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Chapter 1: The Name He Remembers

[image: ]


Luci

The electric kettle clicked off like it was annoyed with me.

Méi poured water over two tea bags. She put the chipped mug beside my laptop and kept the good one for herself.

“You're a generous person,” I said.

“You said the chip gave it character.”

“I was trying to make you feel guilty.”

“It didn't work. Drink.”

Our dorm smelled of jasmine, damp towels and the instant noodles somebody down the hallway had eaten for breakfast. Outside, a bicycle bell kept ringing. Whoever was blocking the path was refusing to be hurried.

I understood them. My translation draft was due the following morning, and I had spent twenty minutes choosing between two versions of a sentence. Neither was good. The more I looked at them, the more I wanted to climb back into bed.

When I moved into the dorm, Mom had told me being an adult meant learning to feed myself before midnight. I had agreed. I had not mentioned that I also expected adulthood to make me less frightened of homework.

So far, neither of us was getting what we wanted.

Méi leaned over my shoulder, read the sentence and pointed. “That one.”

“Why?”

“It's shorter.”

“You've misunderstood the field of translation.”

“I've understood that you haven't eaten.” She put a packet of cookies on the keyboard. “There. Now you can't type.”

I moved it. She moved it back.

Yàxīn arrived while we were negotiating breakfast. She had milk candy in one pocket and a folded notice in her hand. She looked at my screen, then at my face.

“Still not finished?”

“Good morning to you too.”

“Good morning. Still not finished?”

I shook my head.

She sat on Méi's bed without asking and read the two versions. “The second one is clearer. But you change the meaning in the last part.”

“I know.”

“Then fix the last part. Stop punishing the beginning.”

Méi raised both hands. “That's what I said.”

“It isn't remotely what you said.”

While I corrected the line, Yàxīn unfolded her notice. A small company was taking applications for an internship. There was a writing test, she said, and an afternoon interview if you got through it.

“Are you applying?” I asked.

“Maybe.”

That surprised me. Yàxīn generally said yes or no, then explained why everyone else's answer was foolish.

“What makes it a maybe?”

“The hours. And I don't know if I'm good enough.”

Méi and I looked at her.

“What?” she said. “I'm allowed one weak moment.”

“You've used it,” I told her. “Bring the notice to the library. We can work out the hours after my draft.”

She folded the notice carefully this time instead of crumpling it into her pocket.

A mosquito whined near my ear. I slapped my neck hard enough to make Méi flinch.

“Did you get it?”

“No.”

“Then you've just hit yourself.”

“It knows what it did.”

She laughed and handed me a wipe. I checked the little mirror by the wardrobe. Same eyes, same mouth, same bangs I would regret touching if I tried to fix them. I looked like a person who ought to be able to finish a translation and go to class without making a big deal of either.

“New foreign teacher today,” Méi said, searching under her bed for a shoe. “Oral English. Building Three.”

“Foreign?”

“American, apparently.” She found the shoe, inspected something on the sole and made a face. “Ms. Hé put it in the group chat.”

I had never met a foreigner in person. Screens, yes. Books, yes. Actual introductions usually seemed to happen in airports or other countries, not on an ordinary Tuesday at Táoxī Shīfàn Xuéyuàn, while I was trying to find my student card under a pile of laundry.

Méi watched me find it. “Don't stare at him.”

“I wasn't planning to.”

“You're planning now.”

I stuck my tongue out. She returned the gesture with considerably more enthusiasm than dignity.

I left the printout of my draft on the desk. My laptop could stay there too. If I took work into another class, I would fiddle with it instead of listening, then have two things to worry about.

At the door, Yàxīn held up her folded notice.

“Library after lunch?”

“Yes. If I say I'm too busy, ignore me.”

“Gladly.”

Building Three smelled of floor cleaner and chalk. The hallway windows were open, letting in air warm enough to promise a good afternoon. I sat in the middle-left of the classroom: visible enough not to look as though I was hiding, far enough from the front to be comfortable.

Students came in talking and dragging chairs. Someone was peeling a boiled egg. The smell made me regret eating cookies for breakfast.

