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The city is not just bright windows , not just wide , glossy black asphalt roads after the rain , not just high - pressure streetlights hanging overhead like cold eyes , not just buildings reaching straight up to the sky with countless gleaming glass windows , not just the sound of elevators opening and closing , the sound of leather shoes tapping on stone floors , the sound of cars gliding through the quiet , dusty basements filled with the scent of perfume ;​​​​​​​​ The city also has rooms so dark that one has to speak softly to hear their own pain, cramped rooms at the end of alleys , hot as a fish out of water in the dry season , damp as a shirt that has n't dried yet in the rainy season, walls stained with old water marks , electrical wires tangled overhead , electric fans whirring like the breathing of a frail old person , on the floor are worn plastic sandals , a dented aluminum basin , a greasy mini gas stove , and a few sets of worker 's clothes hanging on a rope . In the corner of the room, a child slept with their legs curled up, surrounded by the stench of sweat , burnt rice , tobacco , and the heavy , unpleasant smell of sewage with nowhere to escape . The city also has cold hospital corridors , where white lights shine down on sleepless faces , where people sit waiting for news of loved ones as if waiting for an unpronounced verdict , where a silent mother from the countryside clutches a plastic bag containing papers , clothes , a few coins , and a fragile glimmer of hope , slumped on a green plastic chair , her hands still tightly gripping the bag 's handle , afraid that if she lets go , her child 's life will also slip away .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​A father stood before the hospital bill counter , holding a bill as long as a road with no end in sight , his eyes fixed on the numbers , his mouth silent . Because poor men often do n't cry aloud ; they just remain silent , and that silence is heavier than stone , heavier than the night , heavier than even the calloused hands trembling slightly beneath the white paper .​​​​​​​​​The city also has cold meals lying silently in plastic containers , watery soups with only a few strands of vegetables floating like peanut leaves keeping the water murky , loaves of bread broken in half to pass through an afternoon , empty gas cylinders standing idly in front of unfinished meals , arguments that start from an unusable item , a nearly empty bottle of fish sauce , a missing note , a small amount of rent , a child ...​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The hungry child , with a rumbling stomach , suddenly felt his heart being torn apart into a torrent of curses .​​​​ The city also has women going to the market in long - sleeved shirts in the heat , quickly pulling down their sleeves when someone sees a bruise , giving a faint , hurried smile like a piece of paper covering a crack , then bowing their heads again to find the cheapest vegetables , haggling for a few thousand more while feeling both ashamed and pained inside ; There are children who are so used to hearing the sound of breaking dishes that they know exactly where they have to huddle , which teddy bear to hug , and how long they have to stay silent tonight to avoid further igniting the adults ' anger ;​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​There are divorced women returning to their rented rooms on rainy nights , carrying their children, with only a plastic box of clothes , a few packets of milk , a crumpled divorce paper , and a bittersweet relief — because from now on they wo n't be woken up by insults anymore , but they also do n't know how they 'll pay the rent tomorrow morning . The city still has old people sitting by their windows , their wicker chairs sinking with age , a bottle of medicated oil beside a small radio , a faded wedding photo hanging on the wall — in the picture they were once young , standing side by side as if life were still long , but now the remaining person applies oil to their knees , listens to the TV alone , occasionally opens a notebook with smudged ink to call their child , but their trembling fingers dial the wrong number , and on the other end is a stranger , leaving behind a lingering sadness . I'm never mistaken ; there are old men selling lottery tickets in front of the temple gate , their backs bent like the shadows of heaven and earth , their hands trembling as they hold a stack of lottery tickets , listening to the distant temple bells ringing , yet still seeing them through a few thin sheets of paper . There are old people in nursing homes who look at the old calendar hanging past the end of the month, not because someone forgot to tear it off, but because the days there move so slowly that people are no longer anxious about tomorrow , only waiting for a familiar sound of slippers , a name called by a family voice , a hand of a grandchild placed on their shoulder , even if only for a moment , enough to quiet a corner of a life that has cooled down . The city also has bodies seen as burdens , crutches standing silently . In the corner of the room , wheelchairs are stopped before the high steps ; disabled hands still try to hold screwdrivers to repair phones ; unsteady legs still walk through the midday sun , selling lottery tickets ; disabled girls still want to wear a red dress to look beautiful in life , not to evoke pity , nor to become a story of resilience for others to praise , but simply to be a normal woman .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ Knowing shame , knowing joy, knowing how to look in the mirror , knowing how to hope someone will look at me with unpitying eyes before seeing my legs . The city also has wealthy people crying in their cars , the sound of their sobs very soft behind tinted windows , inside the scent of new leather , expensive perfume , hands wearing diamond rings glistening under the basement lights , but a single text message on their phone is enough to make the whole house feel distant and unfamiliar ;​​​​​​​​​​ There are villas with twelve-seater dining tables where no one is present at every meal , the chandeliers shine as brightly as daylight , the food is beautifully arranged on the plates , the servants move very quietly , but the voices in the house are so quiet that they would shatter if they fell onto the stone floor ; There are successful men who sit for a long time in the basement of their apartment building , turning off their car engines and still not wanting to go up to their apartment , because up there they have everything they 've ever bought , only lacking the feeling of returning home ;​​​​​​ There were very clean , very fragrant , very cool hospital rooms , fresh flowers on the table , phones full of work messages , relatives politely dropping by and leaving , but the person lying on the bed still cried like a child when they heard the doctor say the truth , because illness , in the end , does n't address anyone by title , does n't respect accounts , does n't bow before business cards ; it just lays the person down and asks in cruel silence : Is there anyone else ?