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Translator’s Note


“Hard work” can mean many different things. A job might be technically or physically hard to do. One can work hard at something—to learn a skill, to improve in a certain way, or to make amends. A colleague might feel a lot like hard work. Hu Anyan shares his own experiences with all kinds of hard work in his candid, searching memoir, which traces his changing relationship to labor and creativity, as he learns how to make space for both to coexist in his life. The struggles and realizations he has along the way feel familiar to me as a translator, despite my work being a far cry from that of a delivery guy or parcel sorter.

I’d like to briefly explain a few aspects of this translated text, to give some insight into why this version of Hu’s memoir reads the way it does. This translation is based on one Mandarin Chinese version of the book—there are a few in total—and includes short passages written exclusively for the English publication. Any other slight deviations from the Chinese editions are the result of editorial choices made in the interest of rhythmic and narrative flow.

A term that is repeated in the book and does not really evoke in English an accurate idea of the city spaces that comprise Hu’s delivery rounds is “neighborhood.” These residential developments, known in Chinese as xiaoqu (lit. “small district”), are walled, often gated communities that contain groups of six-story walk-ups or, in newer complexes, possibly tens of high-rise apartment buildings each housing thousands of people. These neighborhoods sometimes verge on being separate ecosystems, with little gardens, playgrounds and schools for children, stores and restaurants, clinics.

Here I will address the system of naming that I used for them in the book, if I can call it a “system” at all, since the approach is fairly unscientific and inconsistent. Any of the neighborhoods, with an existing English translation I could locate online, are given those same names here. For the rest, I had three considerations in mind: 1) readers unfamiliar with Chinese might struggle to parse and pronounce long strands or dense clusters of pinyin, the official phonetic romanization for Chinese characters; 2) keeping some remnant of the Chinese names in the English translations should create a stronger sense of place than otherwise and also means that readers who know Chinese and, in particular know Beijing well, might be able to better situate the story; 3) the language of real estate can be quite bombastic and ostentatious when it wants to be, so why shouldn’t these translations be, too? I hope the names based on these considerations will feel authentic and realistic to readers.







1
My Year of Night Shifts in a Logistics Warehouse



I say a year, but really, I was at D Company for just over ten months. I joined on May 12, on the ninth anniversary of the Wenchuan earthquake. My job was package handler at a hub in Shunde District, in Foshan, which at the time was the largest distribution center in the country. I only learned this after I left. Though the scale shocked me while I was there, I never really cared where the warehouse ranked nationally.

The distribution center was in a logistics park along with centers for JD.com, Vipshop, and BEST Express. I worked the night shift, from seven in the evening until seven the next morning. I had four days off a month. Almost everyone there worked nights, since sorting didn’t happen during the day. The basic requirement for the job was to be able to read the addresses on labels. Nobody ever asked to see my diploma, but for sure there were people from back home that this would have disqualified.

The interview was a mere formality; the reality was they wouldn’t turn anyone away who was willing to complete a three-day unpaid trial. This must have violated labor laws, but I asked around and apparently all the enterprises in the logistics park operated the same way. If you couldn’t accept it, you had to look for work elsewhere.

Practically speaking, the trial was kind of necessary. A lot of first timers would otherwise not have known where to start. It was a chance for employer and employee to come to a mutual understanding. So far as I could tell, it also tended to cut numbers by more than half. Some people stuck it out for barely two hours before giving up. So, the least the company could have done was compensate anyone who still reported for duty after those three days.

The company wasn’t devoid of humanity, though: Many people who moved to the area specially for work brought very little with them, so the employer made sure to grant half a month’s salary at the end of the first twenty days for them to buy essentials. Otherwise, payday wasn’t until the fifteenth of the following month.

The transfer center resembled a large pier. We worked on a yard-high cement platform, which we called the sorting floor. It was the length of eight, maybe ten, soccer fields and had an enormous steel roof overhead. All along both sides of it, there were loading and unloading docks, each of them numbered, and row upon row of trucks parked with their rears to the platform and their cargo doors open. I was welcomed onto the sorting floor each evening by a constant rumbling sound, low and heavy, like distant thunder: the sound of a hundred-plus forklifts rolling across the ground in unison. These forklifts were like worker ants unloading huge sacks of packages from trucks for delivery to the various sorting teams and carrying the sorted cargo to the corresponding loading dock.

