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About the Author

Eileen Chang was born in 1920 in Shanghai to an aristocratic family and educated in both Chinese and English from an early age. Her flamboyant mother spent extended periods in Europe, leaving Eileen and her younger brother in the care of their opium-addicted father throughout much of their childhood. Two volumes, published when Chang was not yet twenty-five, established her as a literary sensation: Romances, a collection of short fiction, and Written on Water, a book of essays; these were to be followed by novels including Love in a Fallen City. From 1955, Chang lived in the United States, dying quietly in her apartment in West Los Angeles in 1995.
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Pan Ruliang, when he was studying, had a bad habit: The pencil in his hand would not stay still – it was always making a little doodle of a person, right there in the margins of his book. He’d never studied drawing and it didn’t interest him much, but the moment his pencil touched paper, a line would start bending around, all on its own, sketching a face in profile. Always the same face, always facing left, a profile he’d been drawing since he was little, he knew it so well it flowed right out. He could draw it with his eyes closed, he could draw it with his left hand, in which case there’d be one difference only: the profile he drew with his right hand was rounder and smoother, the one drawn by his left was more jagged, the points sharper and hollows deeper – a picture of the same person looking thin, after a serious illness of some sort.

No hair, no eyebrows, no eyes, just a line running from the top of the forehead to the underside of the jaw, a simple line really, but you could tell it wasn’t a Chinese face – the nose pushed out a bit too much. Ruliang, like the good boy that he was, loved his country, but his countrymen didn’t impress him overmuch. All the Westerners he knew were movie stars, or the sparkling, debonair mo-de-el who graced cigarette or soap advertisements; the Chinese people he knew were his father, his mother, his brothers and sisters. His father was not a bad man, out working all day long, at his store: Ruliang saw him so seldom, it couldn’t amount to actual repugnance. But his father, after dinner, would sit in the living room, drinking on his own, with a side of fried peanuts, and then his face would turn all red and shiny and oily, just like a typical small-shop boss. He did run a shop that specialized in pickles and fermented sauces, and in that sense was in fact a shop boss, but still … seeing as the man was his own father, he ought be an exception to the type.

It wasn’t the drinking – Ruliang had no problem with that. Someone who’s been dealt a great blow, be it in love or at work, can stumble into a liquor-lined bar, groping the walls as he goes, then climb onto a stool and call out hoarsely: ‘Whiskey, hold the soda.’ He can sink into a daze, head braced in hands, with one clump of hair dripping sadly into eyes that stare unblinking, utterly vacant … all of that makes good sense and deserves sympathy. Drinking too much is not good, to be sure, but when it’s done like that, it has to count as a classy case of degeneracy.

His father, on the other hand, had this miserable way of pouring his warmed-up rice wine out of a tin kettle into a teacup with a broken-off handle, and then, sitting with Ruliang’s mother while she settled the day’s accounts, he’d drink while they chattered, he going on about his things, she about hers, neither one heeding the other. And if he noticed the kids hankering for something to eat, he’d dole out, sometimes, a few peanuts each.

His mother, per usual in such a case, was a piteous woman who’d never received any education and, crushed by the oppression of old social norms, had sacrificed her entire life’s happiness. She loved her son dearly but had no way to understand him; the only thing she knew how to do was cook for him, urge him to eat more, then tearfully see him off at the door, her thin, wispy white hair ruffling up in the bleak breeze.

The only problem was that Ruliang’s mother’s hair was not white, at least not yet, and if she did get a white hair or two, she plucked it right out. And you never saw her crying when she was frustrated; instead, you saw her turning on the children until they started crying. She filled her spare time by listening to Shaoxing folk opera or clacking away at mah-jongg.

Ruliang’s two elder sisters, like him, were in college. They wore face powder and rouge and were not particularly good-looking yet refused to accept the obvious. Ruliang rejected any woman of his elder sisters’ sort.