​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ I sincerely want to stay by his side. The city also has sanitation workers who clean the emergency rooms at dawn , when the crying has subsided , when the bloodstains have just been wiped away by the floor cleaning water , they open their cold rice bowls by the sinks , eating slowly as if afraid that if they swallow too quickly , their lives will end as quickly as that meal ; There are hospital security guards who know the names of poor patients , who usually sleep on benches , who has just arrived from the countryside , who lacks money for parking , who needs directions to the emergency department , people who do n't wear lab coats but still keep some people from feeling abandoned and safe in the crowded environment ;​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ There are nurses who tie back the tangled gray hair of elderly patients, change their clothes, spoon - feed them porridge , wipe the corners of their mouths , and speak in very soft , warm words , like a thin blanket covering them on a cold night . Because care is sometimes not found in a prescription ; it lies in the way you touch a frail person without making them feel inferior . There are delivery drivers who turn off their apps in the middle of a storm to take a woman carrying a feverish child to the hospital , their thin raincoat clinging to their backs , their phones constantly showing trip notifications , but they only say , " Sister , keep the money to buy medicine for the baby," then they drive away overnight as if carrying a last remaining shred of humanity left in the city . This book is about that person , that small , insignificant , suffering , ugly , lonely person , drowned out by the noise of motorbikes , ambulance sirens , late - night street vendors , the sound of rain falling on the pavement , the sound of slippers shuffling through hospital corridors , the sighs in a rented room , the sound of broken dishes behind a thin door , the incessant ringing of a telephone in a house where an old person sits waiting ;​​​​​​​ This book is not written to pity them , because pity is sometimes a way to stand higher than others ; it is not written to sugarcoat suffering , because suffering in life is already hard enough , there 's no need for anyone to sprinkle pollen on the wound ; nor is it written to teach anyone how to live well , how to be kind , how to love , because life is not about morality and people are not slogans neatly hung on the wall ;​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ This book only wants to bend down and pick up a few easily forgotten fragments of people , like picking up an old slipper under a hospital bed , a discarded receipt under the cashier 's counter , a rain - soaked handkerchief on a silent mother 's shoulder , half a loaf of bread in a child 's hand , the smell of menthol balm in an old apartment building , a son 's phone number called out , a pair of crutches standing silently in the corner of a room , a yellow light bulb at the end of an alley still burning very late at night .​​​ There are lives that are not recorded in history books , do not appear on the big billboards, have no beautiful pictures in newspapers , no one asks them how they lived through the day , when they cried , how many times they endured hardship to save a meal , how many wounds they hid behind their sleeves, how many times they gritted their teeth before paying the hospital bill , how many words of self - pity they swallowed to reassure their children , how many nights they looked at the city lights and felt themselves become a little darker . Those people 's lives were n't great in the conventional sense , but within each person there was a unique universe of joys and sorrows , memories of home , the sound of a mother 's voice calling from the old yard , a rainy season long gone , a meal once shared with a whole family , a child who once hugged them , a love once thought would never break , a dream once as pure as ...​​​​​​​ The white school uniforms , then the city passes by , money passes by , sickness passes by , old age passes by , betrayal passes by , and they stand still somewhere , smaller than before , quieter than before , but not yet straight .​​​​​​​​​ Perhaps the most resilient part of a person is n't when they 're strong , when they win , when they receive applause , when they stand under the bright lights , but when they're weak , when they have nothing left to boast about, when all they have is a trembling hand, a few coins , a cold plate of rice , a sick child , a damp room , a shirt to cover a bruise , a plea for an extension on a debt , a call that goes unheard , yet they still try to live through the day , still know how to love someone , still know how to give . Finding a place to sit , scooping up a full ladle of porridge , helping out a short distance , knocking on a neighbor 's door when the lights are out for a few days , breaking a loaf of bread in half even though you yourself are hungry . The city can wear people down with all sorts of small things : rent , medicine , expenses , electricity , water , arguments , comparisons , forgetfulness , closed doors , unanswered calls , and empty promises .​​​​ But sometimes the city also leaves behind a few very small specks of light for people , so small that if you go fast you wo n't see them , like ... The light shone down at the end of the alley , like a nurse 's hand tying up an old woman 's hair , like He gave up his seat to the patient 's family , like a motorbike taxi driver who does n't take money , like ...​​​ The child shared the cake, just as the poor woman still saved the best part for her child, just as the father hid the bill in his pocket near his heart and then turned back into the hospital room, smiling at his child and saying , " It 's alright. " These things do not end suffering , do not eradicate poverty , do not cure disease , do not immediately mend a broken family , do not bring back youth to the elderly , do not make the city suddenly more compassionate , but they create a gap in the darkness , allowing people , even in their lowest moments , to recognize another hand reaching out , however short , however clumsy , however poor , however just a bowl of hot porridge or a sincere question . Therefore , if someone were to ask what this book is about , perhaps the only answer would be that it is about the painful places in life that people often rush past .​​​​​​​​ The TV depicts the sounds of coughing under the corrugated iron roof , the sound of slippers in the hospital , the sound of breaking dishes in a poor kitchen , the sound of a TV turned on to fill the emptiness in an old person 's house , the sound of rain tapping on roofs that cannot hide all the sadness , the silence of a father , the suppressed sobs of a mother , the sound of a disabled person laughing before being rejected , the sigh of a rich person in an oversized room , and finally , the TV depicts a yellow lamp still burning at the end of the alley , not enough to illuminate the entire city . Oh , but it 's enough for someone walking in the night to know they 're not completely lost .​​​​​​​

