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3eijing

It is hot, and humid. To walk is to claw your way a]cmg, to tht against
the pulﬁing currents of relentless heat and the little voice that wants you
to go to your home not home yes home, to sl eep the tm‘picl C].EI.}F away in the
comfort of a hard mattress and a ﬂims}r pi"r.:}w. of two thin sheets and the
privileged iceberg of your room’s air conditi oning, drea.ming of frosty
winter ni gh{'s filled with g]istening STLOW.

But the 5](}? is an insolent blue unflecked with white, pristine in the
ba-:kgrnunc[ of the pm,mrling sun, the un]}r g]istening you can see is the
sweat shini ng on everyone'’s faces and all around you there is life, whir]ing
you away in an Ei’.lf].‘r’ of frenzied activity.

So you sta.}f. And you watch.

Your mind whirls with the impﬂssibﬂit}) of the energy ]::E-ing expenc].ed
EW.’ET‘}!WI’LETE you look. Provincial is what it's not. Cell pthES Eicyc]es
taxis ]ig}tfs and restaurants and trenc].}f 5}1.-::-]35. The nn]}! reason your
heartbeat is audible is because of that languid heat, and you wonder wh}w
the crowds around you are even capab]e of movement. W]'L}J's that? Are
you too spni]ed. too frail, too broken b}z your luxuries, too dare 1 say
Westernized, too lao wai lai le!, too this or that or the other? Oris it some-
t'ning simp}er. more I:Jic]ﬂgica]. ma}fl:e I' just don't like the heat, is that wh-rr
you wonder wh}! even the dust swi r]ing around your feet is more alive
than you feel?

By ri gh’cs that irreverent dust should be baked into solid gruund E'}! the
oppressive temperature, resting dui‘ifu]}y under the hundreds of bicyc]es
that line the streets, E]_ETTHLTE]}J nffering itself to the leaden pattern of your
steps. It shouldn’t be daucing around you and ever}!t}ling you see, -:a.]cing
your pants shoes socks if you have them with the stubborn residue of its

iD‘}f, on no account should snmething as simp]e as dust, man, dust be so
vital, so nmnipresen’t. 50 pewersil'y of the inanimate, so ma]cing you cc:ugh
like a i garetl:e—stnke& crack furnace Huing on the streets.

That was pru]:ta]:]'}r pu]iticaﬂ}f imcorrect.



It's absurd, the way snmei:hing simp]e like dust or heat spirits you of f
into poetic excess here. Is it here, or is it you, or is it something else that
you haven't figured out yet? Maybe you're overanalyzing or maybe not
Ennugh-ancl anyway, what does it matter? Aren't your t}mug}lts your
own, or have you been in school so ]{mg ﬂlE}r'vE claimed even that, your
abilil-y to have a thnughi' without iustificai: lor, an opinion without argu-
ment?

It's sumei:hing other than conscious i:hnughl’ that leads you to follow
the rest of your Hock of temporary expatriates, your feet mechanica]]y
echﬂing theirs down this street and past the next, and cnmprehending
their conversation is out of the question. They're speaking in Englis’n, but
it doesn’t matter, the knot of voices is just as hard to unravel as its
Mandarin ana]ﬂgues suﬂ'nunding the group on all sides—}fﬂu don’t
understand them because rig}lt now, right at this moment, you're sick of
]a.nguage of any breed, of words that cnanuaH}r cloud their subieci:s.
doing nothing but adding ten pounds and stepping back, hoping that
you're proud of them. Even the ostensibly familiar is foreign to you, and
}fnu'c]. give an arm, a Ieg. whatever it takes, ﬂﬂ}’H‘lng to hear or see some-
thing that even hints at the sort of connections you made when you were
too young to put words to them, samefﬁing that would remind you of
home, or even that you had a home or even that the feeling of home had

ever existed in your mind.

You've all been out too lnng. seeing this and eating there and bu}ring
that, and before you know it the skies have darkened. No, it's not quite
night yet; it's time for the clai]y dnwnpnur and you all have a;n}rwhere
from two to five minutes fewer than you think you do to get under cover
damn quick before the heavens open up and drown the world.

Run.