I was assigned to a “small items” team, whose job it was to sort and repack parcels, as they arrived, according to destination. I mostly enjoyed the work: There was no need for talking, no need to use my brain, I just rolled up my sleeves and got on with it.

Since this was Guangdong, summer lasted for three-quarters of the year. In the day, the sun baked down on the metal roof until it was scorching hot, and the evenings were not that much cooler. Often, sweat was dripping down my back within the first two hours of a shift and would not stop dripping until the next morning. I eventually bought a three-liter flask for water that I finished every night, but I sweated so much I never once needed to pee while on shift.

For my trial I was put on unpacking, the most tiring of the roles. The parcels sent over from the service point arrived in large polypropylene bags that it was our team’s task to open and empty onto the sorting floor, where we organized and rebagged them. Unpacking was the tearing-the-bags-open-and-tipping-out-the-contents part. The bags varied in weight, with some parcels weighing only several pounds, and the heaviest up to ten times that. If our shifts had been shorter, then I’m sure most people could have coped, but at the end of the night we all eventually started to lag; this was why unpacking was the one job that women weren’t allowed to do.

In fact, it was a compulsory part of the training for every man, whereas the women went straight to repacking. It was only by going through the toughest tasks that the company and the candidate could know with enough certainty whether they were a good match, and therefore reduce the likelihood of “breaking up” over a misunderstanding later. Those few days of the trial period really were the hardest, since the body hadn’t adjusted to the new work and its intensity yet. Unfamiliar movement causes extra fatigue anyway, which was partly why so many people called it after only a couple hours. But if you could hang in there long enough, eventually the workload would start to feel more manageable.

I remember an older woman during her trial, she seemed to have no problem with the toil, but left suddenly at midnight. I heard later that she couldn’t read, so the foreman had talked her into quitting. She can’t have been illiterate, I don’t think, otherwise she wouldn’t have managed those first hours without a mistake. She must have recognized some characters and asked team members for help with the rest, which will have put enough fear into her teammates that they decided to tell the foreman. She only had to mislabel one bag and all those parcels would have been sent to the wrong city, and everybody in the team would have had money docked from their pay.

We worked twelve hours every day, with a half-hour break for dinner, starting from nine, after we’d been there for two hours already. Then from ten in the evening until five in the morning was nonstop grind, followed by the slower final couple hours of the shift.

The yard had two canteens run by two different contractors, each selling different styles of food. We spooned out the dishes ourselves, like it was self-service, and paid according to weight. But there was unlimited free rice. Anyone wanting to save money filled up on bowls of it and had only a little of the other dishes. The prices were reasonable, in all fairness, and the canteens were mostly clean. After eating, we worked nine and a half hours altogether without a snack break. Some people brought in their own bread or crackers and scarfed them in a spare moment around midnight. Others had gotten used to not eating at all for ten hours straight. I would take in crackers myself, and on the days I forgot to, I could hear my stomach grumble.

I remember my first night there. No one told me the schedule, so I had dinner before turning up. When nine o’clock came around and everybody went to eat, I had no appetite and skipped the chance for a substantial meal, assuming there would be food later on. Little did I know I’d have to keep going for the next half night with only water to fuel me. By the end of the shift, I was so hungry my head was spinning. Weight loss was par for the course for new workers. I had one colleague who joined a few days after me and dropped from 180 pounds to 130 in only three months. I wasn’t exactly fat before starting, but some months in I’d lost a dozen pounds.

I soon discovered that most people who worked there weren’t big talkers or there to make friends. They reminded me of quiet old farmers—even if they weren’t very old—they just had the same indifferent, guarded way about them with strangers. Happily, I’m not a fan of chitchat either, so everyone working with their mouths shut was fine by me, I felt comfortable in that environment. But when I asked for guidance, they always giggled shyly before awkwardly giving an answer—they weren’t arrogant though, just quiet types.

We had a regular meeting every morning before clocking off, when the foremen and manager summed up the night’s work and any issues that had come up. They spoke for three minutes, if that. There was also a brief huddle before the shift started, for setting priorities or discussing any matters that needed attention. It was tedious, but over quickly. I normally didn’t listen. After all, talk does not a revolution make.