INTRODUCTION​​​​

The city viewed up close .

I still remember one night , near dawn , in the emergency room . The city outside had just experienced a downpour . Water still clung to the pavement , spreading under the yellow streetlights in faint , oily streaks . Ambulances occasionally let out a siren , piercing the night , then abruptly stopped in front of the hospital . Inside , the smell of disinfectant , wet raincoats , cold boxed meals , and the lingering scent of people who had been awake for a long time mingled together into a unique , late - night hospital smell .​​ No one had the strength to speak loudly anymore . Those waiting for news of their loved ones sat scattered on plastic chairs , at the foot of the stairs , beside pillars , in weary and resigned postures . Some buried their heads in their hands . Some stared intently at a closed door . Some held their phones but did n't call anyone , as if just pressing a number would cause the fear in their hearts to burst out uncontrollably .​​​​​​​​​​​At the end of the row of seats , a quiet country woman sat asleep , her back leaning against the cold wall , her feet still covered in mud, her thin raincoat folded and placed on her lap . Beside her was a knotted plastic bag , probably containing a few sets of clothes , a bottle of medicated oil , some papers , a little loose change , and all her remaining hope . She was sleeping , but not really sleeping . Her head nodded then jerked up again , her hand still gripping the strap of her bag tightly, as if afraid that if she loosened her grip even slightly , someone would call her child 's name and she wouldn't hear . Her face was sallow under the white light , the wrinkles like cracked earth after a drought — dry , deep , and silent . No one knew how many kilometers she had traveled to get here . No one knew how many rooms her house had back home , whether her fields were still there or had been sold, whether the child 's father was still alive or had left , or if she even had time to eat dinner that evening . All they saw was a silent figure sitting there , so small she almost blended into the wall , but the fear in her heart was as vast as the brightly lit emergency room .

Also in that hospital , I once saw a father standing in front of the cashier 's counter . He was wearing a faded shirt , dark trousers , and muddy plastic sandals . He was short , his shoulders slightly hunched , a hunch not necessarily from age but from years of bending over before life . The cashier handed him a piece of paper . He took it with both hands . The white paper was thin , but it seemed heavy . He looked at the numbers printed on it for a long time .​​​​​​​ It did n't take long to attract attention , but long enough for those standing behind him to understand that a painful calculation was going through his head: what to sell, who to borrow from, who to call , how to explain without embarrassment , how long he could postpone payment, how much he still owed, and how much he needed before people would stop bothering him . He did n't cry . Poor men usually do n't cry in public . They have a different way of crying : their throats tighten , their eyes darken , their hands nervously fold up a piece of paper , make a fuss , tuck it into their pockets , and then turn away very slowly . Perhaps he would walk into the hospital room , smiling at his child , saying , " It 's okay , " " The doctor said everything 's fine , " " I can manage , " while the bill lay pressed against his chest like a burning coal . I 've seen many papers like that . Test results . Referral slips . Commitment letters . Hospital bills . Some papers are silent , yet they represent a lifetime of suffering . Some numbers do n't bleed , yet they cut into the heart like a knife .​

Then one afternoon , in an old apartment building , I met an old woman sitting by the window . The room was n't completely dark , but the light in it was old , yellowish , like ...​​​​​​​​​​​ The light , having faded over the years , was trapped behind a layer of faded silver curtains . On the table lay a bottle of medicated oil , a pair of reading glasses, a glass of cold water , and a few pills still in their blister pack . Against the wall was a wedding photograph . In the picture , the woman was young , her hair neatly styled , her eyes looking straight ahead , beside her stood a thin but well - groomed man . Both stood before a backdrop painted with flowers . Perhaps they too once thought their lives would be long , their children would grow up , their house would be crowded , and meals would be filled with the sound of family calls . Yet that afternoon , the only sounds in the room were the television playing very softly , the fan whirring , and the sound of the grandmother dialing the phone . She opened an old notebook , flipping through the pages , searching for her son 's number . She dialed slowly , one number at a time , her yellow fingernails trembling . The phone rang . On the other end was an unfamiliar voice . She apologized . She pressed the button again . Another mistake . She smiled at me , a faint , fragile smile like a piece of paper left in a drawer : “ I ’m old , my eyesight is poor , my hands are clumsy . ” But I knew it was n’t just her hands that were clumsy . Life had clumsily taken her away too . The city has thousands of phone numbers , thousands of lights , thousands of bells ringing every day , yet an old woman can sit all afternoon just to dial the wrong number . Old age is n’t always about forgetting . In old age , one still remembers all too clearly those who no longer remember them .