I opened my book. Yàxīn caught my eye from two rows away and mouthed, Last part?

I gave her a thumbs-up. She held up her internship notice. Her turn later.

The teacher arrived with a tote bag sliding off one shoulder and a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled once. He put the bag down, caught a book before it fell out, and smiled at the room.

It was not an extraordinary entrance. I had seen people drop things before.

Still, I sat up.

“Good morning. I'm Ashe Hayes.” He wrote his name on the board. “You can call me Ashe, or Mr. Hayes if that's more comfortable.”

His speaking voice was warm and easy to hear. Not loud. I liked that immediately.

He asked for our names before opening the textbook. He repeated them carefully, checking when he got one wrong. A boy at the back mumbled. Ashe waited instead of turning the moment into a joke.

When he reached me, I looked up too quickly.

“Luci,” I said. “Fēi Xīnyí.”

“Both?”

“Luci for English class.”

“Luci, then. Nice to meet you.”

He smiled and moved on. I looked down at my book as if there were something urgent printed there.

Méi had told me not to stare. I was beginning to resent the usefulness of her advice.

We started with weekends. Somebody said shopping, somebody said basketball, and three people in succession said sleep. Ashe wrote sleep on the board and put a box around it.

“A strong result for sleep.”

A few of us laughed.

When he asked me, I said, “Bed. Shows. Books. My mom's cooking if I go home.”

“An excellent argument for going home.”

“Dorm food helps the argument.”

That got a bigger laugh than I intended. I felt my face warm.

Ashe didn't turn it into a performance. He smiled, asked the next person, and let me settle.

For the first paired exercise, my partner was a girl from another dorm who kept forgetting which line came next. I put my finger beneath her place on the page. On our second try we got through without stopping.

Ashe listened beside our desks.

“Nice rhythm, Luci. Both of you. Try it once without looking down.”

Up close he smelled faintly of soap. There was a little ink stain on one finger. I noticed those things while trying very hard to remember an English sentence I had known since middle school.

He moved away before I could embarrass myself.

The next prompt was about how we liked to work with other people. My partner wanted someone patient.

“I want someone who remembers details,” I said. “And doesn't control everything. Helping is different.”

“Group projects?” she asked.

“Among other disasters.”

She laughed. It was easier after that.

Ashe told us about taking the wrong bus during his first week in Táoxī. He had arrived at the lake instead of the office he needed, and had liked the lake enough to stay for ten minutes before admitting he was lost.

“Did you get in trouble?” a boy asked.

“I learned to leave earlier.”

“That's yes.”

“That's experience.”

The class relaxed around him. I did too, although every time his eyes reached my part of the room I became unnecessarily interested in my notebook.

Near the end, he asked us to write one thing we wanted that wasn't money. We didn't have to share it aloud.

I stared at the paper.

I wanted money. Not for anything impressive. Enough to choose work I liked, visit places without calculating every meal, have a home where cats and dogs were welcome. By thirty I wanted to be knowledgeable and confident instead of waking up surprised by how much time had passed.

None of that was a single sentence.

Eventually I wrote: I want freedom, and work I like, and a life that doesn't feel as though I muddled through.

I almost crossed out the last part. Then Ashe came along the row collecting papers, and I gave it to him before I could turn it into something safer.

My partner asked what I'd written.

“An unreasonable shopping list.”

“Same.”

When the bell rang, chairs scraped and the egg-eating boy finally threw away his shell. I packed slowly. The unfinished draft would still be waiting in our room, but I had promised Yàxīn the library first. I could carry a printout there after lunch.

My pen slipped from my hand. It was an ordinary blue one with teeth marks on the cap, thanks to a semester of difficult sentences.

It rolled under the desk in front. I bent, missed it, and straightened to find Ashe holding it out.

“Luci.”

“Thanks.”

He put it into my palm. His fingers touched mine briefly, warm against the cool plastic. Then he stepped aside so I could pick up my bag.

I had to check that the bag was actually on my shoulder before I walked out.

Méi caught me on the stairs.

“You're red.”

“It's hot.”

“It's spring.”

“Spring can be hot.”

“Of course.”

“Don't do that voice.”

“What voice?”

