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Chapter 1: First Encounter in Paris
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Things away from home are precious; people away from home feel cheap. 

Far away in a foreign land, living overseas, what my eyes see are all pale foreign faces, what my ears hear are all strange tongues like birds and beasts. But the moment I meet the same black hair, the same dark eyes, and hear the familiar sounds of the Chinese language—whether it is the standard Beijing accent, the soft Wu dialect, or even the somewhat harsh Minnan Mandarin—it all feels so warm and close, instantly giving me the feeling of meeting old friends in a strange place.

Perhaps this is why Chinese people overseas can so easily break down barriers, set aside prejudices, and become good friends so quickly. I came to Paris to study, thinking I would first make friends with French classmates or fellow mainlanders. I never expected that the friends I would make first—and become closest to—would be from Taiwan and Hong Kong.

Not long after arriving in Paris, I met Liling, a pure and straightforward Taiwanese girl. Our meeting was pure chance, or perhaps fate. It was my first move as a student. Though a poor student with few possessions, I still had several large and small boxes. With no choice, I asked two boys to help carry them. While transferring at the metro station, I happened to glance at another Eastern girl with the same black hair and dark eyes, surrounded by just as many bags and boxes.

I saw her standing beside her luggage, holding a long wallet, flipping through it, her delicate brows furrowed deeply, lips pressed tight, biting the nail of her right index finger. Her face was full of worry—helpless yet somehow a little comical. Curiosity got the better of me; I couldn't help looking a few more times. She suddenly looked up. Our eyes met. We both smiled at the same moment. Who would have thought that those few glances and that shared smile would make us neighbors—and eventually best friends.

As she later put it, I “picked her up and brought her home.” Her name was Liling, just arrived from Taiwan to study aesthetics. That day she had just gotten off the plane, shocked by how expensive Paris hotels were, wandering the metro station in worry when our eyes met. We smiled and nodded, then started talking. When she heard I had rented a room and was moving in, she hesitated, then stammered, “Um... this... could I... maybe stay with you for one night? I'll look for a cheaper place tomorrow.”

Though we were complete strangers, I understood how hard it was for a girl alone abroad. I myself had once slept on airport benches when I first arrived. Seeing the worry on her face, the earnest look in her eyes, her small frame, and all those bags, my heart softened. After only a brief pause, I took her hand with a laugh: “No problem—we're all Chinese, right? Stay with me tonight.”

Liling later told me she almost cried in that moment. Her family in Taiwan had always warned her, “Be careful of mainlanders when you're abroad.” Yet this mainlander had helped her without hesitation when she was most helpless. Just like that, she followed me home. The landlord happened to have another empty room at a reasonable price. She was overjoyed. And so we became neighbors.

Even though we came from different places—me from mainland China, her from Taiwan—with different living environments and educations, within a few days we had become confidants who shared everything. Liling was straightforward, warm-hearted, and full of fun, sometimes a little dramatic. When she laughed, two dimples appeared on her cheeks. When nervous, she always bit her right index fingernail. She especially loved telling Taiwanese cold jokes. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, regardless of whether I was asleep, she would knock on my door and say, “Hey, do you know why the Eiffel Tower isn't afraid of the cold? Because it has steel reinforcement—steel means strong!” Before I even got the joke, she would already be doubled over laughing.

Through Liling I met several other Taiwanese girls. Among them, Yiting and I got along the best. And it was all because of her that I performed the first real heroic act of my life: that rainy night adventure in Paris.

Yiting was exactly like her name—graceful, quiet, refined. She usually listened to others with a gentle smile, rarely interrupting, but when she spoke, her words went straight to the heart. A Western philosophy major, she had sharp logic and thoughts deeper than her years. She always approached issues with her own independent perspective. What stood out most was her occasional bone-chilling humor. Once, when we were talking about Schopenhauer's nihilism and Sartre's existentialism, she suddenly said, “Life is like the Paris metro—you're always waiting for the next train, never sure if it will come.” She gave a faint smile, but there was a quiet sadness in her eyes. I guessed she was missing her family.

Yiting liked doing things alone and could be a little aloof. Once, while the rest of us were chatting and laughing, she suddenly stared out the window, lost in thought. When I asked what was on her mind, she said, “I was wondering if Nietzsche would hate the smell of the Seine too.” It left me a bit confused. But I admired her refusal to follow the crowd, her independent spirit. Even when our views differed, it never affected my fondness for her or our friendship.

Soon after the move came the Mid-Autumn Festival. My first time spending the festival of reunion alone abroad. Gazing at the bright full moon, its silver light like silk, loneliness rose in me. Overcome with homesickness, I brewed some tea and invited friends: Liling and Yiting, of course, plus Andy from Hong Kong, Guo Xun from the mainland, and another classmate, Gulan.

