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			It was a generous midnight. The lighting in the Beijing airport had an easy dim, like the wattage of a back porch light left on for a late arrival. 

			The military guards, in droopy green uniforms cinched tightly at the waist with brown plastic belts, looked as though they had been awakened just before our aircraft’s landing and were eager to resume their naps. When a soldier noticed that I saw him, he quickly slipped into the half-lit shadows. The baggage carousel seemed to have been constructed from recycled pallet lumber, and it jerked and groaned into its spin. But soon enough my two bags slid down to my eager hands. 

			I hailed a taxi and handed the driver the address of the Institute that my Chinese teacher in America had written down for me. The cabbie looked at the note, popped the trunk, and put my bags into the car. When he got back behind the wheel, I caught his glance in the rearview mirror as he started the car. Looking quickly away he put the car into gear and we were off. I clutched my purse to my chest like armor as trucks and buses approached us with their headlights dark, flicking them on and off just as they passed during the one-hour ride. 

			As we sped along the dark road I thought of my friends, Eloise, Theresa, and Wendy, back in Los Angeles. They said I was nuts to come to Beijing to learn Mandarin, that I was running away from a broken heart, but they had still taken me out to a lavish breakfast and driven me to the airport for the thirteen-hour flight. When we got to the gate there were hugs and tears and kisses. I had promised to write, but now I wasn’t so sure. I was traveling to my future and they were already a part of my past.

			The taxi driver stopped in front of Building Eight at the Language Institute and I dragged my two suitcases inside, unintentionally waking up the doorkeeper, the woman responsible for screening visitors to the building. She swung open the door of her room with a bang.

			“I am just here from America. Do you know where I should go now?”

			 “Speak Chinese!” she fog-horned.

			I flattened against the wall as she hustled past me and up a staircase, and I was glad she was gone. I hesitated to speak the Chinese I knew because my teachers in America were from Taiwan and I had their Southern accent; I was skittish about political overtones.

			A few minutes later a sleepy woman in a blue cotton dress came down the stairs. Her dress had hitched up on the left side and she finished pulling it down as she walked to me and extended her hand. Her braids were frayed and a long sleep wrinkle creased her left cheek. 

			“My name is Ming. I will take you to a room. Anything you touch you must bring with you tomorrow when we give your room, for sanitary.”

			“You speak English. Oh I am so happy to meet you. My name is Louise.”

			“I welcome you,” she said, shaking my hand.  “You must always try to speak Chinese. I will show you to a room just to sleep. You can eat in the morning at eight o’clock when the dining hall opens.”

			She left me in a room that was, by my measure, fifteen by twenty-five feet. The room, like Beijing, smelled like jasmine and mothballs, a curious blend that was oddly pleasant and singular. Each side of the room had a twin bed, a desk and a chair, a bookshelf, and a wardrobe. The floor was cement, and the walls were a dusty blue. There were no decorations anywhere, no curtains, no rugs; nothing was soft except, I hoped, the bed. 

			I turned off the overhead fluorescent light and opened the windows. I tested the mattress; it was like a futon with some springiness, and maybe a foot wider than the twin size I was used to. The pillow was baffling. It was heavy and seemed to be filled with tiny pebbles. There was just enough light from the outside lamps that I could find some toilet paper in my purse. I remembered from my tourist trip here in 1980 that you always carried your own toilet paper. I went into the communal bathroom and chose a stall. There it was, that ubiquitous squat toilet. It looked like a urinal lying on its back. I knew I would lose my balance if I tried to squat forward, so I used the toilet backwards and hung onto the pipes. I turned a four-inch red faucet handle to flush, and then turned it off. Would I ever get used to this?

			I got into bed. Thankfully, it was comfortable. As I stretched out, I felt an unexpected longing. Julia. We had been together for nearly five years when she announced she was leaving to be with my best friend. It had been about a year since I last saw her, but whenever I cooked a meal for friends, read the Sunday newspaper, or took a walk on the beach, I remembered how we used to do those things together. Julia’s desertion was especially painful when I connected it to my mother abandoning me at a boarding school. My ache for Julia made me angry and sad, and my tears rolled onto the peculiar pillow. I swore again to never love anyone so deeply.