I nudged her with my elbow. She grinned at the railing, enjoying herself.

At the bottom, Yàxīn handed me a milk candy.

“You're still coming later?”

“Yes.” I took the notice from her and tucked it safely into my book. “Your terrifying professional future. I remember.”

She looked pleased, then tried to hide it. “Eat something first.”

We parted at the canteen. I texted Mom while waiting in line: New teacher today. Seems nice. Miss your cooking.

She replied before I reached the front. Come home this weekend. I'll make the soup you like. Your sister is on her phone again.

I smiled. Whatever had happened to my composure in Building Three, Mom was still talking about soup and Yuè was still refusing to do anything without a screen.

At lunch I put the blue pen beside my bowl, then caught myself doing it and put it in my pocket.

Méi saw. Naturally.

“Useful pen?”

“Very.”

“Changed your life, has it?”

“Eat your rice.”

She stole a piece of my tofu, which was how she respected my privacy.

* * *
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Ashe

I made it to my office before I let myself think her name again.

Luci.

I put my tote on the spare chair and stood beside the desk. There was an orange peel on the windowsill from yesterday. I had meant to throw it away. Instead I looked at it as though it might provide advice.

“Don't,” I told the room.

Excellent advice. Brief, practical, unlikely to be followed by my imagination.

I was a grown man with a work visa, a lease and an electricity bill I had successfully paid without setting anything on fire. I ought to have been able to meet a beautiful woman without losing command of my own afternoon.

Except she wasn't simply a woman I'd met. She was in my class.

That made the things I did next matter more than the things I felt.

I sat down, opened my laptop and brought up the attendance list. Fēi Xīnyí, with Luci beside it. I knew her name because she had given it to the room. I knew she liked her mother's cooking because I'd asked a classroom question. Neither fact was a private invitation.

There was a knock before I could develop this into a lecture for myself.

Hé Lì came in carrying two paper cups.

“Tea. The coffee machine is making a sound I don't trust.”

“Has anyone tried turning it off?”

“Three people. It's still making the sound while off.”

I took a cup. “Then tea.”

She sat in the spare chair, moving my tote with the familiarity of someone who had already helped me through several minor disasters. She had collected me from the railway station when I arrived, explained the canteen system, and shown me where to buy a pan that didn't cost half my salary.

“How was the new class?”

“Good. They're funny once they decide you won't punish them for it.”

“And the textbook?”

“Less funny.”

“You can say terrible. I didn't write it.”

I laughed and drank the tea too quickly. It burned my tongue. Hé pretended not to notice.

She had brought a marking schedule as well. The oral assessments would be shared across the department, she explained. Teachers could ask for an independent assessor if there was a reason they shouldn't decide a particular student's result. There were arrangements for the other assessed parts too; I only needed to speak to her early rather than make an emergency of it.

“I'd rather sort things out while they're small,” she said, finding the line she wanted on the sheet. “Every year someone waits until marks are due.”

I nodded. At the time, it was one more useful thing I needed to learn about the job.

She asked about Friday's faculty meeting, wrote the room number in the corner of my schedule and left to find someone willing to look at the coffee machine.

The office seemed quieter afterward.

I should have been preparing my next class. Instead I thought about the way Luci had answered the weekend question: no attempt to sound impressive, a small joke about dorm food, then embarrassment when people laughed. She'd helped her partner without taking over. When she gave me her written sentence, she'd looked as though she might ask for it back.

I hadn't read it yet. I put the whole stack in my teaching folder. Later, when I had time to read everyone's work properly, I would.

Not now, alone with the very dangerous wish to discover that she'd written something meant for me.

I opened a different folder. Stories. Three unfinished files, one abandoned novel, and a document called final which had been final through six subsequent versions.

Writing had always been where I put things I didn't know how to say. There was an obvious danger in using it to make a stranger into somebody I'd already loved for years. There was also the fact that I had a blank page and an hour before my next class.

I started with a woman at a station. Nothing about her was settled yet, except that she wanted to leave and hadn't.

Then the filthy part arrived, whether I invited it or not.

