the city, my friends and I played inside each other’s apartments, where parents supervised us with annoying attentiveness. Even on the playground, we got bored quickly, the slides of different heights and colors delivering the same thrill, the high fences wrapped as if around our brains. In the village, my cousins and I played outdoors, in the front yard, along the dirt road, deep in the field and beyond, for hours and hours. The days were never-ending and the whole world was our playground, vast and fenceless.

My favorite game was blindman’s buff. My cousins explained that the goal of the game was not to be caught by the blindfolded it, the role of which Sister Fang assumed the first time we played. When she started counting, I ran, thinking I’d want to get as far away as possible, not realizing that the game would never end if it didn’t catch anyone. I ran and ran on the path alongside the kiwi field, past a construction site for the elevated tracks of high-speed trains, to a point where I could no longer hear Sister Fang’s voice telling us to stop. I made a turn and ran some more, as though if I ran fast enough, my feet would leave the ground. I ran until I arrived at the edge of a wide ditch, a perfect hiding spot. Into the ditch I went, carefully securing my footing down the slope. There, I crouched and waited. The soil was dried mud, yellow and fractured. To pass the time, I counted plants of various colors and shapes, which didn’t take long. Then I watched some bugs traveling with their goods, occasionally rearranging leaves to help them out. As I was involved in the voyage of the bugs, the sun, also playing blindman’s buff, hid behind the expanding clouds. When it started to rain, I pulled the back of my shirt over my head, which I liked to do because it made me look funny, like a big grown-up with no neck or shoulders. Soon my shirt grew wetter, the sky darker, and I debated if I should start walking back. But I remembered my parents always told me that if we ever got separated, I should stay where I was, and do nothing but wait. So I did, staying in the ditch, waiting for my cousins to appear. Though I couldn’t see or hear them, not for a second was I scared. I was so certain they were looking for me. I was more certain that even if it took them all night, they would find me. It was the kind of certainty I would no longer have as an adult.

Sure enough, before darkness enveloped the village, I heard waves of Tiaotiao moving closer and closer. I ran toward the voices.



IV. Pleading Child

Do you remember what it felt like to be cold? Jackets, scarves, sweater-pants, all the layers we bundled ourselves in. I never liked winter because darkness outstayed its welcome every morning. When we still cared about fashion, it always took me much longer to get ready in the winter, as I had to decide if each layer matched the others.

In the village, style didn’t matter, and it mattered even less in the winter. Villages didn’t have radiators like Beijing, but the temperature fell below zero all the same. The only heat sources were coal stoves and the 炕 (kang). Coal stoves used yeontan briquettes, which we called beehive coal because their perforations resembled the appearance of the wondrous structure. I liked to stick my fingers into the holes and wipe the black coal dust on the noses of the people I loved the most. My cousins learned to run away as soon as they saw me approaching the coal pile in the yard. Grown-ups always kept a door or window open when we burned beehive coal. Though we still had to wear jackets inside, it was warm enough not to think about the cold.

At night, someone would extinguish the coal stove before everyone went to bed. All of us slept on Grandpa’s kang, where my father had also slept as a child. I couldn’t believe the concrete surface that made my back hurt all summer turned into a heated bed in the winter. I remember how my father proudly explained it to me, as if he had invented the kang himself. He took me to the back of the house and pointed to a small metal door on the exterior wall, on the other side of which the kang was located, and said, Open it. When I did, a gush of warm air baked my face. Inside the opening, corn stubble steadily smoldered. Kang is essentially a brick oven, my father told me, as he taught me to throw in another bundle of dry stalks. We sleep on top of an oven! I could not contain my amazement.

I would soon find out that if no one woke up in the middle of the night to add more stubble, the kang would only be warm for the first half of my sleep. That was why my parents tried to convince me to sleep in three layers, but I insisted on going to bed in my Sailor Moon pajamas only. After two nights of waking up at three in the morning and not feeling my feet, on the third night, I wore my long underwear, sweater, and sweater-pants over my Sailor Moon pajamas, and wrapped myself airtight in the blanket. There was still one problem: My head, above the blanket, was freezing. I begged my father to keep the coal stove running through the night. When he refused, I pressed him with tears. It was then that he told me that the coal stove had killed his little sister, a fourth sibling that I had never heard of. The window Grandpa left open had blown shut one night. The whole family, six of them sharing the kang on that night thirty years ago, were poisoned by carbon monoxide. But only the baby died. I got over my tears, my pajamas, and my freezing head, and thought about how the word 死 (si), death, sounded like a snake’s hiss, recoiling every time an image of a deceased infant began to take form in my mind’s eye, until I finally fell into a slumber.