			Loudspeakers woke me up at 6 a.m. Except for counting—yi, er, san, or one, two, three—I couldn’t understand what was announced, so I dismissed it as the school’s news bulletins. I took in the daylight dimensions of the room. It was third world, spare, and utilitarian. I was hungry but it was too early for the dining hall, so I decided to take a walk and see what the campus looked like.

			I pushed open two big front doors and there, just past the steps, was the woman I had met the night before. She was talking with several African students whose clothing was a spill of colors. And when they moved on, she turned and saw me. 

			“Louise, walk with me until the dining hall opens. I will show you around. Your responsible teacher wants to meet you this afternoon at two o’clock. I will show you the way to his office.”

			On our right were two bike racks with a jumble of black bicycles. We walked along in silence for a few minutes, following a low, well-tended hedge.

			 “How come that woman went to get you last night? Do you have a job here?”

			“I am like your teacher, Su. I am responsible for Thai, Norwegian and Icelandic students. I have fifteen students. Teacher Su has just four students because Americans are more complicated. There are many more details between our governments since our relations are still new. Zhang came to me because I can speak English. I have a room in Building Eight for this reason. Otherwise, I would share a room with four others in a teachers’ building.”

			The hedge continued on our right. On the left, a Chinese flag: red, with its five bright yellow stars, hung limply, marking the start of two basketball courts and then three tennis courts. The nets sagged and chunks of asphalt were missing where the line markers would be. Off in the distance was a soccer pitch that might have had some grass, but looked to be mostly gray dirt. Nearby there was a huge red sign with very large black characters proclaiming something.

			“What does that sign over there say?”

			“Always do your best,” she answered.

			Six months later, I learned that she had given me the essentially correct translation. What she left out was the political encouragement to learn from the workers, soldiers and peasants. 

			Suddenly a colossal chorus of clicks and buzzes began, like six thousand decks of cards being shuffled all at once.

			“What’s that noise?”

			“They are bugs, I think cicadas in English. They won’t hurt you. Children like to catch them and put them into little bamboo cages. Some people eat them.” 

			Really, I thought, is my life here going to be a survival course? Eat bugs? No way.

			The August morning got hotter, muggier. The green hedge ended at a circular area ringed by glass-enclosed billboards and benches set below them. It was a relief to finally walk in the shade of weeping willow trees. The air smelled pleasant and I wasn’t sure if it was my guide or the red and blue flowers growing near the billboards. We sat down on a bench and she handed me an extra handkerchief to wipe my sweating face. The billboards, she explained, were showcases where the teachers put up their students’ calligraphy each month for a competition. First prize was a coveted cotton towel.

			“See that window on the third floor, the second one from this corner?” she said, leaning a little closer to me so that I could track her pointing. “That is Teacher Su’s office. If you want to visit other cities, he will tell you how to get a travel permit. This afternoon he will give you a permission note to buy a bicycle. I will go with you to pick a good bicycle if you want,” she said flicking her left braid over her shoulder, offering a shy half smile. 

			I was realizing that she had just flirted with me when the cicadas started up again. I had to lean in a little closer to hear her. It was she and not the flowers that smelled so faintly sweet. I lingered for a full moment in that closeness to her. This was the first time I had ever heard these deafening and intriguing bugs. For a speedy moment I wondered what they looked like and how they might taste. 

			“What’s a good brand of bike to buy?” I asked moving a little away from her.

			“I have the ‘Flying Pigeon.’ It is a strong bike and is easy for fix. Don’t worry if you break down. You are a foreigner, and people will stop to help you.”

			“Does my blonde hair make me special,” I asked, “or is it because I’m so cute?”

			I had just flirted back with her. What the hell was I doing? 

			Her swift look of surprise spread to a faint smile, and she laughed. “It is because you are a guest in China and people will always be polite and helpful.” In a short time I would learn that “guest” would have several other meanings.