Luci in that seat. A beautiful mouth. Dark eyes that noticed everything. I imagined — God help me — kissing her quiet in an empty classroom. Pressing her back against a desk. Her breath on my throat. My hands under that plain hoodie. Her thighs opening because she asked, because she wanted. Bending her over the desk she’d just packed her books into. Yanking cotton aside. Pushing into her slow while she made a sound she didn’t know she could make. Fucking her until she shook and came and learned she could ask for more. Coming inside her while I told her she was safe. While I told her she was mine in the everyday way, not the possessive, controlling way. And it kept going, filthier: her mouth on me after hours; my mouth on her until she shook; my hands and mouth on her breasts until she asked for more. I shut the images down. It was day one. My ethics were, technically, still intact.

I shoved away from the desk so hard the chair squeaked.

“Don’t,” I whispered again. To my cock, half hard in my jeans. To my hands. To the part of me that wanted to text a student on day one, as if I had no brain and no ethics.

The room was still the same small office. Printer hum through the wall. Orange peel drying on the sill. My next class hadn't canceled itself out of sympathy.

I stood, went to the sink in the little washroom down the hall and splashed water on my face. A colleague came in carrying a mug with a cracked handle. He asked whether I'd found the good noodle stall yet.

I said I hadn't.

He drew a map on the back of an old meeting notice. It was the most useful conversation I'd had all morning.

At lunch I followed his directions, ordered badly, and received something spicy enough to occupy my entire attention for ten minutes. I was grateful for it. Then I remembered that she might be somewhere on campus eating with her friends, and the gratitude became less effective.

This was ridiculous. I could say that clearly. Being able to say it did not make it stop.

I'd always been sentimental. I kept birthday cards. I had once cried over a scene I'd written myself, which ought to have disqualified me from judging it. But this felt different from admiring somebody across a room. Some unreasonable part of me had already made room for her at my kitchen table, in a story I hadn't finished, in mornings years away.

I knew almost nothing about her. I knew how dangerous it was to fill in the rest because I liked the beginning. Yet beneath the warnings was a happiness so sudden it frightened me: the feeling that I might have met someone I'd been trying to write toward for years.

I wanted to see her again. I wanted not to ruin it. The two wishes were already arguing.

There were women I'd known much longer who had never unsettled me by saying they liked weekends in bed with books. I had no useful explanation. I only knew I wanted to hear what she'd say next, preferably about something she cared about, preferably while laughing at me.

At home that evening I cooked tomatoes and eggs. I burned a little patch of egg, ate it anyway, and called it extra texture.

Mom sent a message asking how school was going. I sent her a picture of my plate.

Vegetables, I added, before she could ask.

She replied with a thumbs-up and then asked whether I'd made any friends.

I looked at the question for too long.

Still learning names, I wrote.

That, at least, was true.

After washing up, I opened the attendance system to upload the week's material. The message button appeared beside every name. I could have written something harmless about class. I could also have admitted I wanted an excuse to see a reply from one person.

I uploaded the files and closed the system.

Then I returned to the story folder.

A woman stood behind the counter of a station kiosk, counting coins she had already counted twice. Across the platform, a train was leaving for the place she wanted to go.

I wrote that down.

It wasn't Luci. I didn't know her well enough to write her. For the moment, I could write somebody with a life beyond the man watching her, and see whether I could get that right.

When I packed my bag for morning, I remembered the orange peel still sitting in my office.

I put a reminder in my phone to throw it away.

It felt good to have one problem with an obvious solution.
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Chapter 2: A Ridiculous Umbrella
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Luci

By Wednesday morning, I had finished the translation.

It was not a triumph anyone would put in a museum. I uploaded it, checked that I had uploaded the right file, checked once more, and shut the laptop before I found another reason to worry.

Méi applauded from her bed without removing her face from the pillow.

“Thank you. Please remain seated.”

“Wasn't in danger of getting up.”

I went to breakfast hungry for the first time in two days.

At the library the afternoon before, Yàxīn and I had read her internship notice three times. The company wanted help preparing bilingual descriptions for local businesses. Two afternoons a week, occasional weekends, a small payment that made both of us sit straighter when we found it near the bottom.