V. Perfectly Contented

Yesterday I did a word search in the writing device and found that in trying to record these memories, I use words like always and never quite often, words I never trust when someone else says them, and always avoid myself. There they are, again. These memories seem too vivid to be real, like I must have made them up. Sometimes I wonder if I really did make them up, and those words were me asserting authorial power in absolute terms. Whether they are real or fictional, I’m perfectly content to live the rest of my days within them, where I’m beginning to feel something close to belonging.

Years ago, when I finally made it to New Zealand, the country still had enough kiwi fruit to export. I had bought my first New Zealand kiwi from an organic market in New York when I lived there. It surprised me by being dry, unripe, tasteless, and in no way resembled the kiwis of my childhood. Everyone in Grandpa’s village farmed the native Chinese fruit, and—this I have not told anyone—I liked those from my older uncle’s field the most. Every year near the end of September, my older uncle sent two big boxes of kiwis to us in Beijing. My father would push them away and say, I’ve eaten enough kiwis for a lifetime. So, after giving plenty to friends and neighbors, my mother and I ate the rest for days. I never did anything to repay my uncle, perhaps because I knew that he expected nothing in return. The kiwis were unlike the gifts we received from my parents’ friends in the city, who, I came to realize much later, invariably wanted quid pro quos in one way or another. Back then, I took other people’s gifts—my uncle’s kiwis, my cousins’ small kindnesses, and many, many other things that were the stilts supporting the house of my protected life—for granted.

In all the years my uncle fed me the literal fruits of his labor, I only helped him once in his field. One year, because my parents planned to send me to a California summer camp, we went back to the village, instead, during the Labor Day week at the beginning of May. In the village calendar, the first week of May was the week of artificial pollination. My older uncle and aunt would get up early so they could finish the day’s work before the sun rose to an unfriendly angle. It took a whole week to pollinate every flower of their two hundred kiwi trees. What was tedious work for them looked fun to me. I want to help, I told them. Having never said no to me about anything, they agreed.

Here, take the stick and the cup, this is how you do it, my uncle said. Dip the stick into the powder in the cup, then touch every stamen in every flower with it, just a light touch, and redip after three or four flowers. The stick we used was like a long bamboo skewer, with one end wrapped in a spongy ball. I held it up and followed my uncle down the narrow path flanked by green kiwi trees. On both sides, their vines serpentined up the T-shaped stands that gave them verticality, reached toward the opposite tree, as if with mutual desire, and wove together above our heads, tracing mazelike shadows on the soil beneath our feet. Delicate limbs branched off the thick vines, from which palm-sized leaves crowded feverishly on top of each other, and, shyly, the small yellow flowers perked up amid all the grandeur, awaiting our greeting.

My uncle must have thought that the sight of me in his field was hilarious: his spoiled big-city niece, who couldn’t tell one crop from another, doing a farmer’s work. He started laughing, which made me laugh, too. Then he began reciting a Tang dynasty poem in the local dialect. The poem was about the arduousness of farming, and it was one that every kid learned in first grade. But his interpretation sounded different from reading it in Mandarin. The dialect’s vowels, tones, drawls changed the rhythm of the poem. I began imitating his accent, and that made him laugh harder. When we finished our recitation, my uncle told me that our dialect was the standard tongue of the Tang dynasty, in which poetry from that era was meant to be read. This was only partially true, I later discovered, because that particular poet was from a Southern province with its own dialect. But in the kiwi field, I believed it with my whole heart: Reciting a poem from fourteen hundred years ago in the language of my ancestors, I felt as if I were traveling back into history, reliving the lyricism of an ancient time.