			“It is time for the dining hall to open. I will walk you. We have students from sixty-four countries, so life can be very interesting. Go first to the ticket desk. You will need a ticket for the food. Tell him that you have just arrived and he will give you one. After you see Teacher Su, you can buy more tickets and return the one he gives you this morning.”

			She started to walk away and then turned back to me. “After breakfast go to Zhang, you know her from last night, then go to the room where you slept. Wait for me. Then we will help you move your things.”

			My goodness, she had an attractive way about her. Her English was charming; so was the way she flirted. Her coloring was a bit darker than most Chinese women, and she had a hint of swagger. I liked her curves, and the way she slipped into laughter. I hoped we could be friends.

			The dining hall was crowded and loud. Students were laughing, and benches and stools scraped the cement floor. I stared at a group of African women dressed in the most stunning clothing I had ever seen: reds and yellows and greens that exploded with brilliance. In a quick glance I spotted Arab students in burnooses, a few women wearing the hijab, and some French-speaking women dressed in shorts and halter tops. 

			A pantomime exchange got me a meal ticket from the man at the desk, and I stood in the middle of the dining hall wondering what the next step was. I followed a few folks over to a four-foot tall glass display case made of cheap, wavy green glass. The dishes were numbered one through six. I decided on #6: a bowl of rice, two fried eggs and a bun. Beyond the case was a series of serving windows and I stood in the one that had the shortest line. But when I got to the front, I learned that the plate numbers matched the window numbers, and I was not at window 6. I lined up again and finally got my breakfast. 

			But as I turned around to find a place to sit, I bumped into another student and my plate slipped from my hands and crashed to the floor. The dining hall fell silent and it seemed everyone was looking at me. I turned a deep crimson. Oh shit, I thought. Now everyone will think I’m a buffoon and stay away from me. Then the entire assemblage began to applaud and hoot. A kitchen worker appeared and handed me another ticket while he cleaned up the mess. I got into the correct line and got #6 all over again.

			Cautiously carrying my food, I saw a woman possibly waving at me. Me? I mimed. Yes, she mouthed, waving vigorously.

			Setting my plate down on her table, I noticed that she looked to be about my age, early 30s, and had a constellation of freckles splashed across her cheeks and down her arms. Her short red hair was wiry, like a vegetable scrub brush that had been used on carrots.

			“I bet you’re new here,” she laughed as she scooted her stool closer to me. “That was quite a show-stopper you just gave.”

			“I’m still mortified.” I didn’t want to hear any more about it, and it annoyed me that she had pointed it out again. “Well, I think I heard you laughing the loudest.”

			“Probably. You should have gotten #5,” she said tapping my plate with her spoon.

			I wondered why she cared and I wished she wasn’t sitting so close. “Why? Is it made with dragon eggs?”

			“No, chicken,” she said popping a sausage disk into her mouth. 

			“Well, I wanted #6.” I slid my stool slightly away from her.

			“You’re American, right?” She put her hand on my shoulder.

			“Yep,” I said breaking my yolks over the rice. “This is an amazing place, there are so many different people.” I shrugged a little, hoping she would remove her arm. “Say, what’s with the loudspeakers at six in the morning, do you know?” 

			 “They’re political encouragements and physical training for the masses. They are bloody annoying, aren’t they?” she said.

			“I think they will be; this is the first time I’ve heard them.”

			“The same broadcast goes out to the entire country. When your Chinese gets better you’ll be able to ‘listen’ between the lines of the announcements for political news.”

			“Are you a student here too? Where are you from?” 

			“I’m Australian. I graduated from this school two years ago. Now I teach English at Beijing University and live at the Friendship Hotel. I came to have a meeting with Ming, a teacher here.” She finally moved her hand to the table.

			“Hey, I just met her. She saved my life last night from a growly woman at the front door. This morning she gave me a tour of the campus.”

			“She’s a good woman, a very good friend.” She winked. “Good lookin’ too, don’t ya think?”