Near dawn , in a secluded corner behind the emergency department , I once saw a cleaning lady eating cold rice . She was n't in the dining room , nor did she have a proper table . She sat on a low chair next to the sink , her shirt soaked with sweat , her cracked hands still faintly smelling of floor cleaner . In front of her was a plastic lunchbox containing a small amount of clumped white rice , a few pieces of braised tofu , and a single green vegetable lying motionless like a thread . She ate slowly . Not the slowness of someone at a leisurely pace , but the slowness of someone utterly exhausted ; each bite of rice had to pass through a throat that had stayed awake all night . Not far away, the floor had just been cleaned . A bloodstain had disappeared under the smell of chemicals . Patients passed by , family members passed by , doctors passed by , nurses passed by ; few noticed the person who had just bent down to wipe away the most painful remnants left on the floor . The city has many people who keep it clean , bright, and functioning , but the insignificant ones often fade from common memory very quickly . They are like the low shadows under a lamp : the more necessary they are , the less they are seen .

I began thinking about this book from scenes like these . Not from a grand idea . Not from a theory of urbanism . Not from calls for compassion or serious social critiques . It began with a man sleeping soundly outside the emergency room , a father clutching a hospital bill , an old woman calling her son 's number , a janitor eating cold rice near dawn .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​It starts with small details , so small that if we walk a little faster , talk on the phone a little longer , or are a little more distracted , we 'll miss them . But it 's precisely these small details that matter .​​​​​​ They stayed there for a very long time . They weren't noisy . They did n't demand affection . They just lay there , like a pebble in a shoe , so small yet still causing pain as you walked on .

Seen from afar , the city is always beautiful . Bright lights , tall buildings , cars flowing like a stream , windows flashing in the night like the eyes of a large , sleepless beast . People speak of the city with elegant words : development , opportunity , civilization , convenience . These words ...​​​​​ That 's not wrong . The city has truly sustained so many people . It provides a place for country folk to earn a living , a path for young people to travel further than their parents , a hospital for the sick that 's bigger than their village clinic , a school for children , a corner for street vendors , and hope for a better life for the penniless .​​​​​​​​The city has beautiful mornings , when the sunlight streams through the trees , when the cafes open , when the sound of bamboo brooms sweeping the sidewalks sounds as gentle as a new day . The city has gloomy afternoons with glistening streets , fragrant bakeries , brightly lit bookstores , transparent glass shop windows , and young faces passing by with so many plans . The city is not only cruel . It is also generous in its own way . It opens its doors to many people to enter .​​

But if you look closely , very closely , so close that you can hear the cough behind the wall of a rented room , the sound of slippers being dragged through the hospital corridor , the sound of an empty gas cylinder being kicked into the corner of the kitchen , the sound of broken dishes after a meager meal , the sound of an old woman talking to herself on the television , the sound of a child crying and then stopping on their own because they know no one has the strength to comfort them anymore , you will see that the city has a different face . That face does n't reside on planning maps , in eloquent speeches , or in aerial photographs . It resides in the narrow alleyways .​​​​​​​​​​​ The damp smell of rain , in the stuffy , hot tin-roofed rented room , in the iron fan whirring like the breath of an asthmatic , in the watery soup , in the long - sleeved shirt covering a bruise , in the crutches propped up in the corner of the room , in the red dress of the disabled girl , in the twelve - seater dining table of a villa where only two old people sit opposite each other , in the car parked silently in the basement with a woman crying behind tinted glass . The city , viewed up close , was no longer a single mass of light . It was a myriad of overlapping patches of light and dark , some shimmering , some not . Some places are damp and misty , others smell of perfume , some have a sour , medicinal scent , some have the sound of music , and some have the sound of people swallowing tears .

I wrote this book not to condemn the city . Condemning is too easy . But the city is n't just at fault . The city is like a person : it both nourishes us and hurts us ; it both provides shelter and builds walls ; it both gives us hope and makes us pay the price . The poor come to the city to find a better meal , sometimes sacrificing their health , their youth , and their nights sleeping huddled in cramped rooms .​​​​​​​​​ The rich travel through the city in luxury cars , spacious houses , and private rooms , yet sometimes they still cannot escape loneliness , betrayal , illness , and old age . The sick go to hospitals seeking survival , but there they also face the helplessness of money , family , and their own bodies . The elderly live in apartment buildings .​​​​​​​ Even in crowded cities , one can still find more solitude than in a country house with the sound of roosters crowing and neighbors calling out from behind the fence . Disabled people walk through bustling streets , but the city doesn't always offer them a way out . Families live in houses with locks , curtains , doorbells , and kitchens , but not every house is still a place to return to .