But it was his younger brothers and sisters who were the most annoying: all those dirty, useless, disobedient, utterly childish children. The simple fact of their existence was what made his parents and elder sisters go on lumping him with them every time they forgot he was already grown up, which was the primary thing behind his pain and distress.

He never opened his mouth at home. He was a solitary observer, looking at them with cold eyes, and the immensity of his contempt and indifference turned his eyes light blue, the greenish blue of a pebble, or someone’s shadow on the morning frost.

But nobody noticed. His disapproval did not cause anyone discomfort. He was not a person of much consequence.

Ruliang spent almost no time at home. When his classes were over, he went to a language school to study German, partly because he was studying medicine, for which German would be helpful, but also to avoid having dinner with his family – night-school classes ran from seven to eight thirty. Today, for instance, it wasn’t yet six thirty, and already he was in the student lounge, sitting close to the charcoal brazier and looking over his homework.

A handful of magazines and newspapers lay strewn across a long countertop, and on the other side, hidden by a newspaper, sat someone who surely was not a student – since even the most advanced wouldn’t have been up to reading a German newspaper. The red nail polish on the fingers holding the paper was cracked and peeling. It must be the typist who worked in the school director’s office, he decided. The woman put the paper down, turned the page, folded it, and leaned over the counter to continue reading. A thick spill of curly yellow hair hung down; her coat, made of light wool in a narrow plaid, had a green pocket-handkerchief that went nicely with her green blouse.

Her upper body now cast a shadow across the paper. Furrowing her brows, she turned sideways to get better light. When she turned her face away, Ruliang was shocked: She had the exact same profile he’d been sketching here, there, everywhere since he was little, the only profile he knew how to draw – it was unmistakable, that line running from the top of the forehead to the underside of the jaw. No wonder he’d thought that the Russian woman he’d seen when he was registering for class looked somehow familiar. It had never occurred to him that the face he’d been drawing belonged to a woman – and a beautiful woman no less. The line that ran from the top edge of her upper lip to the base of her nose was a bit too short – a sign, people said, that a person wouldn’t live long. The winsome charm of a woman destined not to live long wasn’t something Ruliang had ever mused over, but he could feel right away how the brevity of that line suffused her face with childlike beauty. Her hair was not exuberantly yellow; sunbeams would be needed, probably, to make it the genuinely golden blond of Mother Mary. But it was the diaphanous quality of her hair at the temples and in the eyebrows that made her profile stand out so clearly. A marvelous feeling of joy rose up in his heart: it was as if he’d created, with his own hands, this entire person. She was his; whether or not he liked her wasn’t even a question for him, because she was part of himself. It was as if he could just walk over and say, ‘Oh, it’s you! You are mine, didn’t you know?’ Then gently pluck her head off and press it into his book.

She seemed to have noticed the dazed way he was looking at her. Ruliang hurriedly dropped his gaze and looked at his book. The upper margins of those pages, on the left and on the right, every corner was filled with that face drawn in profile: he couldn’t let her see it, or surely she’d think it was her face he’d been drawing! Ruliang grabbed a pencil and started scribbling, urgently, over the faces, but the scritch-scratch he was making only drew her attention. She leaned over, took a good look, and smiled. ‘That looks right, it really does look like me.’

Ruliang mumbled something indistinct and the pencil in his hand went on storming across the page, scribbling and scribbling until a good half of it was blacked out.

She reached over and pulled the book toward her with a smile. ‘Let me have a look. I wouldn’t have known how I look from the side if I hadn’t had some photos taken the other day and one was a profile pose. That’s why I could see right away that it’s a sketch of me. It’s a nice sketch, but why aren’t the eyes and mouth drawn in?’

Ruliang couldn’t figure out how to tell her that he couldn’t draw eyes and a mouth, couldn’t draw anything except this one profile. When she looked at him and saw how embarrassed he was, she thought it was because he wasn’t used to speaking English and couldn’t formulate a response. To keep things going, she changed the question: ‘It’s really cold today – did you come by bicycle?’