[t's too late, of course. It almost aTwa}wﬁ 18, anyway, but your group con-
tinues the mad dash for several minutes before resigning themselves to
their drenched and muddy fate—so that's what the dust's master plan
has been all along, sneaky bastard.
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They're SO regu]a.r you pmbab]y could set your watch to them, a]wa}lﬁ
i g}l‘c on the cusp between da}f and night. a]th:::rugh there are the occasion-
al tardies that dawdle and DF‘L]‘}J stroll up when you're safel}; inside watch-
ing the tht show ﬂu*u:-ugh the gigantic window on the fifth floor of your
dorm/hotel. Nn:rthing too shal:rh}r, either no matter when it is that ’they
come; ‘r}ua'}r a.]wayﬁ go all out, torrential aHairs c:|: wind and water and
lightning and booming, crashing thunder shaking your world the hell up.
It's amazing to watch: sli g_hﬂ}' less or more amazing to be in, clepencling on
just how irritated you are ]j‘rf sualcing wet clothes, mostl}r a matter of
whether or not you've been ca.ught out several times too many and actu-
a"'}.! have an}!thing clry to change into when you slide back into the safety
of your room [usuaﬂ}' about ten seconds before the storms abrupﬂ}r turn
their backs and saunter away, whist]iﬂg innacentl}r. This is the way it
a.]wa}fs happens; it's the rule). Either way, }!Du've never feIi: so alive.

You uague]}' f gure that Beijing 1s too far north (and the storms are too
short) to rea“}r call this claﬂyf ni g'htl}f event the monsoon, but '}fc:ru’re not
sure. Just to be on the safe side, you label it a 'regimla.] pecu]’uari‘cy and
leave it at that. Then you take off those wet clothes before you get pneumo-
nia! because you're a gﬂmd kid at heart anyway even if your parents aren’t
there, wring them out and beat your pants aga’lnst the wall in the hopﬁ
that at least some of that omnipresent dust/mud will be scared off. The
less ]aunclr}r you actuaﬂ}; need to do, the better. Like the process of get-
ting internet in your room, c].:::-ing ]aunclry here is a mystic rite that
requires various bureaucratic minutiae, three dead chickens and worst of

all. walking between bui]dings.

Just when you've decided to be a proper little student and sit down to
do your homework in your pa]'a.mas. you get the call.

You've never changecl clothes so many times a da}r in your life and tech-
nica“y you don’t have to, it's not like thef” notice or care whether you go
or what you wear, pajamas or no, but it's not like this pa'rticu] ar group 15
going to get tngei:hew and go cl ubbing again once you all return and
remember that there are other penp]e in your respective lives that speak
the same ]anguage you do. Besides, you've Dl‘l]}-’ been inside for an hour,
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and after the excitement of the storm boom crash spfash whoosh pr::vw." like
old-school Batman effects it seems only natural (well, actually, just lying
around after that is a tremendous letdown). Even if you don't go out,
you're Iike]y to spem:l time in friends’ rooms, i:a]king p]aying cards watch-
ing TV teasing the g’:r] that heard Yao Ming was in town and wants to go
clubbing maybe we'll see Yao! Oh yeah great idea of course we'll just random-
Iy run into him at the chenp club, yup, that makes perfect sense.

Going out to the clubs means Wu Dao Kou, screw the fancier areas. The
Exchange is nverwhe]mingl}r in your favor, but Ehimmied-up pa.clcecl seas
of penp]e with cover fees, expensive alcohol and Emplcryees that sneer and
peremptorily command you not to use the chair just to tie your shoe, man,
what is your pmHem? aren't rea”}! all that appea]ing. ESPEf:iaJ]}-' not when
the alternative is a cozy club/bar that you've all pracha”}r owned since
the second weekend, a p]ace with no cover fee, near]y free shots of
watered-down vodka and tequﬂa and, when it gets late ennugh. a sidewalk
lined with taxis and vendors of street meat (the edible well mostly kind,
not the human kind); if youre all f‘ee]iﬂ_g fancy. you rm'g'nl: migrate clur"mg
the night to t he slightly less sketchy joint almost next door.