I did n't write this book to recount my suffering either . Recounting suffering , if not done carefully , can easily turn other people 's pain into emotional fodder for the reader . I fear that . I fear those easily shed tears .​​​​​​​​​​​​ I fear the way people view a poor person as a pitiful sight , a disabled person as a role model of resilience , an elderly person as a moral lesson , a broken family as a topic of gossip , and a rich person 's suffering as something to gloat over . Life is not that simple . The poor are not always kind . The rich are not always evil .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The victim does n't always just walk away . The perpetrator is n't any less blameworthy , but behind their actions , they might also lead a life of failure , drunkenness , shame , and foolishness . A mother 's sacrifice is n't always as noble as it seems in books . Sometimes she 's anxious , fearful , calculating , irritable , and then silently sacrifices the best for her child . People in the world are often easily swayed by judgment .​​​​In every human being there is a pitiable part , a regrettable part , a weak and cowardly part , a kind part , a part that wants to live , and a part that is weary . Writing about them , if we only choose to magnify one part , is to impoverish them once more .​​​​​

This book is certainly not written to teach anyone how to be a good person . I am not qualified to stand above the world and lecture . I am merely someone who has walked through a few hospital corridors , a few alleys , a few rooms , a few meals , and a few stories , and seen that there are figures who , if not recorded , will quickly fade away . The city has its own pace . It sweeps people along with work hours , rent , bills , appointments , traffic jams , text messages , phone calls , and urgent tasks . At a rapid pace .​​​​ Oh , so many human lives only appear like fleeting shadows on the roadside : a mother hugging her child under an awning , an old security guard holding a flashlight in the rain , a soaking wet delivery man in front of the hospital gate , a nurse bending down to tie up an elderly patient 's hair , a child breaking a loaf of bread in half , a woman pulling her sleeve to cover a bruise , a father standing silently in front of the hospital bill counter . We see them and then forget .​​​​​​It's not because we're bad . It's because life moves too fast. Because everyone has their own weariness . Because the city teaches people to hurry . But literature , if there 's still a little work to be done , perhaps it 's better to do it slowly , taking those same steps .

I want to preserve a few such figures . Not to erect statues . Not to make them bigger than their lives . Not to transform them into clean symbols of kindness or pain . Just to preserve them like one picks up a small object scattered under a hospital bed : an old slipper , a piece of paper , a handkerchief , a fragment of life still warm from the touch of a hand .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​I want to preserve the image of a person sleeping soundly with both hands still gripping the bag strap . Preserve the hand of a father folding a receipt . Preserve the voice of an old woman apologizing for dialing the wrong number . Preserve the janitor 's cold rice . Preserve the sound of coughing in the rented room . Preserve the red dress of a girl on crutches . Preserve the bruise under her sleeve . Preserve the phone screen lighting up in the dark room . Preserve the extra chairs at the rich man 's dining table . The sounds of ambulance sirens , late - night street vendors , the rain falling on the mountaintop , the opening and closing of hospital doors . These things ...​​​​​​ They are small , but not insignificant . They are where the human element is most clearly revealed .​​​

That person is often not beautiful in the dignified sense . They are dirty , grumpy, ugly, rough, and cracked. They don't speak refined words. They ask , " How much money do we still need ? " , " What will we eat tomorrow?", "What did the doctor say?", "Are you coming home?", "Can we postpone the payment for a few meals ? " , " Do n't hit me in front of me , " " Let me take care of it . " They don't smell pleasant . They have the smell of menthol balm , the smell of sweat from old clothes, the smell of cold porridge , the smell of floor cleaner , the smell of disinfectant, the smell of rain splashing into the rented room . They are not radiant . It flickered faintly , like a yellow lamp at the end of an alley , like a charcoal stove with only a single red ember , like The patient 's eyes gazed out the door , waiting for their family . But it was in that dim light that I saw the strange resilience of the people . There were people who , I thought , were utterly exhausted yet still got up early to go to work . There were people whose brains were numb but still turned to smile at their children . There was an old woman who was forgotten but still cooked a bowl of rice as a habit , waiting for her family to come home . There were disabled people who walked through many pitying glances yet still maintained an upright posture .​​ There are people so poor they have to count every penny , yet they still fill a ladleful of porridge for those who are even more destitute .​​​​ The child has never been taught philosophy of life , yet knows how to split a loaf of bread in half .

I 've always thought: true kindness in life is usually quiet . It does n't use loudspeakers . It does n't hang up slogans . It does n't stand in the middle of a stage . It happens in hidden corners , in small gestures so insignificant that they are easily overlooked . A neighbor knocks on the door because the old lady has n't turned on the lights for several days . A motorbike taxi driver does n't take the fare because he sees the child has a high fever . A young nurse pulls the blanket over an elderly patient . A security guard shows a patient 's family a place to sleep for the night . A porridge vendor records debts with an old pen , without asking when they will be repaid . These things do n't change the structure of the city . They do n't eliminate poverty . They do n't cure disease . They do n't restore youth . They do n't reunite broken families . But they prevent those in pain from feeling completely abandoned .​​​​​​​​​​​​​But in the most desperate moments , knowing that you have n't been completely abandoned is a kind of medicine in itself .​​​​​​​​​​​​