Yàxīn could manage the writing. The problem was the bus ride and the classes she'd miss if an interview ran late. She had asked me to time the route on my phone while she put her timetable beside it.

“You've already decided to apply,” I'd said.

“I've decided I want to. Those aren't the same.”

Now, walking by the lake after lunch, she told me she'd drafted the email.

“Sent it?”

“Not yet.”

“You made me fix the last part instead of rewriting everything.”

“Yes.”

“I'm offering you your own advice.”

“Unpleasant habit.”

She sat on the edge of a bench, opened the email and let me read. One sentence apologized for asking a question.

“Take that out.”

“It's polite.”

“You haven't inconvenienced them yet. Give yourself time.”

She laughed, deleted it and hit send before either of us could invent another improvement.

We celebrated with roasted sweet potatoes too hot to hold. Yàxīn balanced hers between two napkins and glanced at me.

“You liked the new teacher.”

I blew on my food. “He's nice.”

“That wasn't what I said.”

“Then why ask me?”

“I didn't ask. I observed.”

I couldn't argue with the grammar. I ate a piece of sweet potato and burned my tongue.

Yàxīn gave me her spare napkin. “You're not very good at being casual.”

“I wasn't even aware there was a test.”

“There isn't.” Her tone softened. “You can like somebody. Just remember he's your teacher.”

“I remember.”

That was part of what made it so embarrassing. He had returned a pen. I was behaving as though he'd returned from a war.

At the south gate shop we found a short line and three empty plastic tables. The prices on the chalkboard had been rubbed out and rewritten, but the milk tea was still affordable if I didn't buy an unnecessary snack with it.

Naturally, I was considering a snack when the door chimed.

Ashe came in carrying a notebook beneath one arm.

He saw us, paused and smiled.

“Hi, Luci. Yàxīn?”

She nodded. He'd remembered.

“How's the week going?” he asked.

“I submitted something,” I said, far too pleased with myself. “So today is better than yesterday.”

“That's a good feeling.”

“She's applied for an internship too,” I added, nodding at Yàxīn.

“I've asked them about the interview,” she corrected. “Don't promote me yet.”

He laughed. “Congratulations on the email, then.”

The cashier called him forward. He ordered black coffee, then turned back while she worked the machine.

“What do you usually get here?”

“Milk tea,” I said. “Not too sweet.”

He looked at the menu. “I might need a recommendation next time. The number of choices is intimidating.”

“You chose the one drink without choices.”

“A survival technique.”

I smiled before remembering I was trying not to smile at everything he said.

We paid for our own drinks. He sat two tables away with his notebook, and Yàxīn leaned over her phone to check whether the company had answered already.

“You sent it twenty minutes ago,” I said.

“They might be efficient.”

“They might be eating lunch.”

She put the phone face down. A moment later, I caught myself looking past her shoulder.

Ashe was writing. He stopped, frowned, crossed out a line, then looked out at the road. It was oddly comforting. I had spent hours yesterday convinced that difficult sentences meant I wasn't clever enough. Here was someone else having an argument with paper.

He glanced up. I should have looked away. Instead I said, “Work?”

“Something that might become work if I finish it.”

“You sound like me yesterday.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. I had an audience.”

Yàxīn raised her cup in recognition of her suffering.

The first heavy drops struck the window while we were still laughing. Within a minute, the south gate disappeared behind rain.

Ashe packed his notebook and went to the door. His expression when he saw the weather was so politely disappointed that I wanted to laugh again.

Beside the entrance, the shop's loan-umbrella stand held one bent blue umbrella.

He picked it up, opened it halfway and inspected the loose spoke.

“It has survived things,” he said.

“Nothing successfully,” Yàxīn said.

Her phone rang. She looked at the screen, then at me. Her expression changed, small but unmistakable.

“I need to answer this. I can wait here.”

“I can wait too.”

She waved me away, already bringing the phone to her ear.

Ashe looked at me rather than assuming.

“I can walk you to the dorm crossing. Or I can leave this with you and drown politely.”

The umbrella was barely large enough for two people who weren't carrying bags. We were carrying bags.

“Let's try walking,” I said.