When I completed my trial, an assistant foreman, a short guy, pulled me aside for a chat. Our team had one main and three assistant foremen then, and above all of them a manager in charge of admin. This guy told me that although the probationary period wasn’t paid, he would make it up by giving me three extra days of vacation. This was back when we didn’t need to punch in. I was pleased to hear this, of course. But it wasn’t even a month before the same guy had a dispute with the other foremen and quit. No one mentioned those paid days off ever again.

D Company had its core business in logistics, but in 2013 it had also rolled out an express delivery service that hadn’t developed like hoped, and when I joined in 2017 it only had a negligible share of the market. Unfortunately, this did not translate to an easier time for those of us who handled its parcels. Staffing had a direct correlation with workload, and capitalists aren’t known for sympathizing with slackers.

In my first months there, I rotated between unpacking and packing. There were four roles in our team: The unpackers worked in sync with labeling, and shelving worked alongside packing. The unpackers emptied the giant sacks of parcels onto the sorting floor and the labelers scanned the barcodes on the order form, writing the destination postal code for each parcel on its front in pen. Then the marked parcels were passed down the line into the packing area, where the shelvers put them into the various shelves based on destination. The packers would then bag each shelf of parcels individually and carry the labeled bags onto the forklift to be taken to the loading bay. In terms of intensity, labeling was the lightest work and was often done by women.

At the end of the shift, everyone went to eat breakfast. To us, this was really our dinner, the second of the two meals we had each day. Then we returned to our dorms to wash ourselves and our clothes. The uniform proved impossible to ever get fully clean. We lifted and moved goods for hours on end—grease and oil stains were inevitable. Plus, it was easy to convince ourselves when we were already tired that we didn’t need to make sure our clothes were pristine. They were only going to get dirty again the next day. With good-quality stain remover the price it was, if we did attempt to clean them, we settled for a bar of soap. But this wouldn’t get rid of the strong odor of sweat that lingered even after air-drying. Doing this type of work though, people naturally stopped caring.



Anyway, it was sleep that caused the most problems—not everyone adapted well to the upside-down schedule. My first few months there, I would be too exhausted to function by four or five o’clock every morning. If I only lay down, I would nod off in seconds; and if lying down wasn’t possible, then I might still drop off at any moment. Sometimes, I would black out as if I was about to lose consciousness before jolting awake again, instantly, and grabbing at whatever was nearby to hold me upright. I was like the walking dead—a thousand-yard stare and a foggy mind, and no idea what I had been doing only a second earlier. I mixed up two labels when I was in this state: stuck a Beijing label on a package meant for Chongqing, and the Chongqing label on the Beijing package. Luckily, the mistake was spotted, and the parcels were brought back before they had been loaded onto the trucks. I’m not exaggerating when I say that every shift, when the lack of sleep had me up against a wall, I used to swear to myself that I was going to hit the hay immediately after work, regardless of what else needed my attention. Except that by the time I got off in the morning, the fatigue had always passed, and I suddenly had my energy back. It always came with a strange sense of restlessness as well, like I had labored for so long in a way my body didn’t like that it now craved an activity it enjoyed; I had to shake off the lethargy and replenish my being and my strength. A lot of colleagues went to karaoke after their shift for this very reason, and they stayed there until it started to get dark again, squeezing in only an hour or two of sleep before work. But that was wild to me; I didn’t want to lose my life to work. My approach was to try to be kind with myself. Like I would eat an extra-good breakfast or go for a stroll around the supermarket in town. It was only a small supermarket, with a limited selection, but I found that walking up and down the aisles relieved stress, even if all I bought in the end was one or two things.

The trouble was that I still didn’t feel like sleeping afterward. And I couldn’t, anyway, even if I tried. By the afternoon, I would start worrying about getting no rest once again. The room I stayed in when I first started was hot and stuffy. In summer, the temperature inside could get up to ninety degrees. The walls were scalding hot from the sun, and my fan didn’t make a dent. I was renting a room without AC, to save money, even though an upgrade only cost fifty yuan more. It must have been early August when I decided I couldn’t take it any longer. I felt like I was cooking to death. I contacted the landlady to ask if I could change rooms. But in what world would there be a room with air conditioning going free in summer? The landlady, though, kept up the pretense that there would be one available soon. She strung me out like this for two months, past the mid-Autumn festival, then finally got in touch with an offer. The weather was cooler by then, but it was still uncomfortable; October in Guangdong can mean temperatures in the eighties. I jumped at the chance, only to use the AC a total of three or four times, maximum, before the heat started to ease off.