Liling arrived first, bringing treasured Taiwanese snacks she had been too reluctant to eat: sun cakes and nougat. Yiting came with pineapple cakes. Guo Xun carried two roasted chickens; Gulan brought a box of mooncakes. Andy was last, swinging a bottle of Bordeaux. The empty little room suddenly came alive. Astonishingly, people from the mainland, Taiwan, and Hong Kong—three regions across the strait—were all gathered under my roof.

After a few cups of tea, Guo Xun pointed at Andy's wine with a smile. “Tea is nice, but it feels like something's missing. How about red wine?” Liling, Yiting, Gulan, and I had all been thinking the same. We exchanged smiles, cleared the tea things, clinked glasses with loud cheers, and jokingly called it our “Great Reunion of the Three Regions Across the Strait.”
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Chapter 2: Mid-Autumn Argument
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Young people together always discuss history and current affairs—especially abroad, where thoughts naturally turn to home. We rejoiced at China's growing strength, its rising role on the world stage, the improving status of overseas Chinese. But when the conversation turned to cross-strait relations, the mood changed. Guo Xun, Gulan, and I, being mainlanders, naturally argued that Taiwan must return to the motherland. Even Andy pounded the table in agreement.

Yiting, however, disagreed. She set down her glass, brows slightly furrowed, and spoke quietly but steadily: “What if Taiwan's twenty-three million people don't want to? Forcing it—is that really right?”

The room fell silent for two seconds. I never expected gentle Yiting to be so direct. Guo Xun flushed. “Taiwan has always been part of China—history, geography, culture, everything points to the same roots.” We took turns arguing from the Opium Wars to UN seats, from blood ties to international reality.

Liling, also from Taiwan, stayed quiet on the issue, leaving Yiting outnumbered. But her eyes were firm. She shook her head slowly. “If someone is kidnapped and dragged home against their will, will they be grateful?”

Her words hit me—a question I'd never considered. Guo Xun faltered, momentarily speechless. After a pause he stammered, “But... but it's not the same...”

Yiting turned, looked at us, her voice trembling slightly. “My grandfather was a mainlander. He followed the Nationalists to Taiwan. My family always said the mainland was ‘home.’ But growing up, I saw Taiwan's elections, its freedom of speech. I think... why can't our future be our own decision?”

Her words landed like a bomb. Silence. Guo Xun's face reddened. “Your grandfather's home was the mainland! Blood can't be severed!” Yiting said nothing, but lifted her chin stubbornly, tears glistening in her eyes.

The debate shifted from reason to raw emotion. No one convinced anyone. I never imagined quiet Yiting could hold such a firm pro-independence view. Seeing the tears in her eyes yet her firm gaze, a voice rose in my mind: Yeah—if someone doesn't want to come home, if you keep threatening and intimidating them, forcing them back—what kind of reunion is that?

Guo Xun and Gulan refused to give up, arguing from history, geography, culture, international relations that Taiwan had always been inseparable from China, that the mainland could never abandon it—for moral or logical reasons. But Yiting remained stubborn, shaking her head gently, occasionally countering.

We argued passionately, losing all track of time. If not for the nearby church bells, we wouldn't have realized dawn was breaking. We'd debated the entire night—with no resolution. Throats dry, bodies exhausted.

Yiting had a paper due soon and insisted on going home to work. Fortunately, the first metro had started. At first light, everyone left. Liling helped me tidy up a bit before going back to her room to catch up on sleep. I collapsed into bed, secretly relieved I had no morning class.

The next few days we were buried in assignments and completely forgot the argument. Finally Friday came. After class I rushed home, planning to finish a half-done report and then sleep deeply.

But the moment I walked in, Liling was biting her right index fingernail, phone in her left hand, face full of anxiety. Before I could greet her, she hung up and blurted, “Have you heard from Yiting these past two days?”

“No—why?”

“She's missing!” Liling stamped her foot in panic.

“Missing? That can't be that serious, right?” My mind was still foggy.“

It's true.” She tugged my arm. “After she left that day, no word at all.” She stared at me, shaking her head. “You have no idea how many times I called—always no answer. This... this...”

I mentally calculated. “It's been... three whole days?” Unease crept in.

“What if something happened? What if?” Seeing my worry only made Liling more frantic.

“Hey, it'll be fine, don't worry.” Ever the optimist, I didn't take it too seriously. “Maybe she's staying with another friend or classmate. Or her phone died?”

“But... even if she's sick or in the hospital, she should at least call us, let us know!” Liling shook her head, face full of confusion and concern.

“Nothing's wrong.” I touched her cheek to calm her. “We'll call again later. If still no answer, first thing tomorrow we go straight to her place, OK?” My mind was on the report. I made a face at her and ducked into my room.

When I
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