Outside, he tilted it toward me. Rain immediately darkened his other shoulder.

“You're getting wet.”

“So are you. This is a very democratic umbrella.”

I laughed. Our sleeves touched when a scooter passed too close, and we both moved aside at once. For several steps I was more aware of his arm than of the rain soaking my shoes.

“Did you come here often before we arrived and occupied your usual table?” he asked.

“It's not my table. But yes.”

“I like it. Nobody expects you to understand coffee.”

“You ordered black coffee. They think you understand everything.”

“A terrible mistake.”

At the dorm crossing we stopped beneath a tree that offered no useful shelter.

He glanced toward the lake, then back at me.

“Can I ask you something? I've been trying to learn Chinese. The app says I'm doing well, but the woman at the vegetable stall keeps giving me the wrong amount of things.”

“That might be your hand gestures.”

“It might. They're not good either.” He smiled. “Would you be interested in teaching me a few useful phrases? Not for class. Just if you have time.”

I looked at his wet shoulder. I thought about the way he'd listened when people corrected their names.

“I could help a little.”

“I'd like that.”

“Apps are very forgiving. I won't be.”

“Even better.”

We agreed on the lake after lunch the following day. I said I could manage half an hour before my next class. He repeated the time, and I liked him for not trying to turn half an hour into the whole afternoon.

He walked me beneath the dorm eave, tipped the umbrella in a little salute and left.

I stayed where I was until someone behind me asked whether I intended to let anybody else through the doorway.

Upstairs, Méi threw me a towel.

“Romantic rain or stupid rain?”

“Mostly rain rain.”

“Disappointing.”

My phone buzzed. Yàxīn had sent a photograph of the terrible umbrella standing empty outside the shop.

Returned it before he left, she wrote. You survived?

Mostly.

I asked whether her call had been good. The answer took longer than I expected.

Fine. He was in a hurry. Tell you later.

I sent back a heart, then opened my notes to make a small lesson plan. Nǐ hǎo. Xièxie. Food words. Enough to save one American from accidental vegetable purchases.

Méi watched me type.

“Homework?”

“Volunteer work.”

“Of course.”

* * *
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Ashe

I arrived at the lake twenty minutes early.

I had two drinks, a notebook and several entirely reasonable explanations for being a man sitting beside two drinks twenty minutes early.

The most reasonable was that I didn't want to be late. I preferred that explanation to the others.

There was a boy practicing an English speech to a tree. Every few sentences he stopped, glared at the tree and began again. I recognized the method.

Luci came down the path with her hair half tied and her phone in her hand. She was walking briskly, then slowed when she saw me, as if she hadn't decided which expression she wanted to arrive wearing.

I stood.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” Her eyes went to the cups.

“Milk tea. Not too sweet. I hope.”

“You remembered.”

“You said it yesterday.”

“Yes. People don't always listen yesterday.”

I hadn't meant to do anything that made her look at me like that. I also couldn't honestly pretend I disliked it.

She sat and tried the drink.

“Right.”

I felt absurdly competent.

She opened her notes. “Okay. First question. What do you say to the vegetable lady?”

I demonstrated.

Luci covered her mouth with her hand.

“That bad?”

“I'm trying not to be rude.”

“Please. This is important agricultural information.”

She laughed properly then, head tipped down, and I knew I would practice anything she put in front of me if it made her do it again.

We started with nǐ hǎo. She explained the tones, then made me stop trying to draw them in the air and listen.

“Two third tones together change,” she said. “The first one sounds more like a second tone. But don't think about the rule while you're saying it. Copy me.”

I copied her. Badly.

She corrected me. Patiently.

It was a good arrangement, apart from the fact that I kept watching her mouth.

Our shoulders almost brushed when she leaned to show me the pinyin on her screen. Soap. Clean laundry. A hint of dorm tea. My cock thickened against my zipper, slow and shameless. I angled my tote bag over my lap like a coward and kept my face calm. Gentle on the outside, filthy on the inside. Apparently that was how I lived now.

In my head, for one uncontrolled second, I imagined her straddling me on this bench after dark, teaching me words between kisses, my hands up that hoodie, her whisper breaking when I touched her right. I pushed the image away. It was broad daylight. We were at a lake. She was my student.