Noise was another factor in my struggle to get to sleep. The block where my room was didn’t have a call system at the main door. Any visitors therefore had two choices: either call the person they were coming to see on their cell, so they would come down and open the door, or stand outside and shout up. The hollering never failed to make me want to run downstairs and throttle whoever just woke me.

My room had thin walls, too, and I overheard the neighbors arguing once. The husband was shouting at the wife. There was a lot of name-calling and yelling, but the wife didn’t say a word the whole time. Maybe she was the one in the wrong. The husband shouted that when he came back from such a hard shift, all he wanted was to get a good sleep, but even that he couldn’t do … I guess something the wife had done had upset him. Then he started to cry—a grown man crying and yelling. I’m not immune to gossip, so I tried to listen for any hint as to what the wife had done. But I could only understand very little of what he said. We were people from all over the country in that place, and we each had our own accents, some of them foreign to me.

For all that though, I still had trouble sleeping even when it was quiet out and a more bearable temperature. I’d tried everything that might help. Sleeping pills I couldn’t find, but I had heard that dark chocolate worked almost the same, so I dosed it like it was medicine—a square before bed every night—but this did nothing, of course. I also went for melatonin, with absolutely no effect. In the end I had to resort to the tried-and-true method of drinking. The supermarket sold a range of erguotou sorghum liquor in four-liter bottles. The Red Star stuff was too expensive, so I just bought the knockoff brands. Most of them were produced in Sichuan (rather than Beijing), and they went down nowhere near as cleanly as the kind I was used to. They were almost pungent. But they were cheap, and that’s what counted. With my self-imposed budget, I could also stretch to something of slightly better quality on occasion. Five hundred milliliters of Old Village, at eighteen yuan a bottle, was the best I could find at that price.



While I drank, I liked to read, though I never had any memory of what I’d read afterward. Sometimes it took as much as four ounces of spirits before I felt ready to lie down. The goal was to be asleep before 2 P.M., so I could be up by half past six; maybe when I managed that, I would rejoice.

On the awful days when I was still awake past four, my anxiety went through the roof. Before I started at D Company, I used to sleep seven hours a day; but working nights, I averaged four.

The big problem with the drinking was that I would still be tipsy when I woke up. Fortunately, I walked to work. I felt every dip and bump underfoot, as I went, though I couldn’t say if it was me that was swaying or the world. When I drank less, it was like I hadn’t had any rest at all. I passed by a row of houses on my way in every day. I could smell the cooking going on inside, see the people collapsed on their couches, tired and content after a day’s work. That, to me, was what true happiness looked like. Meanwhile I was already more exhausted than those people, and I hadn’t even reached the warehouse. I cursed myself in those moments: My damned body cursed my willpower, and my damned willpower cursed it back. I swore I would go right to sleep when I clocked off in the morning. But then the morning came around, and everything went the same as the day before. I was trapped in a loop.



I should say something about where I was staying at the time. It was in a village called Luoheng that was separated from the logistics park by a small stream. The logistics park was a development zone that had no perimeter fence or security gate. Vehicles and people could come and go as they pleased. But Luoheng was closed off by the stream on one side and a gate, which was shut at ten every evening, on the other. This seemed strange to me, at first. Why would a village need to be isolated like that? I hadn’t come across it before. Later, I learned that Luoheng’s main industry was ornamental plants, everything from exquisite bonsai to tall, lush trees for lining avenues. Some of the plants must have been valuable, so the locals wanted to protect them against theft. Even just for my walk to and from work, I had to hop a barbed wire fence. One day, when it was raining and I had an umbrella with me, I slipped when I was climbing over and slapped my right hand down on a spike. I still have the scar today.

The villagers in Luoheng all shared a surname, Yun. Based on the couplets pasted up outside their ancestral halls, I understood that their families had moved there from Longzhong when China still had dynasties. The village was originally called Luokeng—this I discovered when I came across the discarded plaque of an old house. Changing the village’s name from one that included the word for “pit” to one that suggested “luck” or “prosperity” felt dishonest somehow. But I can appreciate the locals thinking that calling their hometown a pit might hurt trade. Imagine you’re a small business owner in the Pearl River Delta wanting to spruce up your office with some lucky bamboo; plants from Luoheng Village are going to be much more appealing than those from Luokeng.