But almost every m'g]'tl‘ starts here. You all like the c]'leap little hole in
the wall (or floor; as it may be; basement clubs save space) bartenders and
patrons who'll chat with you, treat you like fa.mi]y GICH}", mﬂyl':?e a particu-
fﬂn':.f dysﬁ.mcﬁnnnffamﬂy, but isn't that the norm these days? and drunken-
]}r grope you (or rather, your friends; it's particularly amusing because
l'hey're guys, and feel irl’cn*a'rls«z]wl;,r bei:rayec].). It's worth the occasional ﬂesh}f
slul‘l‘y amateur Engiiﬁh teacher that comes around every night because
she had her eye on one of you and none of you have found the right. the
absolutely perfect oh man I can’t wait to see her face moment to let her know
that said one has since taken up with a pa.rl*if:u]a.r]}w Iung—]egged speci-
men-member of the l:leu],r of Korean gi rls. It's not very nice and ina way
you feel sort of bad for her but holy shit is it worth it when he and the
Korean fina“}r come to the club with you several weekends later. You feel
a little of your humanity clra.inin.g away as you pﬂnrler whether to pat her
on the back and say “next time, crazy stalker woman” or just surrender to
your meaner impulﬁes and point and ]augh.
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But all that's hindsi ght for the future at this point; ri ght now you're
trying to figure out who's going in which cab and if the gir]s that claim
’they wanted to go and will t:-::mp]ain and cnmp]ain if you leave them
behind or if they think you were Hu'nking about ]eaving them behind will
aci.‘ua]]}r show up this time. Its not far; the ride’s almost a]wa}rs just ten
kuai (unless YOU Tun across a driver who claims he has no idea where that
part of the cit}i 15 }reah righf damn m:mey—gauger). so 1t rea”}' doesn’t mat-
ter that much whether you grab a 1.20 cab or a 1.60 one, but damn it if
you don't try for the cheaper option anyway.

As you climb inside, you can’'t he]p but notice that in the what, ma}fbe
two or three hours since the del uge the streets are a.]rea,d}! trying to pre-
tend that nnﬂ‘n'ng happenecl storm, what storm? Hahaha there isn't a Ftud-
dle in sighf, or won't be soon ifwe have an}ffhing to say about it. At least that
insouciant dust is laid low for now, slnw]y reconstituting itself from the
patches of mud here and there.

Choose from any number of different increcliHy inappropriate and/or
random conversations that you have on the way there, enabled not so
much ]3".'" the fact that the cab driver doesn’t spea]c Eng]ish as b}r the fact
that you're all more or less giddﬂ}f hypera.c:t’ive with the anticipation of
a.c’ma“y dm'ng samefhing. Your incoherent di a]ngues here, fnreshadawing
their drunken descendanfs, wﬂ], like their spira]iﬂ;g children, a]ways be
hilarious to you, thuugh none of them will make much sense afterwards,
or seem interesting in the slightesf to anyone you ramble on about it to
secondhand—and, sometimes, not even to you. Ah, the burdens you

must bear.

Before you qm'!:e manage to come to your senses, there's the
bﬂ'dgefnverpass;’}!nu'veneverpajdenﬂughai:ten’ci on, which is another way
of saying, “you're there.” You've come to party, but for the 8-second walk
f‘mm the cab to the club, watch your Pnckets and steel your heart because
the beggars have come out, and i:]'ley scent bloooood. Foreign blood, which
as everyone knows is green and crink]*rr. a]t}mugh here the money looks

like rainbow spit and..well, DI'QE!J‘,J'. it's still r:rink]}r. And t}l.e],r want it oh yes
H'IE}’ do.
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You have esca pe d.

For now, of course. :‘1][‘11~_‘1ng|1 in this case it isn’t quite that exciting;
these street bt?ggﬂr&: nr;l”‘}; aren’t as bad as the hawkers that haunt
Euuria-l}' ]."]d.l:r:!t‘r- Dﬂd]iug with those means 'f.‘]&}'itlg emperor pengun and
gﬂ.thcring mto a ii;h’t huddle even if you don’'t have ;‘l'll‘:.,'“litl‘:_.:" to talk
about, backs to the world, cxfept mstead ui- 51151’:—.‘7"2115 with cold, }'ourri—: all
dying from the heat, but to move is to break the line and next thing you

know someone will have .-':cfidenfa.“}' made eye contact with one of them
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and then none of the bu yaos m the world can save you because you are

all doomed.

The ones here usuall}i back off fair]y quick]'r'. f:hough; it's a bar street in
an area where forei gn students like to come out and p] ay, so 1:-}' the end of
the ni ghl' i:key'“ have taken in Enuugh from drunken donations to buy
themselves another false }eg. Besides, any minute now, another crowd of
scan&alaus]}r—clressed even b}f our standards, but most of the girls here pull it
off better clubbers will stroll on by. much more interested in showing off
their quesHanab]e wealth. These beggars won't starve, not tc-m'ght, at

least.
They’re not what you came here ]r'nr anyway.

