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6 R.F. KUANG

though there was little of value in their home, the boy and his mother
had wanted a few hours of peace before the sickness took them too.
The boy heard all the commotion from upstairs, but he couldnt bring
himself to care.

By then he only wanted to die.

Professor Lovell made his way up the stairs, crossed the room, and
stood over the boy for a long moment. He did not notice, or chose not
to notice, the dead woman on the bed. The boy lay still in his shadow,

wondering if this tall, pale figure in black had come to reap his soul.

'How do you feel?'Professor Lovell asked.

The boy's breathing was too laboured to answer.

Professor Lovell knelt beside the bed. He drew a slim silver bar out of
his front pocket and placed it over the boy's bare chest. The boy flinched;
the metal stung like ice.

'Triacle,' Professor Lovell said first in French. Then, in English,
'Treacle.'

The bar glowed a pale white.There came an eerie sound from nowhere;
a ringing, a singing. The boy whined and curled onto his side, his tongue

prodding confusedly around his mouth.
'Bear with it,'murmured Professor Lovell.'Swallow what you taste.'
Seconds trickled by. The boy's breathing steadied. He opened his eyes.

He saw Professor Lovell more clearly now, could make out the slate-

grey eyes and curved nose - yinggoubi,they called it, a hawlis-beak nose

- that could only belong on a foreigner's face.

'How do you feel now?'asked Professor Lovell.
The boy took another deep breath. Then he said, in surprisingly good

English,'It's sweet. It tastes so sweet . . .'
'Good. That means it worked.'Professor Lovell slipped the bar back

into his pocket.'Is there anyone else alive here?'

'No,'whispered the boy. Just me.'
'Is there anlthing you cant leave behind?'

The boy was silent for a moment. A fly landed on his mother's cheek
and crawled across her nose. He wanted to brush it ofl but he didnt
have the strength to lift his hand.

'I carit take a body,'said Professor Lovell.'Not where we're going.'
The boy stared at his mother for a long moment.
'My books,'he said at last. 'Under the bed.'
Professor Lovell bent beneath the bed and pulled out four thick

BAB EL

-::.e.. Books written in English, spines battered ::, --- :r thin that the print was barely still legible T .- -:h them, smiling despite himseld and placed :--._
. . : :ris arms under the boyt thin frame and [tlcJ _ -.

- -!:9, the plague that later became knou.n as _\.:.:
. ''.av from Calcutta across the Bay of Bengal r,- ,.,

: Siam, then Manila, then finally the shores .r_ C_-
. -::. rrhose dehydrated, sunken-eyed sailors dur--:..
.-.- Pearl Riveq contaminating the waters \\,r:.:. :

..-iiered, swam, and bathed. It hit Cantor.r like . ,.

'',-rilng its way from the docks to the inland reside:_.-,
.:rhbourhood had succumbed within weeks, u.h,:,]. :

-=,:lesslv in their homes. When Professor Lor.eil i:. -,
-_:lton's alleys, everyone else on his street rvas alrea;.,

The boy learned all this when he avgoke in , .1.r,.,. -, 
=:. .lish Factor),, r,vrapped in blankets softer and ,r,:-: ,

, .,j ever touched. These only slightly reduced hi. ::.
:. :rlh'hot, and his tongue sat in his mourh llke e :.
-i: iilt as though he were floating far above his : :
: :issor spoke, sharp pangs shot through his ten: ..t,,re. ofred.

\bu're very lucky,' said Professor Lovell. ,Th:. . -
.., =nthing it touches.'

The boy stared, fascinated by this foreigner s 1on: _
.-,'r.. If he let his gaze drift out of focus, the forei::._
:=::t bird. A crow. No, a raptor. Something r,.iciou. :::

'Can vou understand what I'm saying?,
The boy wet his parched lips and uttered a respoi-i>-
Prot-essor Lovell shook his head.'English. LIse r.o -: r
The bov's throat burned. He coughed
I know you have English.'Professor Loveli\ r-ori.

''',:ning.'Use it.'
'\Iv rnother,'breathed the boy.'You forgot m\.mo!:;
Protessor Lovell did not respond. Promptly he stooj .:

.:-e es before he left, though the boycould scarcely see h_.,
. -=.'e accumulated in the few minutes in which he d bee r.