The thing was, living in Luoheng was inconvenient. There wasn’t a supermarket there, or a hairdresser, or restaurant, just two convenience stores that had a small range of products. Most of my colleagues stayed in Shizhou, a bigger town nearby. It took half an hour to walk there, a trip I made every second or third day to do the groceries. Shizhou had a vegetable market, a small park, a basketball court, a midsize supermarket, and several stores. There were also a lot of small eateries and rooms for rent, and some street food stalls that opened in the evening for barbecue and mini hotpot. But I liked the quiet, so Luoheng still suited me better. Plus, rent was slightly cheaper. My room, for example, was four hundred yuan for the month, but the same room would have cost five hundred in Shizhou.

None of us really shopped online while living in Luoheng, even though you could buy anything you could think of on the internet, and for less expensive than otherwise. Delivery drivers just refused to come to our doors, or even enter the village. They stopped at the gate and rang our cells, so we’d go out and meet them. It took ten minutes to walk from my building to the gate, and there was no way to tell what time a courier might show up. Daytime rest being so precious and fragile, I preferred not to risk a phone call, in case sleep eluded me afterward. So, I made do with what I could find in Shizhou, instead. Luckily, this often meant getting a lot for my money, like the Triangle brand kettle I bought for only twenty-nine yuan and left behind when I moved. Anything pricier wouldn’t find a buyer in Shizhou.



The D Company warehouse epitomized the old saying about a sturdy barracks through which soldiers readily flow. Basically, people tended not to stick around for very long, so the company was always hiring. When I had just joined, it was offering a three-hundred-yuan commission if you could refer someone. This later became five hundred—then eight hundred—and jumped to one thousand yuan in the runup to the Singles’ Day sales on November 11. I earned five hundred by referring a friend to the sales office for a courier job. But I didn’t take a single fen; I gave it all to him. Only, he hadn’t been working for two months when he quit, saying he was overtired.

Stuck up in the sorting-floor restrooms, next to the hot water machines, and over the sinks were color HR posters that shared employees’ stories about their time at work. I still remember a few of them now. One was from someone who had been on the sorting floor for several years before leaving to start his own business. Let’s call him Wang because I’ve obviously forgotten his name. He then lost all his money and came back. Now he was saying that it was good to work with your hands, and that the company had looked after him … The quote ran next to a photo portrait. He looked to be doing okay in the picture, flashing a happy and contented smile at the camera. There were lots of others with similar experiences to Wang who were displayed for us to look at while we urinated, washed our hands, or filled our bottles.

As well as concocting posters, HR personnel got out on the front line themselves, setting up stalls on street corners in Shizhou, pinning up Now Hiring flyers and posting ads on apps. They were tireless, trying every avenue under the sun. They didn’t much care who answered their call: Applicants were sent straight to the sorting floor for a trial. HR had its own KPI targets to meet, after all. This probably accounted for the fair number of hopefuls on trial who clearly weren’t a good fit.

One girl who arrived one evening, with spindly limbs and a small frame, did not look at all cut out for manual labor. But she was still assigned to the sorting floor, and it wasn’t like we could send her back to HR or pass her off onto another team. We just had to let her try. The foreman, though, was reluctant to hire anyone who might be slow, since they threatened the productivity of the whole team. Plus, they usually left after only a month or two when the work proved too tough. It was pointless bringing her in. During her trial, the team leader specifically warned us not to help her.

Like I mentioned previously, the trial was the hardest toil anyone would ever do there, and that was only the start of a long week or two for people unaccustomed to heavy lifting. Those in bad shape could forget about acclimatizing, entirely. The frailer a person, the less we were supposed to support them—we didn’t want to give anyone the false belief that they could manage. So, we had to put her through the wringer, and if she still stayed, then so be it. The other side of the coin was that we were encouraged to help those who looked strong as much as we wanted.

During my own trial, I struggled to crack the technique for emptying the large polypropylene bags of parcels quickly. I could flip them okay, but I was using my index fingers like hooks to yank and shake the material from over the parcels, instead of simply pinching the bag’s tail between forefinger and thumb, and pulling. It felt fine at first doing it my way, there was no pain, but after three nights of handling the bags like this, the nails on both my index fingers were bent backward. They turned black some days later and eventually fell off. It was almost three months before they grew back.