			“Uh huh, please pass the soy sauce.” Why was she asking me what I thought of Ming? Were they possibly together? Was she obliquely asking me if I was into women, and was she? Her manner was unsettling, none too subtle, and I was beginning to wish I hadn’t sat with her. 

			“Say, how come there are no Chinese people in here?” I was both curious and wanting to change the subject. “I look around and see a parade of colors, different ways of dress, and no Chinese people.”

			She tilted her head to the left and a half-knowing smile took over her lips. “There are several reasons, but the biggest is because it costs more to eat here. There’s a Chinese side and there is a Muslim dining hall as well. You can go to the Chinese side, that won’t be a problem. But you won’t be welcomed in the Muslim hall unless you are a Muslim and then you would have to eat in the back and cover yourself up because you are a woman. Sounds like fun, huh?”

			“I might try the Chinese side when I can speak a little.”

			“Don’t wait for that, Yank. They will want to speak English with you since that’s what they are studying. You won’t be able to speak Chinese with them; they outnumber you. But they will be happy to trade slang with you, words your teachers will never teach you.” She chuckled.

			We both looked up when a two-by-two column of sixteen men marched into the dining hall. They all wore the same floppy gray jackets, boxy blue trousers and cheap blue sneakers. No one else seemed to notice them and she watched me watch them.

			“What’s that?”

			“North Koreans. They always go around campus like that, marching everywhere. Don’t talk to them. Their government calls Americans ‘imperialist wolves,’ and their ‘Great Leader’ is so unhappy with America. Every Saturday they go to their embassy for political study. If one of them is caught talking to an American, they must stand in front of the group and be humiliated.”

			“Holy smokes, then I certainly won’t.”

			“I’m Elizabeth, by the way.”

			“Louise.”

			“I’ll help you learn the ropes, if you want. Here is my card, give a call anytime. Let’s have lunch in a few weeks, by then you will have a million questions. Oh, before you go and buy things for your room, check with the students who are leaving. It is an ex-pat tradition to pass stuff on to the new arrivals.”

			 “Thanks. I’ll call you sometime. Lunch sounds great.” I was pretty sure I wouldn’t call her.

			“C’mon,” she said taking my hand, “I’ll show you how to bus the dishes.”

			I found my way back to Building #8. I was glad to be done with Elizabeth; she got into my personal space, too close for comfort. As I went through the double doors, I noticed a small area with a sliding window on my right, like a fast-food drive-up window. I saw the woman I had met last night, and went around to the door and knocked carefully.

			She opened the door with a softer attitude.

			“Are you Zhang?” I butchered her name, pronouncing it with a sound like bang.

			“Zhang,” she corrected.

			I tried to copy her sound, Jaw-ung and she laughed at my effort; she knew I was trying. She took my hand and walked us to the room I had slept in.

			She began speaking in Chinese. I looked at her helplessly, spreading my palms up. She shook her head and laughed, then motioned for me to wait.

			Just as she turned to leave, Ming arrived.

			“We have decided that we will give you one of the best rooms in this building. It is on the third floor and you will have an American roommate. Zhang and I will help you move there now.”

			They each took a suitcase and I gathered up the blankets, sheets and the mystery pillow. The struggle up the stairs was translated from English to Chinese and back again with all three of us laughing when Ming translated that Zhang said one of my suitcases could sink a water buffalo into the mud. 

			Ming opened the door to my room and I didn’t see what was so special. It looked just like the one downstairs. Reading my face, she explained that this room got the best heat from the sun in the winter and the least heat in the summer. Additionally, she told me with a muted pride that my roommate’s father was with the American embassy and that she would arrive in six weeks.

			“Do you know when I can get my books? I really want to start my studies.”

			“Teacher Su will tell you this afternoon,” she laughed softly. “I think soon.”

			What remained unsaid was that she had done something special for me, and I was surprised to find myself a little shy from her effort. She checked her watch and quickly handed me the door key. Then she took Zhang by the hand, and they left.