***
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B R.F. KUANG

The next morning the boy was able to finish a bowl of broth without
retching. The morning after that he managed to stand without much
vertigo, though his knees trembled so badly from disuse he had to clutch
the bedframe to keep from falling over. His fever receded; his appe-
tite improved. When he woke again that afternoon, he found the bowl
replaced with a plate with two thick slices of bread and a hunk of roast

beef He devoured these with his bare hands, famished.

He spent most of the day in dreamless sleep, which was regulady
interrupted by the arrival of one Mrs Piper - a cheery, round woman
who plumped his pillows, wiped his forehead with deliciously cool wet
cloths, and spoke English with such a peculiar accent that the boy always

had to ask her several times to repeat herself.
'My word,' she chuckled the first time he did this. 'Must be you've

never met a Scot.'

A . . . Scot? What is a Scot?'

'Dorit you worry about that.' She patted his cheek. 'You'll learn the
lay of Great Britain soon enough.'

That evening, Mrs Piper brought him his dinner - bread and beef
agait - along with news that the professor wanted to see him in his

office. 'It's just upstairs. The second door to the right. Finish your food
first; he's not going an),where.'

The boy ate quickly and, with Mrs Piper's help, got dressed. He didnt
know where the clothes had come from - they were Western in sryle,

and fitted his short, skinny frame surprisinglywell - but he was too tired
then to inquire further.

As he made his way up the stairs he trembled, whether from fatigue
or trepidation, he didnt know. The door to the professor's study was

shut. He paused a moment to catch his breath, and then he knocked.
'Come in,'called the professor.
The door was very healy. The boy had to lean hard against the wood

to budge it open. Inside, he was overwhelmed by the musky, inlry scent of
books. There were stacks and stacks of them; some were arayed neady on

shelves,while others were messilypiled up in precarious pyramids through-
out the room; some were strewn across the floor, while others teetered on

the desla that seemed aranged at random within the dimly Jit labyrinth.
'Over here.'The professor was nearly hidden behind the bookcases.

The boy wound his way tentatively across the room, afraid the slightest
wrong move might send the pyramids tumbling.

BABEL

'Don't be shy.'The professor sat behind a grand :,
- ... ioose papers, and envelopes. He gestured ior --

:::. :.ross from him.'Did they let you read much her.
- ::, :lem?'

i read some.'The boy sat gingerly, taking care n::
' ,-:mes - Richard Hakluyt's travel notes, he noticec -

=.r 
'\\/e didnt have manybooks. I ended up re-readir.-

For someone who had never left Canton in his liri :

' .. remarkably good. He spoke with only a trace oi:-=---.ik to an Englishwoman - one Miss Elizabeth S-":
.; called Miss Betry and who had lived with hi. :
,:-: as he could remember. He never quite unders:: .

:::ag there - his family was certainly not wealthr- ::_
.:.,'ser,,,ants, especially not a foreigner - but som-,.-c
:.:-ing her wages because she had never left, not e\-e:
--: Her Cantonese was passably good, decent enou.---
-.:: ',\-a1' around town without trouble, but with the b:-,.
.: ';-r' in English. Her sole duty seemed to be takin: :.
., ,. lhrough conversation with her, and 1ater."vith B::
- :-rr. rhat the boy had become fluent.

i {e could read the language better than he spoke i: i
--- -ed tour, he had received a large parcel twice a r.ea: :_
- :\ u.ritten in English. The return address *-r, , .=.,.
.:.,j just outside London - a place Miss Betn. see::. _

. ,: .,rhich the boy of course knew nothing about. !..
i 1.. Betty used to sit together under candielight. -=:
:-. : hngers over each word as they sounded them _-_

.-:.-,- o1der, he spent entire afternoons poring or-er :,_.
: r.,\-n. But a dozen books were hardly enough ro 1,..

, 'r:r-. read each one so many times over he'd near.r :
r :jle time the next shipment came.

I le realized now, without quite grasping the largei :
:.:,:ei. must have come from the professor.

1 jo quite enjoy it,'he supplied feebly. Then, think:-:
r -:: more, And no - English was not a problem.'

-, 
e 1- good.' Professor Lovell picked a volume of -

.- . ind slid it across the table. 'I suppose l,ou har-e :
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*. oo, gtanced *,n. ,,;.;:";::, of Nations,by Adam smith.
He shook his head.'I'm sorry, no.'