All of this said, we did have some people with disabilities working with us. Government policy required that every company hired a proportional number. D Company had apparently failed to meet the quota in the past and been fined a large sum. They were good workers, though. In a few roles, there was no telling the difference between them and the rest of us. Some disabilities just hindered people from switching to other posts. Anyone with a limp, for example, couldn’t do unpacking or packing, because of all the walking back and forth those jobs required—I wore through a pair of brand-new Decathlon sneakers in four months. This inevitably complicated things for the foreman when it came to drawing up the schedule, so he didn’t like them on the team, and he sometimes made this known.



In any team, there is always someone who is excluded, and ours was no exception. For us, it was a nineteen-year-old woman straight out of school. She was younger than most of us, slight of build, and neither quick nor strong. She might even have been a little slow. She often held back the line, forcing others to help her and sometimes to pause the conveyor belt. She was also quite odd, and got along with nobody particularly well. Pretty much everyone disliked her, actually: They gave her ugly nicknames, made fun of her to her face, and criticized her. If that had been me, I would have immediately dropped out. But she was clearly the more resilient of the two of us, or the more numb, and cared less about what people thought. Either way, she stayed on for a long time, way longer than I had expected. I was as friendly with her as I could be, given her situation. The one time she was pushed to crying in anger, she ran off in the middle of the shift, saying she wasn’t doing it anymore. The foreman sighed with relief. He had been trying to swap out all the low-efficiency workers, but this young woman had been insistent that she wanted to persevere. The foreman could do nothing. Two days later, she told him that she wanted to come back and he, of course, refused. Her boyfriend, who also worked on the sorting floor in loading, brought her over to ask nicely, and the three of them debated it for a long time: All of us who worked at the company saw each other whether we wanted to or not, and we were all workers; what was the good in being so hard on one another? The foreman eventually gave in, and the woman returned to our ranks, and to the constant torment.

Some days after I joined, I was followed by another newcomer. On his first day the foreman made me show him the canteen, and the guy clung to me every day after that. He wanted to arrange meeting somewhere on the way to work, so we could walk in together. He even suggested that we take the same days off and make plans. Luckily, the manager didn’t allow it. Everyone else assumed that we knew each other from before. He made me uncomfortable, to be honest, but I felt awkward saying no. He was just being friendly. But he did have a weakness—he loved to brag. He was always going on about how impressive he was, the things he knew how to do, and all the people he had set straight in his life. He could take on six people at once, that kind of thing. I just listened and nodded. I didn’t dare to tell him that I didn’t believe him. I used to wonder how little self-esteem he must have, how hollow he felt, to need to blow his own horn like that all the time. Looking back, I understand him a little better. He and I had accepted offers of work somewhere neither of us knew anyone, at about the same time. We shared many of the same standpoints, concerns, and interests. We would both benefit from being allies. Going it alone in a new environment is risky business. If you’re unlucky, you could end up ostracized like that young woman. He realized all this the very first time we met, whereas I was oblivious. It’s only now that I see what he was trying to do.

There was also a pregnant woman who joined our team. She was referred by her boyfriend who was already a colleague. There had been an HR rule previously that partners couldn’t work together, but the boyfriend must have hidden their relationship at the outset. Once it was a done thing, the foreman could only let her stay. She wasn’t showing when she first arrived. She was in her early twenties, and healthy, and she had no problem completing the tasks. But her bump slowly grew, and it became difficult to watch her work. We went all through the night, after all. One colleague, shaking their head, called it one of “mankind’s tragedies” that she even had to be there.

The young woman’s boyfriend liked to gamble. Actually, he played the Mark Six lottery on an app, but it was essentially the same thing. Days after our salaries came in, he had already blown his whole paycheck, so he would use his girlfriend’s for food and rent. He even made her ask to borrow money from us, because he was too embarrassed to keep asking himself. Eventually, they started to fight. Mostly it was she who was taking issue with him. He had a good temper, to be fair—he never lost his cool—but what use is a good temper? It’s like putting a lid on a pot without a bottom. In the end she ran off, in the middle of a shift, crying. Probably the combination of tiredness and anger had become too much. She quit the next day, and I never saw her again, whereas the guy was still there when I left. He had found a new girlfriend not long after the breakup, a married woman who had moved away from home to find work. You could see the look of shame on his face any time someone mentioned his pregnant ex. He told us he sent her child support, but I have no idea if this was true. He did give up gambling, though. Maybe he just couldn’t sponge any more money, or maybe the app had been blocked.