This book , therefore , will not seek out extraordinary people . It seeks out very ordinary people . So ordinary that we can meet them often .​​​​ At the hospital gate , in the apartment building elevator , outside at the late -night market , under the rain-soaked awning , at the roadside eatery , in the room next door to mine . I want to write about them in a low , slow , close voice, enough to hear the sounds of life stirring in each object : the plastic chair , the nylon bag , the old sandals , the empty gas cylinder , the receipt , the aluminum rice bowl , the bottle of medicated oil , the long - sleeved shirt , the hair tie , the loaf of bread . The belongings of the poor often carry many memories . The belongings of the elderly often carry many expectations . Hospital belongings often carry many fears . The belongings of the wealthy often hold many empty spaces . If you look closely , each small object can open up a person 's life .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

Someone might ask : what 's the point of writing about these sad stories when life is already sad enough ? I used to ask myself that question too . But then I thought , sadness that is seen kindly does n't make life heavier . It makes us less indifferent . It 's a pain that 's forgotten that truly chills a person .​​​​​​​​ When we see a mother sitting silently outside an emergency room , we ca n't solve her child 's illness , but we learn how to walk more quietly through someone else 's fear . When we see a father frantically trying to pay a bill , we ca n't pay it , but we understand that behind each number is a family in turmoil . When we hear an old woman mistakenly calling her son 's number , we might remember to call our own parents before silence becomes a habit .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​When we see a sanitation worker eating cold rice near dawn , we know to bow our heads before the silent work that keeps life clean . Literature cannot replace food , clothing , medicine , laws , or policies . But literature can keep the reader 's heart aching . And sometimes , a genuine pang is the starting point of a different way of life .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

I do n't expect readers to rush through this book with a heavy heart . Nor do I expect anyone to finish reading and then claim to have " fully understood " the poor , the sick , the elderly , the disabled , those in broken marriages , or the lonely rich . No one understands anyone so easily .​​​​​​​​​​ I only hope that when passing by a hospital corridor , a boarding house , a cashier 's counter , a high staircase with no wheelchair access , an old apartment building with the smell of oil and wind , a child sitting excessively still during a family meal , the reader will pause for a moment . Pause not to pity . Pause to see .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​I see that beneath the dust of the city streets , people are still living with so much silent suffering . I see that everyone has a hidden part , a crack , a dark room . I see that the lives of small people are not small at all in their own pain .​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

A city is always beautiful when seen from afar . But this book asks to be seen up close . Up close , a trembling hand . Up close , a sitting nap . Up close , a hastily covered bruise . Up close , an empty chair at the dining table . Up close , a pile of cold rice . Up close , a yellow lamp at the end of an alley . Up close , to know that a city is not just bright windows , wide streets , and signs hanging high above people 's heads .​​ It also has rooms so dark that one has to whisper to hear their own pain . And in those rooms , the part of the person still trembles , still clings , still loves , still waits , still shines little by little , weak yet persistent like a spark hidden in the ashes .​​​​​​​​​

I wrote this book because of those sparks . Because of a few figures that the city streets often pass by too quickly. Because of those whose names are not on any signboards , who do not appear in the city 's beautiful pictures , who are not recognized by anyone , but who have Silently , they carry on their shoulders a very real part of life . I do n't know how long this book will last . But at least , in these pages , they will be able to sit still for a while , be called by name for a while , be looked at without haste , be in pain without being turned into a pitiful spectacle , be poor without being stripped of their dignity , be weak without being considered useless , be lonely yet still have a place in the reader 's memory .​​​​​​

Who knows , after reading these pages , on some rainy night , when you see a single yellow lamp still burning at the end of the alley , you might understand that the city , though vast , though cold , though burdening people with countless worries , still allows people to keep a little light for each other . Just a little . But in many long nights , a little light is enough for people to keep going .​​​
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​PART ONE — CORRUGATED ROOF , ELECTRICAL WIRES , THE SMELL OF STICKY RICE

[image: ]


The city is seen from the perspective of people who rent by the month but endure hardship by the day .

The first part of this passage does n't venture onto brightly lit avenues , does n't look up at glass buildings, doesn't stand under colorful billboards to speak of the city as a dream of a changing world . It bows down . Bows down to the low corrugated iron roofs , the cramped rooms at the end of alleys , the stuffy attics , the narrow iron staircases so small that two people have to lean their shoulders to pass each other . It sees the city from a place where people rent by the month and endure day by day ; From the place where a family of four lives in a room of just over ten square meters ; from the place where the old fan spins all night but the wind still blows tirelessly ; from the place where the mini gas stove sits next to the water barrel , next to the bag of rice , next to a few pairs of plastic slippers on the ground ; from the place where the electric cooker turns on with a dry, crackling sound and emits a very faint burnt smell , a smell that , just by catching a whiff , tells you that someone in the house will be grumpy tonight .