			I stood alone in the spartan room that was now my home. I had left an apartment that had a fireplace, carpeting, soft furniture, a kitchen, and my own bathroom with a sit-down toilet. I was beginning to be tilted by the slam of sharp-edged changes. The food and getting it was new, no familiar faces, and no one to talk this day over with. I certainly did choose this world. But right then, for the first time, I questioned my decision. I wished I could talk to my friends at home, especially Eloise, about all of this, about today, a day that had rumbled with hundreds of tiny alterations. I missed her.

			Since my roommate hadn’t yet arrived, I chose the right side of the room and started putting my things away. After I finished making the bed, I got the pillow and carefully separated a little of the sewn end to see what the hell was in there. It could be little rocks or beans or maybe even cicada bodies. Finally I worked a small opening and found that it was filled with buckwheat, and not just the hulls, the whole damn grain.

			It was nearly two o’clock and time to go meet teacher Su. Before I left, I took Elizabeth’s card out of my pocket and tossed it into the empty desk drawer. My mind drifted to Ming’s sweet smile. I wondered if Ming and Elizabeth were involved with each other. I was beginning to like Ming and hoped they weren’t. 

			I stopped myself before the reverie could go too far. Julia was still a deep painful presence for me and I certainly wasn’t going to get involved with anyone now, if ever. Back in the States Eloise had encouraged me to stay in Los Angeles, to meet someone new, and get over Julia. But I didn’t want to meet anyone new; I just wanted to become proficient in Chinese and do it in Beijing. 

			I locked my door. Even though I was on the other side of the world now, it seemed I still couldn’t get far enough away from Julia.
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			Against Ming’s advice, I did go to the Wu Dao Kou Post Office to search for Wang. She had warned me to stay away from him and post offices because in the innocuous barter of postage stamps there were conversations, talk that sometimes veered to sedition. But I wanted to know what was going on with the regular people, and if other dangers might be lying in wait.

			I parked my bike and moved quietly, discreetly as I could for a tall blonde foreigner, among the stamp collectors and sellers. I asked for the first-day covers that I knew were widely available; I was only intent on overhearing conversations about the potential upheaval. I kept my eye on the periphery of the crowd, hoping Wang would arrive and I could catch his eye.

			A man behind me asked, “Do you want to see these stamps?”

			I turned to him, curious about what he might be offering. His eyes were not friendly, his smile a trick. Silently, two other men appeared, one on each side of me.

			“Where do you live?” was his second question.

			I foolishly lied, thinking he might not really know—a little test, and said: “Beijing University.”

			“No,” he said leaning towards me, his face too close to mine, “you don’t.”

			My knees wobbled. My mouth seemed to fill with dozens of dumplings that blocked speech and breath. The people nearby began to slowly drift away. 

			“You will come with us,” he ordered.

			Each of
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			We had finished the written test of our vocabulary words, and I had successfully recited the paragraph I had had to learn by heart. Half listening to several classmates stumble and then recall their memorizations, I struggled to think of possible ways for Ming and me to be together. Hope is such a quiet little fuel. Maybe we could smuggle her onto a container ship to the States, or have her defect to the U.S. embassy in Beijing. Maybe even sneak her onto a train heading south to Hong Kong. But, what about her sister being imprisoned, who could live with that? No matter what I thought of, I knew it remained a delusion. 

			My teacher tapped me on my shoulder and told me that Teacher Su wanted to see me. I got up and started for the door when my teacher said, “Take your books with you.”

			This was an unusual request, Su usually met with his students in the afternoon after classes had been dismissed. Maybe, I thought, he wanted to know if I was still interested in the field trip to a duck farm he had been arranging. 

			“Please sit down, Lu,” Su said, indicating a chair next to his desk. “Would you like some tea?”

			“No, thank you.”

			“Lu, I have some news for you,” he said sitting down at the desk. “Before I tell you, I want you to know that I did everything I could to prevent this.”

			Nervous, I pulled in my breath. I wrapped my kneecaps tightly with my hands. 

			“The Ministry of Education has given us orders to have all of our foreign students with college degrees from their home countries leave within three months.”