VI. Important Event

Did I say I never liked winter? That was a lie. Spring Festival, despite its name, was always in the winter, and it was the best time of the year. School was out, my parents bought me new clothes, and every place from Beijing to the village was dressed up in red. The only awful part was the holiday travels back to the village. The train station was packed with people sitting on suitcases, cardboard boxes, and brightly colored plastic sacks bulging with presents for family and friends in their hometowns.

Once we were aboard the train, my parents and I rode in the soft-berth sleeper car, where the smell of steaming instant noodles calmed me. Those who crowded into the hard-seat cars looked like the villagers I knew—their dark complexions, their tacky outfits, their windburned cheeks, always cherry red. Once, I peeked into their section, expecting everyone to be neatly tucked in their assigned seats like we were in our bunks, but I was met with a sight of horror: bodies jammed into seats meant for fewer passengers, people almost piled on top of each other on the aisle floor, resting their heads and backs on other people’s heads and backs for the entire thirteen-hour ride. It seemed inconceivable that these people, too, lived in Beijing. Was their Beijing the same city as mine?

When my father’s business expanded, we avoided the train and flew to the nearest city instead. But one year, flights were sold out. I was older then, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. Unable to find a seat in the station, I sat on my suitcase like everyone else and looked around. The faces were the same as those I’d seen years before, but this time, I recognized them. These people were no different from my cousins. They had left their villages and made meager livings in Beijing: cooking Beijing’s food, cutting Beijing’s hair, selling Beijing’s shoes, making every bed in every hotel, guarding every door in every skyscraper, building every structure that sold for prices thousands of times more than their wages. Beijing subsisted on them. All the cities in China subsisted on them. Had my father not excelled in his College Entrance Exam, I would have been one of them. After that moment, I couldn’t unsee them around the city, always on the opposite side of a transaction: I was the paying customer and they were paid to make me happy.

That year, the festivity commenced as usual when we returned to the village. On the eve of Spring Festival, as our family gathered for the biggest feast of the year, we watched CCTV’s Spring Festival Gala, the propaganda extravaganza that left out unmentionable events and turned disasters into triumphs. Kids much preferred the pre-Communist traditions: We were allowed to stay up until midnight, and right before the old year turned over, everyone went outside to prepare firecrackers, which had to be set off at twelve o’clock sharp to scare away the mythical monster, 夕 (Xi). But before the TV hosts counted down to zero, loud sputters started somewhere in the village. My father, not wanting to fall behind, rushed to light our firecrackers with his cigarette. The wicks began sizzling as he ran back to me. We watched the bright spark fizzle up the string, our hearts traveling with it toward our throats, until, finally, the first crackle exploded! I pressed one ear against my father’s waist and felt the warmth of his palm on the other. For what felt like a long time, firecrackers popped over the whole village, gray smoke in the clear night sky announcing the arrival of another year, calling for new prosperity. Safe in my father’s embrace, I hoped for that.

The most important event of Spring Festival came after the fireworks—the distribution of Lucky Money. My cousins and I knelt on the floor, kowtowed to the adults three times, and received with both hands the red envelopes, which we immediately ran to another room to open. Over the years, my parents’ envelopes to my cousins kept getting thicker, while those from my uncles barely grew. Whenever I opened their envelopes, I would tell myself not to seem disappointed, but my acting skills had limits. Once, seeing through my untalented performance, Sister Fang’s face froze for the briefest moment. The oldest girl among us, she was always the most sensitive. At the time, life had yet to teach me the feeling she hid behind her blank expression. Only in retrospect did I recognize it: It was shame. I didn’t question why my uncles couldn’t spare more—the village was as poor as it had always been. What I should have questioned was why people in the city managed to amass wealth so quickly. No one saw then that things were already heading in the wrong direction, and that the country’s maniacal urbanization was driving villages to extinction.

I used to think that concealing my privileges and prejudices was for the villagers’ benefit—an act of kindness. Reliving these memories has proved otherwise: My performance came not from kindness, but from irrepressible guilt. And it was for no one’s benefit but my own; I deluded myself into thinking that I already did all I could for them, while in reality, I did nothing. The villagers always knew that I looked down on them and their homes, but they loved me anyway.