“Ashe?” she said. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” My voice came out lower. I cleared it. “Tones are humbling.”

Luci pointed at the notebook. “You're writing English sounds.”

“Temporary supports.”

“Very temporary. Those won't help you.”

She drew a line through my attempt and put the proper pinyin above it. Her handwriting was neat without being fussy. When I accidentally leaned on the page, she moved my elbow out of the way with two fingers, apparently without thinking about it.

I thought about it enough for both of us.

We did thank you next, then rice, noodles, spicy and not spicy. She made me use the words in short conversations. Once she pretended to be a vendor who refused to understand me until I slowed down.

“That was unfair.”

“That was realistic.”

I conceded.

After ten minutes she stopped to drink her tea. A cat with a torn ear came close enough to inspect our shoes. Luci shifted her bag so it wouldn't fall on him.

“I've seen him around the south gate,” I said.

“He belongs everywhere. We just attend college here.”

The cat sat down out of reach. She respected the decision and returned to my notebook.

“Your handwriting is chaos.”

“I'm a writer. Chaos is my brand.”

It came out before I'd decided whether I wanted to tell her. I had an immediate, foolish wish to take it back and an equally foolish wish for her to ask more.

“A writer?”

“Stories. Mostly at night. Nothing famous.”

“I didn't ask if you were famous.”

“No. Fair.”

“What kind?”

“People making decisions later than they should.”

“Sounds useful.”

“Occasionally there's a plot.”

She smiled, but she wasn't treating the answer as a joke I could hide behind.

“Do you like doing it?”

“Yes.”

“Then don't say it as if you're apologizing.”

For a moment I couldn't think of anything to do except look at the lake.

There were things people said because they wanted to be encouraging. This hadn't sounded like that. She'd sounded mildly annoyed on behalf of something I cared about.

“Okay,” I said. “Stories. I write stories.”

“Better.”

I wanted to show her something immediately. I also had a notebook full of bad pinyin and a woman who had offered half an hour of her afternoon. I made myself stay in the lesson.

“What do you read?”

She gave me an expression that suggested I'd asked for a long list with a short deadline.

“Everything at different times. Animal stories when I was little. Harry Potter. Romances I wasn't supposed to read during other lessons.”

“Did you get caught?”

“Once. By a teacher who waited until a very embarrassing part before taking the book.”

“An experienced professional.”

“A criminal.”

I laughed. She went on, mentioning Educated, then The Ferryman, then her grandfather reading old lines to her before she could understand them. She didn't make reading sound like a performance of intelligence. These were things she'd loved and carried around until they became part of the way she understood people.

I asked about Sūzhōu after she mentioned it in a sentence for me to practice.

“I want to live there someday,” she said. “Maybe. I haven't seen enough of it to be sensible about that yet.”

“What would sensible involve?”

“A job. Money. Not choosing an apartment just because there's water outside the window.”

“An unfortunate restriction.”

“Yes. I resent it.”

She looked toward the cat, who was now washing one paw.

“Animals too, someday. Cats first. Dogs after I know what I'm doing.”

“The cat appears willing to let you practice.”

“He appears willing to let you pay rent.”

I liked the way she talked when she stopped measuring every answer. Her humor had an edge, but it usually turned on herself or the absurdity of a situation rather than whoever was nearest.

She checked the time and winced.

“Class?”

“In ten minutes.”

I closed the notebook. She looked almost surprised that I did it without trying for another exercise.

“Same place tomorrow?” I asked. “If half an hour works again.”

“Tomorrow's different. I go home after classes. But I can do fifteen minutes in the morning.”

“I can be bad at Chinese efficiently.”

“You'll need to improve at being efficient.”

We settled on a time. When she stood, her knee brushed mine. Neither of us moved for a second. Then she took her cup and picked up her bag.

“Practice,” she said. “Don't make me start again.”

“I'll try not to disgrace you.”

“I make no promises about the rest of you.”

She left me smiling at a notebook.

That afternoon, I taught two classes, lost my whiteboard marker while it was in my hand, and managed to use the right Chinese word when I bought noodles. The vendor answered with a whole sentence I didn't understand. Progress had limits.