Ruliang nodded. ‘Yes. It will be even colder tonight, after class ends.’

‘That’s right. Doesn’t sound fun at all. Who is your teacher here?’

‘Schmidt.’

‘Is he a good teacher?’

Ruliang nodded again. ‘But,’ he said, ‘the class is too slow and I get bored.’

‘Yes, but he doesn’t have much choice. The students are at different levels, and some can’t keep up.’

‘That’s the trouble with group classes. It’s not as good as having a private tutor.’

Using one hand to



























































































































Brief ENCOUNTERS

Short books. Timeless stories.

Louisa May Alcott

Behind a Mask

Margery Allingham

The Case of the Late Pig

Margaret Atwood

Significant Moments

Jane Austen

Lady Susan

J. G. Ballard

Venus Smiles

Simone de Beauvoir

Woman of Genius

Ingmar Bergman

Sunday’s Children

Roberto Bolaño

Distant Star

Jorge Luis Borges

The Book of Imaginary Beings

Richard Brautigan

In Watermelon Sugar

Mikhail Bulgakov

The Fatal Eggs

Toni Cade Bambara

First Light

Italo Calvino

The Castle of Crossed Destinies

Angela Carter

A Souvenir of Japan

Vera Caspary

Laura

Eileen Chang

Young at the Time

Colette

The Cat

Arthur Conan Doyle

The Parasite

Anita Desai

Fire on the Mountain

Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins

The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices

Fyodor Dostoevsky

A Gentle Spirit and A Faint Heart

Fumiko Enchi

Masks

F. Scott Fitzgerald

The Curious Case of Benjamin Button

Graham Greene

The Third Man

Jacqueline Harpman

We Were Forbidden

Ernest Hemingway

The Old Man and the Sea

Bohumil Hrabal

Dancing Lessons for the Advanced in Age

Aldous Huxley

Ape and Essence

Christopher Isherwood

Sally Bowles

James Joyce

The Dead

Franz Kafka

Mouse Folk

Yasunari Kawabata

The Master of Go

Nella Larsen

Passing

Halldór Laxness

A Parish Chronicle

Ursula K. Le Guin

Paradises Lost

H. P. Lovecraft

The Dunwich Horror

Herman Melville

Bartleby, the Scrivener

Toni Morrison

Recitatif

Haruki Murakami

Pinball, 1973

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o

Fighters and Martyrs

Georges Perec

Things

José Saramago

Cain

Mary Shelley

The Invisible Girl

Natsume Sōseki

An Undesirable Friend

Gertrude Stein

Tender Buttons

Bram Stoker

Dracula’s Guest

Dylan Thomas

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog

Kurt Vonnegut

Monkey Business

Edith Wharton

Bewitched

Virginia Woolf

Kew Gardens

Richard Wright

Down by the Riverside

Yi Mun-yol

The Poet




[image: Vintage Books]


Read Boldly. Think Differently.

Continue the conversation:

Twitter: @vintagebooks

Instagram: @vintagebooks

TikTok: @vintageukbooks

Facebook: @vintagebooks

Sign up for the Vintage Newsletter to hear more about Vintage books.

www.vintage-books.co.uk

World-class writing. Beautiful design. Ideas that matter.






VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
This edition published in Vintage Classics in 2026
‘Young at the Time’ first published in 2004
‘Blossoms Afloat, Flowers Adrift’ first published in 1978
‘Those Old Schoolmates They’re All Quite Classy Now’ first published in 2004

Copyright © Eileen Chang, 1944, 1963, 1978
Translation copyright © Karen S. Kingsbury and Jie Zhang, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover illustration © Lea Woo

ISBN: 978-1-529-98598-6

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Vintage

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/banner_large.png
IJ
I\





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png
Brief ENCOUNTERS
VINTAGE CLASSICS





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