If we couldn’t make it to the village for Spring Festival, we would stay home in Beijing. The eve of Spring Festival would be a quiet night not unlike any other night, with the three of us around our dining table and the CCTV gala playing in the background. In the following days, we would dine with my parents’ city friends, who gave me much fatter red envelopes. But firecrackers were forbidden in the city, so Spring Festival was not the same.



VII. Reverie

Memories don’t obey the linearity of time. I realized that long ago. As I age, it has been impossible to predict when a synapse will form between two unrelated impressions. An unexpected smell can recover a lost lover, an old song can immerse me in a precise concoction of feelings, and an extra chopstick on my dinner tray, like the other day, can deliver a forgotten story. When I picked up the three chopsticks lying on the side of my plate, a strange fever gushed through me. You might think what I’m going to tell you next sounds the most fictitious of all. But it really did happen. I swear. I was there.

When I was in elementary school, I got sick every time we traveled to the village, disgusting substances of various consistencies coming out of both ends. Along with digestive dysfunction, high fevers possessed my body. I think it was during those hot and delirious nights that I first experienced the sensation that my consciousness was a separate entity, and that there existed another realm we didn’t always have access to.

At first, the villagers speculated, with all care and no cynicism, that the Beijing princess was having an adverse reaction to their humble soil and water. The boys, Brother Yuan and Brother Wen, joked that I was city fragile. As my illness persisted over the years, the diagnosis morphed into a circulating rumor. Whenever I was sick, people would say that it was my grandmother, my father’s mother, visiting the granddaughter she never lived to meet. My grandmother had died when my father was seventeen, and he hardly ever talked about her. I never asked him whether it was because he was private about the memories of his mother, or because he was, though middle-aged and a father himself, never hardened enough to speak of his grief. It made total sense to my family that my grandmother would want to know me, her granddaughter who grew up with a kind of life that she couldn’t have imagined.

During one visit, I became especially sick. Lying in bed with a high fever, I heard my father and younger uncle murmuring in dialect. The next thing I knew, unsure of how much time had passed, my uncle was sitting on the edge of my bed. In front of him were a bowl of water and three chopsticks. One of his hands held the chopsticks vertically in the bowl and the other scooped water over them. He asked first, Tiaotiao’s grandfather, is that you? My mother’s father passed away when I was four. My uncle streamed water down the chopsticks a few times and waited for something to happen. But nothing did. The chopsticks kept falling like they should. Then he addressed a different person: Mother, Tiaotiao’s grandmother, is that you? He said it again and again, as his hands repeated the action. Once, twice, thrice. Water trickled down the wooden sticks. After the fourth time, he removed both hands, and I let out a feeble gasp. The three chopsticks, now seemingly glued together, stood tall on their own, like an erect column, almost monumental.

Time was suspended, and the chopsticks, somehow, evaded gravity. My uncle stopped his questions. All sounds were subdued at once. Was I perhaps floating? After a moment, I heard my father’s voice, undulating in dialect, pulling me back down onto the mattress. Mother, Tiaotiao is doing so well, he said. She is smart, happy, and healthy, rest your heart. My uncle added, Mother, your granddaughter is going to be someone someday. Then they were silent again, as if waiting for my grandmother’s response. Finally, my uncle said, Please release Tiaotiao and return to where you belong. At that, my father uprooted the chopsticks and dropped a handful of uncooked rice into the bowl.

When I awoke from what felt like a deep coma, my fever was gone. I dragged my feet into the yard and saw my father on a ladder, reaching to pick grapes off my uncle’s vines, and my uncle securing the ladder for his little brother. Next to them, in a bright patch on the ground, a pool of water was drying up unevenly. The rice, white like pearls, glistened in the setting sun.



VIII. At the Fireside

On another feverish night, I was trapped in a vivid nightmare. I dreamed that my older uncle held me as though he were offering an animal sacrifice at an altar. In the background, there was a sonorous voice, mumbling—gibberish, dialect, a foreign language? I couldn’t make it out. When I thought the voice had finished speaking, it howled in a way that was beyond human. Then the voice commanded, Proceed. I felt a flaming burn from below. Even in the dream, I remembered my fever, scared that my insides were turning crisp from such heat. I wanted to ask for help but could not speak. Just then, lightness entered me. It was my uncle leaping into the air, still holding me, holding me tighter. And we landed.

I never told anyone about this dream.
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