In the lodging houses​ Ah , the city has no appearance of prosperity . It smells of damp mats , the smell of workers' clothes not yet dry , the mist of rainwater in the sewers , the smell of burnt fish , the smell of menthol balm rubbed on the backs of old people , the smell of sweat from children sleeping at noon in a hot room . There was the sound of slippers dragging on the floor , the creaking of iron doors opening and closing , the clanging of pots and pans in the communal kitchen , the cries of children demanding milk , the woman calling her husband home for dinner , the man coughing in the hallway and spitting down the drain , the landlord knocking on the door to remind them of the rent in a voice that was n't loud but made the whole room seem smaller . As night falls , while the city outside is still brightly lit, the lights in the rented room dim , casting long, mottled shadows on the walls . The crows still spin, mosquitoes still buzz , and the worries of the end of the month lie silently on each face like a layer of dust that cannot be brushed away .

Poverty here is n't a concept . Poverty is a gas cylinder that feels incredibly light when lifted . Poverty is a packet of instant noodles divided in half between two children . Poverty is a person silently counting loose change under a light bulb , counting it over and over again as if each time they count , the money will grow thicker . Poverty is not having enough money to buy a child 's school uniform , it 's the utility bill stuck in the door crack , it 's a phone with a cracked screen that still needs to be used because you can still hear calls from the factory , from the hospital , from home . Being poor means enduring even minor illnesses , applying painkillers for backaches , taking over - the - counter medicine for fevers , and saying "it's probably just the weather" even if you've had a cough for a whole month , because going to the doctor costs a day 's wages , a day 's wages means losing rent , and losing rent means having to bow your head to the landlord .

Poverty in the city does n't just leave people without money . It leaves them without space . There 's no space to get angry properly , because even a slight outburst will be heard by the children . There 's no space to love properly , because husband and wife lie less than an arm 's length apart , yet each person 's mind is filled with bills . There 's no space to get sick , because the bed is too small , the money is gone , and loved ones are tired .​​​​ There was no room to save face , because every argument leaked through the thin walls , every sigh echoed into the next room , every humiliation was heard by the neighbors before one could even swallow it down . In the boarding house , life did n't have many closed doors . People lived so close together , so poverty was also very close to them .​

On some afternoons, the sound of rain pounding on the corrugated iron roof was like someone scattering rice into the sky . The iron , hot during the day, meeting the rainwater , gave off a slightly pungent smell , mixed with the smell of road dust , hastily dried clothes , and rice boiling over . Water flowed in streams outside the porch , overflowing onto slippers, basins, and makeshift wooden supports . People inside pulled their belongings to higher ground , used pots and pans to catch the leaks , and used towels to block the gaps in the door . A child who likes rain will giggle for a moment , then fall silent when they see their mother frowning at the pile of clothes that are n't dry yet . For those with spacious houses , rain is poetry . For those living in rented rooms , rain is ...​ It's dampness , fever , smelly clothes , a flooded commute home in the morning , a night spent sleeping curled up listening to the creaking of the corrugated iron roof like an old animal being awakened .

This part requires a slow , deliberate exploration of these scenes . No rushing to pity , no rushing to blame , no rushing to conclusions . Just observe . Observe the low mezzanine where the man has to bend down to change his clothes . Observe the baby sleeping under the sewing machine , next to tiny slippers and a spool of thread . Observe the woman washing vegetables under the communal tap , her hands simultaneously calculating whether she should borrow more money tomorrow . Observe the unemployed husband sitting outside , his eyes glued to his phone screen , but not actually reading anything . Seeing the old woman who came from the countryside to look after her grandchildren , sleeping on a mat right next to the kitchen , her back aching but not daring to complain because her children had already taken care of her . It was quite a feast . Looking at the meal with three salted braised eggs for four people , everyone was taking their food slowly so that others would think they were already full .

Here , suffering does n't need to be escalated into a grand tragedy . It 's already present in small things . A chipped cup . A damp mat . A fan that wo n't turn unless you start it manually . A clothesline hanging down . A burnt electrical outlet . A pair of sandals with broken straps tied with wire . A promissory note clipped to a child 's school notebook . These things ...​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​ Well , put it in the right place , and you'll hear more than you can imagine. Because poor people rarely have the time to sit and tell their troubles in a complete sentence . They live it . They wake up in the morning , get dressed and go to work . In the evening , they take off their clothes , cook dinner , comfort their children , reply to debt collection messages , listen to neighbors arguing , and then sleep . They sleep lightly. They sleep as if to get through tomorrow.

The opening section is the background soundscape of the entire book . Coughing in the dorm room will still echo through the hospital corridor . The sound of slippers will linger all the way to the nursing home . The sound of the electric stove will return during cold meals after the night shift . Arguments over electricity bills will transform into the sound of breaking dishes in chapters about broken families .​​​​​​​​​​​​ The smell of burnt rice , the smell of damp mats , the smell of menthol balm , the smell of rain on the mountainside will follow the reader like the smells of real life : not fragrant , not clean , not beautiful in a decorative way , but enduring , familiar , and unforgettable .