'That's fine.'The professor opened the book to a page in the middle
and pointed.'Read out loud for me. Start here.'

The boy swallowed, coughed to clear his throat, and began to read.

The book was intimidatingly thick, the font very small, and the prose

proved considerably more difficult than the breezy adventure novels he'd

read with Miss Betty. His tongue tripped over words he didnt knorar,

words he could only guess at and sound out.

'The par . . . particular ad-advantage which each col-o-colonizing
country derives from the col . . . colonies which par . . . particularly
belong to it, are of tr,vo difrerent kinds; first, those common advantages

which every empire de . . . rives?'He cleared his throat. 'Derives . . . from
the provinces subject to its dom... dom...'-

'That's enough.'

He had no idea what he'd just read. 'Sir, wh21 dess-'
'No, that's all right,'said the professor. 'I hardly expect you to under-

stand international economics. You did very well.'He set the book aside,

reached into his desk drawer, and pulled out a silver bar.'Remember
this?'

The boy stared,wide-eyed, too apprehensive even to touch it.
He'd seen bars like that before. They were rare in Canton, but

everyone knew about them.YinJtilil silver talismans. He'd seen them
embedded in the prows of ships, carved into the sides of palanquins,
and installed over the doors of warehouses in the foreign quarter. He'd
never figured out precisely what they were, and no one in his house-

hold could explain. His grandmother called them rich men's magic
spells, metal amulets carrying blessings from the gods. His mother
thought they contained trapped demons who could be summoned to
accomplish their masters'orders. Even Miss Betty, who made loud
her disdain for indigenous Chinese superstition and constantly criti-
cized his mother's heeding of hungry ghosts, found them unnerving.

* In Book IV, Chapter Yl7 of Tlte Walth of Nations, Adam Smith argues against
colonialism on the grounds that the defence of colonies is a drain on resources,
and that the economic gains of the inonopolistic colonial trade are an illusion.
He writes: 'Great Britain derives nothing but loss from the dominion which she

assumes over her colonies.'This view was not widely shared at the time.
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The boywiped tears ,r"-;, .;.::Xng. Professor Lovell sat back,

waiting for the boy to recover somewhat before he continued. 'In two
days, Mrs Piper and I will depart this country for a city called London
in a country called England. I'm sure you've heard of both.'

The boy gave an uncertain nod. London existed to him like LilJiput
did: a faraway, imaginary,fantasy place where no one looked, dressed, or
spoke remotely like him.

'I propose to bring you with us. You will live at my estate, and I will
provide you with room and board until you've grown old enough to
make your own living. In return, you will take courses in a curriculum
of my design. It will be language work - Latin, Greek, and of course,

Mandarin. You will enjoy an easy, comfortable life, and the best educa-

tion that one can afford. Al1 I expect in return is that you apply yourself
diligently to your studies.'

Professor Lovell clasped his hands together as ifin pt^yelThe boy
found his tone confusing. It was utterly flat and dispassionate. He could
not tell if Professor Lovell. v.:anted him h London or not; indeed, this
seemed less like an adoption and more like a business proposal.

'I urge you to strongly consider it,'Professor Lovell continued. 'Your
mother and grandparents are dead, your father unknown, and you have

no extended family. Stay here, and you worit have a penny to your name.

A11 you will ever know is poverty, disease, and starvation. You'Il find
work on the docks if you're lucky, but you're still small yet, so you'Il
spend a few years begging or stealing. Assuming you reach adulthood,
the best you can hope for is backbreaking labour on the ships.'

The boy found himself staring, fascinated, at Professor Lovell's face as

he spoke. Itwas not as though he had never encountered an Englishman
before. He had met plenty of sailors at the docks, had seen the entire
range of white men's faces, from the broad and ruddy to the diseased

and liver-spotted to the long, pale, and severe. But the professor's face

presented an entirely different ptvzle. His had all the components of
a standard human face - eyes, lips, nose, teeth, all healthy and normal.
His voice was a low, somewhat flat, but nevertheless human voice. But
when he spoke, his tone and expression were entirely devoid of emotion.
He was a blank slate. The boy could not guess his feelings at all. As the

professor described the boy's early, inevitable death, he could have been

reciting ingredients for a stew.

'Why?'asked the boy.
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