Between classes I stood in the supply closet with the door half open and breathed through another spike of want. The filthy images came back: Luci on her knees by my desk after hours saying tones around my cock; Luci bent over the office chair, jeans at her thighs, asking carefully for more; Luci in my bed on a rainy Táoxī night learning what her body could do while I told her she was safe. I pressed my forehead to a shelf of printer paper and waited it out. Want wasn’t the crime. Acting without care would be.

At home I put the receipt beside the notebook and practiced again while cooking. Nǐ hǎo to the tomatoes. Xièxie to the eggs. The eggs accepted my thanks by sticking to the pan.

I opened the station-kiosk story afterward. The woman behind the counter had an application hidden under the till. I'd made the man in the story ask why she hadn't sent it. On rereading, he sounded unbearably pleased with himself.

I deleted his speech.

He could help her count the stock. He didn't have to explain her own life to her.

For an hour, the work went well enough that I forgot to look at my phone. When I finally checked it, there was no message waiting. I was disappointed, then annoyed by my disappointment. We'd agreed to a lesson, not a nightly report.

I put the phone in the kitchen and kept writing.

* * *
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Luci

On Friday morning he was already at the bench, saying hello to a groundskeeper who was sweeping petals off the path.

He waited until I sat down before showing me his notebook.

“You've done homework,” I said.

“Please note the effort.”

I noted the effort. I also noted three mistakes.

We corrected them while sharing the tea I'd brought in a thermos. There was no extra cup, so he drank from the lid and I drank from the bottle. It felt strangely companionable, like we'd done it before.

He told me about the noodle vendor answering him at great length.

“What did you do?”

“Nodded.”

“Dangerous. You may be married now.”

“That would explain the extra egg.”

I laughed so hard I had to put down the thermos.

When it was time to leave, I packed more slowly than I needed to. I wanted to tell him something and didn't know how to say it without making it much larger than it was.

“I won't be on my phone all weekend,” I said.

“Okay.”

“Mom will make me help. And Yuè will steal the charger.”

“Also reasonable.”

“But you can say hello. If you want. Just not every hour.”

He looked at me, and for a moment his expression was so pleased that I had to look at the ground.

“A manageable amount of hello,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I can do that.”

We added each other on our phones. He waited until I'd sent a little wave before putting his away.

The groundskeeper passed with his broom. I moved my foot out of the way and almost tipped the thermos over. Ashe caught it before I did.

Neither of us made anything of it. That helped.

As I stood, I tapped the cover of his notebook.

“Write something good this weekend.”

“I'll try.”

“Not nothing.”

“Not nothing,” he agreed.

I left for class with tea still warm in my stomach and an afternoon bus to catch. For the first time all week, I was looking forward to going home and looking forward to coming back.
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Chapter 3: The House That Is Still Home
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Luci

Friday afternoon I nearly missed the bus because I went back for a charger I had already packed.

I discovered this while standing in our room with my bag turned inside out. Méi watched me take the charger from the little pocket I'd checked twice.

“A strong start to the weekend.”

“Don't speak.”

“Text me when you get there.”

“I might not. I'll be busy flourishing.”

She waved from her bed. Her phone lit, and she smiled at it before remembering I was still there.

“Your turn,” I said.

“Bus. Go.”

I went.

Táoxī passed the window in pieces: a repair shop with scooters parked on the sidewalk, a woman arguing with a delivery driver, laundry hanging above a shop that sold nothing but phone cases. The bus jerked hard at a light. I caught my bag before it slid into the aisle and apologized to the man whose elbow I'd hit.

He told me it was nothing, then guarded his elbow for the rest of the ride.

By the time I reached Mom's building, I smelled of bus upholstery and somebody else's fried breakfast. She opened the door before I'd finished knocking.

“Xīn xīn.”

I walked straight into her arms.

She patted my back, then held me away to look at my face.

“You look tired.”

“That's because I'm becoming educated.”

“Shoes off. You can become educated after dinner.”

Fāng Yàn, my mother, could make a whole room seem manageable by telling
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