We had witnessed all of this unfold, quiet onlookers, none of us stepping in to teach him a lesson or reaching out to help the pregnant woman. At most there were some words of comfort offered to her. We each had our own pressures to deal with in the end, our own issues at home. No one had anything left over to give. A work environment like that squeezes all life from a person. You wind up emotionally overdrawn, and numb and indifferent, without even noticing.



This job could really ruin a person’s temper. With all those long nights, and the overworking, it was noticeably harder to control one’s emotions.

I had arguments with two different people in my team, fierce fights both times. One of them slacked too much when partnered with me on the job. He also had a bad attitude and a sharp tongue. He thought that taking advantage of people was the normal thing to do.

The other guy was much worse. He pushed all the hardest tasks onto me and kept all the easiest stuff for himself. He never even bothered to hide that this was what he was doing. We very nearly came to blows.

I had this urge to fight at the time that wouldn’t go away, it didn’t matter with who, and he was a particularly good candidate. But a physical altercation would lead to dismissal—this included people who met up outside work to settle disputes, if the company found out. So, I was glad I didn’t go through with it.

Generally, everyone in the team was pretty tolerant of people loafing around, since we all agreed that our workload and income would never be fair. As long as slackers weren’t a burden, everyone turned a blind eye. And in a way, the biggest offenders were the easiest to get along with. Probably because they had a guilty conscience.



While I’m on the topic, this was how our salary was calculated: There were some fifty of us in our team. We were ranked either A, B, or C according to our performance each month. The top ten performers were given an A grade, while anyone who committed a serious mistake, like losing a parcel, sorting incorrectly, skipping work, or disobeying instructions, received a C; the rest got a B. Remuneration for A grades was just over 5,000 yuan; for Bs it was about 4,700; and for Cs it was around 4,300. These base amounts would fluctuate in line with the total number of parcels processed every month. Since C was the penalty grade, we could avoid it as long as we didn’t make any mistakes. So essentially, everyone was either an A or a B.

Some people cared more than others about which one they ended up getting, like the second person I argued with. If ever he wasn’t ranked A, he demanded an explanation from the foreman and tried to pressure the company into upgrading him. Most people, though, accepted their fate without question. Even if they complained occasionally, they never tried to secure anything more than they were given. These folks either didn’t want the extra toil, or they were confident that since it was so hard to stand out, they were better off doing a little less. It was easier this way to avoid slipups that might land them a C. The first bozo I argued with was in this category.

Our performance in a month, and so the grade we were given, was supposed to be based on the number of parcels we processed. But a fair comparison of output was impossible when our roles and tasks were different. So, the parcel count oftentimes just felt like something the foreman dangled in front of our faces to encourage us, or something he used to fob us off. His main considerations, when he doled out our grades, were keeping everyone happy and charging up the better workers who put in the most effort, which meant we all got our turn being an A.

I was someone who always gave my work my all and tried my best to get along with others. I had my disagreements with those slackers, sure, but everyone else had been relieved to see them called out. I’d go so far as to say that I was the team’s friendliest and most amenable member. I said thank you more often than the rest of the team combined. For this reason, and thanks to my performance, I ranked A five times in the ten months I was at D Company, which altogether made for a good salary. To me, this said the foreman recognized the effort I was putting in. Those five As were the most he could have possibly given me without ruffling the feathers of more senior employees: It would not have been wise of him to give me an A in either of my first two months or the month that I quit. The A grade was a precious, limited resource; almost everyone had their eyes set on it.

Newcomers generally weren’t awarded As, because the foreman couldn’t risk wasting one on someone who was only going to quit the next week. He had to make every A count.

There was also an employee of the month award, which everybody in the team voted for anonymously. I won first place twice in my first three months, and second place another month. The manager changed the voting method soon after, to stop a few people from dominating. My prizes were some household products and a blow-dryer, which I gave to a colleague with longer hair who had more use for it.



The logistics park where D Company was located also contained a few outsourcing companies, which we would rely on for extra hands to deal with the increased orders during the peak season or a big promotional push from an e-commerce platform. The temp workers themselves tended to go slower than the rest of us, since they were never in any role long enough to refine their skills. They were also paid by the day. There was no letter ranking for them, they only had to do a passable job to receive their paycheck. No need to try hard. We had a love-hate relationship with these workers: We looked forward to their help because they alleviated some of the pressure on us, but to watch how they worked was infuriating.