In this city , viewed from the perspective of those who rent by the month , it 's no longer a city of advertising . It 's a place where every square meter is expensive , every night 's sleep is fragmented , and every month has a deadline hanging over you . But it was also in that very place , amidst the cramped , hot , and impoverished conditions , that people still raised their children , still sent money back home , still mended clothes , still cooked fish, still saved the best portions for the sick , still shared a fan on hot nights , and still asked the next room , " Do you have any rice ? Let me have some . " " A bowl of rice cooked for the little one to eat . " Poverty wears people down , but it does n't necessarily extinguish their humanity . And this book begins there : from a low tin roof , a tangled electrical wire , a burnt rice pot , a cramped room , and the lives of people struggling to survive another day without losing their hearts .​​
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​Chapter 1. The rented room has three hours of singing .
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The room was nestled at the end of a small alley , a winding alley like a tangled thread behind the city . During the day , people easily overlooked it as they passed by . At the entrance were a grocery store , a bread cart , a sugarcane juice stall , a few motorcycles parked haphazardly , and some electrical wires hanging down like dry tree roots . Further inside , the light gradually faded . The sounds of cars on the main road were muffled by old walls , low awnings , and faded tarpaulins , echoing only as a distant , monotonous sound , like the sound of old waves .​​​​​​​​​​

The room at the end of the row of rented rooms was about twelve or thirteen square meters . In numbers , it was an area . In terms of life , it was a house , a kitchen , a sleeping place , a storage room , a sickroom , a place to argue , make up, count money , hide tears , soothe children , hang clothes to dry , dry towels , take medicine , turn over , and endure . A small room like that had to accommodate three generations : an old grandmother from the countryside looking after her grandchildren , a married couple , and ... The six - year -old boy has had asthma since he was little . Five people , if you include the coughing fits . Because in that room , the sound of coughing seemed to have its own identity , its own place , its own time of day , its own way of startling people in the middle of the night .

The low corrugated iron roof blocked out the midday sun , making the whole room seem ... It was placed inside an overturned pot . Hot air pressed down from above , from the walls, and from the basement floor , swirling around without escaping . An old iron fan sat in the corner of the room; several of its bars were bent , and each time it turned , it rattled and clattered like an old person grinding their teeth in their sleep . The fan ran all night , but the breeze was n't cool enough , just enough to make the old calendar pages on the wall flutter slightly , and enough to make the thin curtain hanging in the mezzanine move as if someone were breathing behind it .

On the floor lay a faded straw mat , its surface glistening with sweat . In one corner of the room was a mini gas stove , next to a bag of rice tied with a rubber band , a dented aluminum pot , a few ceramic bowls , a plastic basin , a bottle of fish sauce , a jar of menthol balm , and a half - empty medicine box . On the clothesline across the room hung the husband 's blue shirt , the wife 's faded T - shirt , tiny children 's clothes , a face towel , socks , and the grandmother 's traditional Vietnamese blouse . There were n't many items , but because the room was so cramped , everything looked ...​ Touching someone else 's breath . Opening the door means bumping into the bed . Sitting up means bumping the clothesline . Turning over a little means the basin under the bed rolls over . People in the room have to learn to walk and speak softly , even their sadness has to be kept quiet .​​​​​​​​​​

Nights in the boarding house were never truly quiet . It only shifted from the daytime noise to a silent , rumbling . In the hallway , there were occasional sounds of slippers dragging across the pavement , someone turning on the communal water tap , the creaking of iron doors , children crying and then stopping , a man in the next room coughing , and a cat jumping across the corrugated iron roof , creating a dry , jarring crash throughout the row of boarding houses . Further away were the sounds of motorbikes on the street , sometimes near , sometimes far, the barking of dogs , the sound of light rain if it was the rainy season , the sound of wind blowing through the gaps in the corrugated iron roof , sounding like someone sighing on the roof .

But the clearest sounds in the last room of the row were three coughs .

The first cough came from my grandmother . Her name was Tu , and she was from the countryside , having come to the city to look after me for almost three years . She was over sixty but looked older than her age ; her back was slightly hunched , her hair was sparse and gray , and her face was dark and wrinkled like a dried betel nut . In the countryside , she used to work in the fields , mow grass , raise pigs , go to the market early in the morning , carry water , and dry rice . In the city , her heaviest burden was no longer carrying water , but the burden of time : waking up in the morning to cook , taking her grandchild to kindergarten, picking him up , feeding him , bathing him , looking after him while his parents worked overtime , and waking up at night to massage his back when he had an asthma attack . She had been coughing for a long time . A dry cough, a series of short coughs . Each time she coughed , she covered her mouth with a handkerchief , turned her face to the wall , and tried to suppress the sound of her cough .

Her cough sounded old. It wasn't violent . It was dry , detached , weary , like the sound of bamboo leaves rustling in the wind at the end of the dry season . Each time she coughed , her wife lying beneath her would stir slightly . No one said anything . Saying anything would only add to the worry . In this room, the illnesses of the elderly were usually referred to with a few casual words : " probably a cold , " " probably a stomach ache , " " probably a mild cough , " " drinking warm water will cure it . " Poor people often give their illnesses mild names so that the disease does n't become expensive to treat .​​​​

The second cough was from the husband . His name was Lam, thirty- six years old , from Central Vietnam, working as a laborer for a construction team . He was thin but broad - shouldered , dark -skinned, with thick hands and fingernails
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