			He stopped talking and looked down to his pen, passing it from one hand to the other.

			“This must be a mistake,” I said. “Are you sure of this?”

			“I am so sorry. I am sure.”

			He turned from me toward the window, saving face for both of us. I got up and walked into the hallway without breathing, every muscle tightening. Closing the door, I released the handle slowly and listened for the tumble of the cylinders finding their home. I stiffened again against the doorframe, my hands fisted. When I got to the stairs, I was wild. I could no longer restrain myself and took them two at a time, nearly stumbling, not seeing because my tears were thicker now. Outside, the cold, dry air stung my eyes. I didn’t know what to do, where to go. I wanted Ming to fix it, to make everything right again. But she had gone to her village and wouldn’t be back for hours. 

			I got on my bike and rode violently, fast, to the east. I was reckless to choose that direction; it’s a perilous, two-lane stretch of road with an occasional stand of trees, exhaust-belching trucks, and choking yellow dust from the Gobi desert.

			What would become of my dreams now, of Ming and our life together? Was my career gone too, based on capricious and unfathomable decisions by some old men?

			I pulled over behind a thick tree, shielding myself from the traffic. I buried my face in my hands, too angry to cry. There were several large rocks at my feet. I picked up the first one and threw it hard, as far as I could, then another and another. I wailed like a wounded wolf.

			Having exhausted my gritty-eyed fury some, I got on my bike and rode back. I weaved through the smoking mufflers, threaded my way through the congestion of grime and political conundrums. I went to find Elizabeth.

			She opened her door after my first loud knock. Guan was right behind her.

			“Your face is dirty,” Elizabeth said taking my arm. “Lu, have you been crying?”

			I flopped onto her sofa. They sat down on each side of me.

			“Yes, goddammit, this fucking government is throwing out foreign students. That means me.”

			They looked at each other, then at me. 

			“Some of my physics students are having to leave too,” Guan said. “I found out before lunchtime. I came right away to see Elizabeth, to talk this.”

			Nearly blubbering, I asked Elizabeth if she had to leave too.

			“I had a meeting similar to Guan’s. No, I don’t have to go. This is only about students, not teachers. Jesus fucking Christ, what’s next?”

			“Does Ming know?” Guan asked.

			“I don’t think so. She went to her village two days ago to get ready to go to Oxford and start saying good-bye to Ma. She’ll be back before dark.”

			“Something is burning,” Guan said.

			“Christ almighty, the sweet potatoes.” Elizabeth pulled us both up from the sofa. “C’mon dammit, help me.”

			She banged open the oven door and the smoke became thicker. Grabbing the potatoes with a kitchen towel, she tossed them into the sink and turned on the water. Guan ran to the front door and opened it wide. We waved towels in the air until the smoke had mostly cleared and we began to laugh, gallows humor, laughing in the face of a death.

			“Go wash you face, Lu. Then we’ll have a scotch,” Elizabeth said.

			I looked at my face in the bathroom mirror and saw tear tracks down my coal-dusted face, my eyes red with grief and ire. Elizabeth was banging pots, slamming drawers, and swearing with a gusto and élan that only she could produce. 

			“What are we going to do, Elizabeth?” I said sitting down in a club chair. “What are Ming and I going to do?” 

			“I don’t goddamn know,” she said handing me a small scotch on the rocks.

			“Let’s think, Lu. There must be something we can do to outfox those bastards. Call your friends at the embassy, have them make you a worker instead of a student.”

			“I’d probably be assigned to some frozen outpost like Harbin. That won’t work.”

			A wry smile began to make its way across Elizabeth’s face. “We’ll just bribe someone. We’ve done it before. Let me think. Guan, who do I know in the ministry of education?”

			“Oh Elizabeth,” I sighed, “that’s just crazy.”

			“No, no, we can do this. We know people. We’ll figure something out.”

			“You two,” Guan said in Chinese, shaking her head. “I think you still don’t understand China. Neither one of you are special. Just because you are Westerners doesn’t mean that you can have everything only your way.”