Worse was, they could do no wrong: Their company operated in a seller’s market. If they gave D Company a low rating, then their employer could refuse to work together in the future, and D Company would have to shell out more to secure their services for the next peak season.

We would jokingly rib each other, when someone was slacking, “You’re so lazy, why don’t you go work with the temps?” But there were people who really left to join the outsourcing company. The benefit of that was the freedom. You could choose the number of days you wanted to do in a month.

Still, D Company was publicly listed, and was the pride of the goods logistics business, which meant it was regulated and law-abiding. It provided full insurance coverage to its employees, for one, and it never fell behind on wages. We all had to weigh up the pros and cons for ourselves.

For example, nobody would call working in logistics a risky profession, but there was still the occasional death on the sorting floor. With several hundred people regularly employed at any one time, and the constant flow and turnover of personnel, a conservative estimate of how many people worked there in the space of a year was several thousand. Some of those people inevitably had underlying conditions that might be set off through overwork and kill them quite suddenly. The year I was there, a loader died. He had been working like crazy to load two trucks in a single night. He went home to lie down and never got up again.



In 2018, before the Spring Festival, the stock management department made a WeChat group and invited four or five hundred of us to join. The annual tradition was that the foremen and team managers would take turns posting “red envelopes” on the chat for everyone to try to claim. So, I spent New Year’s Eve, the thirtieth of the last lunar month, in bed cashing red envelopes and taking in the holiday atmosphere. I had never been part of a group chat with so many people before. Everyone was chatting and sharing pictures of their families, wishing each other a good year ahead, and bickering and bantering. There were all the New Year’s emojis and GIFs flying back and forth. The conversation kept jumping ahead by a dozen screens’ worth of chatter in one go, causing my phone to freeze. There was more action happening on my screen than on the televised New Year’s Eve gala. It had been such a long time since my Spring Festival had felt so warm and excitement filled. They had been so dull in past years.

My phone must have been too crappy, or the internet too slow, because there were lots of red envelopes I missed even if I clicked on them. In the end I only collected fifteen or so yuan which I sent right back into the group. Happiness is something that money can’t buy.

I forget if it was before or after the festival, but our team manager took some of us out one night for hot pot. This was a new manager who started when the previous one was transferred to another province. This replacement had worked his way up from the bottom of another department and immediately set to winning over the main players in our team, so he could have everyone’s support. As well as some foremen and one assistant, he invited four regular team members, one of which was me. His meaning was clear: He saw me as a backup foreman.

When I eventually resigned, I heard that D Company was planning to build a new transfer center in Dongping, in the Baiyun district of Guangzhou. This manager had intended to recommend me for a position there. Our logistics park was in C Village in Shunde, and though it was technically part of Foshan, it took longer to reach the city center than it did Guangzhou South Station, in the next prefecture over, which was barely half an hour away by bike.

But if I still worked there today, I would be a reserve manager, at best, and probably pulling my hair out and screaming at anyone and everyone around me. I heard that doing night shifts for prolonged periods increases the risk of developing Alzheimer’s too. I wasn’t young anymore, even then, and that possibility was no longer so distant a future that I could afford not to think about it. I could already feel my mind slowing down, my reactions becoming duller, my memory fading. I started to eat nuts to fight degeneration, regardless of whether they actually helped or not. Because of the price, I mostly bought walnuts, peanuts, and roasted seeds.

There used to be dozens of different kinds of peanuts and seeds for sale in Shizhou, all for under ten yuan for a five-hundred-gram bag, and I must have tried almost every one of them. There were also walnuts, with a softer shell, for the same price. They weren’t like the hard ones I used to eat as a kid, so hard they could bend the hinges on a door; and they were different from the ones available online from Xinjiang, with paper-thin skin that would break at a touch. They were somewhere in the middle. I threw them at the ground to crack the shell, then picked out the kernel. But I do know that walnuts can’t prevent Alzheimer’s.



I left D Company, and Guangdong Province, in March 2018 and moved to Beijing. Not for work, but for a woman. I still thank myself every day that I made this leap of faith.

My relationship with my girlfriend Juneau is as strong as ever now. We got to know each other through a writing forum, from about 2011 onward. We never communicated beyond that
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