There’s no time for this sort of reflection after you enter the door. The
p]ar:e isn't fancy, but that hasn't stnpped it from being your group’s per-
sonal weekend resort. Midwa}r thmug‘n your stay, you miss a weekend for
a group trip that's taken you out of town (oh, but that's an Eﬂf‘iI‘EI}’ differ-
ent story, oh man, [ gotta fell you about the time we and the hotel and the), and
the Fﬁria}f after you return you notice i:hey've managecl to spiff the ]:rl ace
up a bit, and ﬂmug}t you doubt the:}* ma.ﬂ.agecl it just from your group’s
eni:ire]}! too generous patronage, it's hard not to feel at least a little bit
smug—or ashamed, clepending on how you feel about it. Either way, the*r!
have a little ]Du.nge area with nicer chairs and fancier ]igh’ts and some sort
of chain wall affair yeah [ don't get it either, and that's pretty cool, you
guess, thnu.gh rea.”}r you just don't care Enc:-u_gh to Tea"y have an opinion

as ]Dng as the bar and dance floor stay ght where they should be.

Both before and after the cha.nge. i:hc-ugh. the pattern of the night
remains the same, and afterwards all the nights will melt fogether into a
1 haphazarc”y sp]iceﬁ—tngether merrory of thts in the dark and vivid
blurs of motion and broken bits of conversations pieced together in any
way that makes pnssib]e sense. They may or may not have all come from
the same conversation with the same person, but your !1i11-:|.s’:ght sure as
hell doesn't know any better. Each separate night is was sometimes like

the same one anyway.
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Lig}ttﬁ.
Music.
Da.ncing.

Penp]e gyrating mast]}!—rhy‘chmicaﬂy inwild approximations of patterns,
some drunk on various forms of alcohol, some drunk on energy and life.
They look like demented dervishes without the body control. You'd laugh
if you weren't T‘ig]"lf in the middle of them, ]Ei:h'ng the music move you in
arny way that feels close to i ghl', half-self-conscious half-fuck-the-world.

Time passes, or you assume it does between c].an-:ing and taﬁting and what

else oh }f&ﬂh breaﬂling.

Dawn.
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The pmb]em with undergmund clubs is that the illusion of neverend-
ing time rea“}f is very effective. That and the sun’s a h'i-::]':y little bitch;
you could swear that the last time you went up mto the pn”utiml—an&—
star-hazed nig}ﬁ: was mﬂ}r a few minutes ago, and theres gﬂt“ta be some
reason for the 5}1}! gTDw that greets you now from the horizon when you
emerge from the pit of music and peop]e. [t's like waﬂ-dng t‘nrcrugh a ]::a.b}f
cloud as you hail one of the crowd of taxis that's been ]ining the streets
jeez, do these pe::rple ever sleep all nigh’c ]ﬂﬂg, as far as you can tell.

Not every night ends this late, and it's a good thi ng, you think, as you
stagger up the multiple ﬂights of stairs to your room what kind of pface
turns off its elevators at two in the morning?, cursing those ]uc]-c}r bastards
who get to room on the first or second floors. The adrenaline rush has
mast]y burned off and your Iegs get heavier the more you climb; your
room'’s not that hig}t up, but damn if it doesn’t feel like it.

If you're unl uc]-c}f. it's the night before one of the da.}fs that you have tai
1 quan outside in the morning, Ear]y Em::-ugh so that you've urﬂy slepi: a
few hours. Of course, hewing exerted as much energy as you have, you
still feel somewhat rested or maybe it’s just the jetlag oh come on it's been
like weeks it can’t passibl}r. thc:ug}l it isn't as ﬂmug]‘t your brain is on
Enuugh to do an'}if:hing but numljl'}; attempt to process the instructor’s

cummam:].s,

It isn't until }!Du"ue automated }'Durself back to your room, cha.nged.
pi cked up your thingﬁ and are on your way across the dmwsy campus to
class that you realize it's morning in any other sense than an oh gﬂds what
kind of time d'}fﬂu call this anyway? one. It can be fﬂgg}r in the mornings,
and shll sl ighﬂ}! cool fﬂr HOW, Hmug}t the humidit}fs bac and }ﬂnu're
a]rea::l}z 5’cicking to your clothes. You look down, trying not to think about
it, and catch sight of the sparkling dew that adorns everything you see.

By the time you nish classes at noon, it's all gome, and the pretense of
s]ighi: cool has vanished as Hmug]l it never was, lost in a haze of ]Ji-::}rc]e
g rls and drink vendors on the horizon.

It is hot, and humid.
[Hai-Anbh Tran]
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