			I remembered the secret bookstore Ming had taken me to. I understood what Guan meant about thinking we were exceptions.

			“Delay the official papers,” Guan said. “Do everything to the last minute. You can’t stop it, but you can slow it.”

			“That’s good, Guan. Makes sense,” Elizabeth said.

			“I guess that’d work for a while. But it doesn’t take care of the long picture. I can’t come back to Beijing and Ming and I won’t be able to be together after her scholarship at Oxford ends.”

			“Ming,” Elizabeth said. “This’ll break her heart. This is one conversation I wouldn’t want to have. How’re you gonna tell her?”

			“I guess I’ll know what to say when I see her. God, I don’t want to think about it.”

			“She must go to the USA with you,” Guan said.

			“Then her sister will be sent to prison,” I said. “I don’t think she’d manage in prison. She’s not strong-spirited.”

			Guan stood up and turned away. Elizabeth and I looked down at our hands.

			Guan turned around and snapped her arms to her side. “Ask her again, Lu. She will choose you. There is no better way.”

			I wanted her to be right, but any remaining hope was nearly gone.

			“I’m going to ride home now, gather my wits, and figure out how to tell her. If you two think of another plan, a plan that will work, just give me a call.”

			Before Elizabeth opened her door she pulled me into a bear hug. I hugged her back and let her wonderful heart wash over mine. I savored her comfort. “Don’t forget, my offer of airfare for you both is still on the table,” she said kissing me on both cheeks. Then Guan hugged me tight as well.

			Riding up to our building, I saw Ming’s bike in the rack. I parked next to it and went straight to her room. She was putting fresh white eggs into her brown bowl. 

			“Ming.” I flew to her open arms.

			She held me and said in my ear, “I know. I met Su when I went to my office. We will find a way,” she said taking my hand, as we sat down at the desk. “But there is more I have to say, Lu.”

			I studied her; we shared a shiver. I could see in her a slight shift, a breath held too long, an avoiding glance that paralleled my own. 

			“This has everything to do with Spiritual Pollution, doesn’t it?” I said standing up from the chair. I wanted to hurl spears of fire, sharp-edged rocks and little broken bottles at the ugly beasts that were heaving themselves between us. “I hate Deng Xiao Ping,” I said slamming my hand on her desk. “I hate him. I don’t think you or I have enough power to fight this. I don’t think even the American ambassador can influence these politics. What are we going to do? What will happen to us now?” 

			“Lu,” she said in a low, powerful voice. “Calm yourself. Sit with me, I want your hand.”

			Her request startled me. I looked at her and saw anguish. I sat down at the desk and she took my offered hand in her two.

			“Lu, there is news worse than you know.”

			I watched as her face sagged. I watched her lips begin to tremble.

			“Lu, I have lost my chance to go to Oxford. I can’t go out to London.”

			My jaw slacked; there was a long exhale. I watched her tears river down her cheeks. 

			“My master teacher came and told me that Oxford University is withdrawing all invitations to Chinese students.”

			I thought for a second, and then asked, “Do you think this is their response to China throwing out the foreign students?”

			“Yes, now I do.”

			“I don’t know how but, by god, I’ll find a way, some way, to make this work. There has to be something, some way for us to be together.”

			We sat quietly as the reality began to sink in, that this climate of political turmoil was beyond our influence, bludgeoning its way into our lives. How could we have been slammed into smithereens, skinned raw and left bloody in the span of a day?

			I jumped up and pulled a growl from a place deep, deeper than I had ever known. She fell onto her bed, sobbing. I went to her. I lay on her back, trying to press the anguish from our lives. Her body shook as she cried. After a few long minutes, she rolled over and we grabbed each other, holding on with arms and legs at full muscle. We both cried without sound, the pain coming from a place too distant to have a voice.

			“Just hold me, Lu. Make this all go away.” 

			“I wish I could. I just don’t know what to do.”

			We silently melted into each other. 

			She held me with incredible strength, so close that I could hear her heart breaking. Then she pushed me away.
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