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REBECCA F. KUANG

about their bucket lists, which mainly involved food; the famous

Taiwanese beef noodle soup, the black trufle soup dumplings at

the original Din Tai Fung, the takoyakimdsizzling steak cubes

at the Shilin Night Market, the roast chicken at Hawker Chant.
These foods were also on my bucket list. We had read the

same travel blogs. We were all headed to the same city to do

the same things in the same little alleys. This should not have

surprised me, but it was strange to share an itinerary with so

rlnelny students of my type, departing from the same airport on

the same day, circumnavigating the world for precisely the same

purpose. An hour ago, as I'd waved goodbye to my parents, f
had felt grown-up, adventurous: Here f was, spending ten weeks

in a country I'd never visited to learn alanguage I had long for.
gotten. f was on a coming-oLage jowney to reconnect with my

culture. As it happened, lots of students were on a journey to
reconnect with their culture-

We boarded. The girl with the Harvard sweatshirt and one of
her new friends were seated in the row in front of me,,lflrrey mar-

veled at this coincidence and, naturally, began to firt. He went
to MIT She went to, yes, Harvard. Did she know Priyai Piya,
from Choatel Did he know Petel Pete, from the film club? Yes,

wow! The world was so small. He was touringJapan afterward;
five days in Tokyo, five in Kyoto. She was going to the mainland
to visit some relatives, "My grandparents live in Guangzhou," she

told him, "But I've never rcaLly spent time with them. Once I'm
better at Chinese,I can really getto know them."

My family was also from Guan gzhou! I also wanted to get to
know my grandparents! I almost leaned forward and tapped her

on the shoulder to share this, but I thought about how I would
feel,lf an eavesdropper tapped me on the shoulder to interject,
and I kept quiet.
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They introduced thems,
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SEVERAL WEEKS AGO I HAD TAKEN TWO VIRTUAL ENTRANCE EXAMS

to determine my language placement. One was a written exam,

the other an interview. The written exam was structured so that
the questions became harder and harder as f went on, but I was

feeling okay until I reached the final section.

This was reading comprehension: four dense paragraphs of
Chinese text, followed by four multiple-choice questions about

their content. I always panicked at the sight of full paragraphs in
Chinese. Alone, characters were eventually legible to me. Together,

they formed this impenetrable Great Wall of meaning; the strokes

ran together, and even ifl approached the characters one by one, I
couldnt decode them quickly enough to link their meanings.

I kept glencingat the timer. I had only eleven minutes left.
My eyes darted around the first passage, tryingto crack it open,

but I could only make out random phrases.It was aletter home

from a university student to her parents. This I knew because

it opened with the words "Deat Mom and Dad," and it closed

with'your daughter, Something-Something." I was terrible with
Chinese names. They were always composed of rare nouns that

rneant things like "plum blossom" or "incandescence"-nouns

that I had no reason to have studied. Something-Something

was doing fairly well this semester. There was something about

exarns and winter break. Something about an open window.

From there I lost the plot.
I skipped ahead to the questions. The first two were easy

enough. Who was this letter fromi A college student. What
term was it? Winter term. The third question was: Why was

her room dirtyi
Why indeedl I tried again to extract clues from fragments

within the passage. The window was open, and something had

fallen offher desk. I guessed and chose the last 
"dr*"r: 

Because

of a tbief.
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"Tell us about yourself,," said Teacher Huang She did all the

talking throughout the interview. Teacher Zhang took notes

and occasionally smiled without looking up.
"I'me rising sophomore at Yale University, and Im majoring

in East Asian Studies." I was able to say all this very smoothly,

since I'd looked up the translations for "Yale" and "East Asian

Studies" the night before. I had taped a small cheat sheet on

my screen: translations for phrases like "heritage speaker" and
"immigrated when I was a baby" and 'hon-Chinese environ-

ment" and "forgot aLl, of my vocabulary because f never have a

reason to speak Chinese."
"What kind of classes are you interested in takingi" asked

Teacher Huang.
"Classesi"

"Yes! We have a bigvariety of classes here. You can choose

from electives on culture, history, litertture, and film."
"I like literaturei'I nodded. "Literature!"
"Qh, good! Do you read Chinese literaturei"
"I read Chinese literatrrei' I had read Chinese authors in

English translation for a world literatute seminar, and I hoped

this counted.
"Who are some Chinese authors you likei"
Suddenly I could not recall the name of a single Chinese au-

thor I had ever encountered except Lu Xun, who did I not want

to mention, because Lu Xun was widely regardedas the father of
modern Chinese literature. Saying "Lu Xun" would be like say-

ing my favorite English author was Shakespeare. At last I man-

agedt"Zhang Ailing."
"Oh, how wonderful! She's very well known in China. Can

you say more about what interests you about her worki"
Now I was in trouble. We had gone offr.ri/t. I wanted to

say that I had read ZhangAiling only in English ffanslation, but

that even in transladon
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grayscale author phorc ir
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had cell service, andyet it seemed a miracle that we had reuni-

ted here on the other side of the world. We took each other
in-rank breath, eye cheese, greasy hair-and giggled.

"You have to see the bathrooms," said Anna. "They're the

cleanest public bathrooms I've ever seen in my entirelife,"

We bought tokens for the purple express train, which would
take us from the airport to Taipei Main Station in half an hour.

We had meticulously researched this route, had even watched

a vlog of a traveler documenting the entire jotrney, but still it
was a relief when the token stand did exist, the tokens cost what

the internet said they would, and the purple train did come. We
emerged aboveground and I saw an expanse ofhigh-rises against

hills blooming into mountains. I had read that Taipei was a city
built inside avalley on an island, and this meant an abundance

of rainfall. Everything was dewy all the time. Taipei did not
have the hard brilliance I associated with the tropics: no golden

beaches, no vibrant blues. It was all a humid blur, mountains

and forests shimmering under a wet patina of green,

Anna and I were the only tourists in our tra;in car, No one

else had such bulky suitcases, and no one else was gawking out
the windows like they'd never seen a mountain before.I guessed

they were commuters, or locals returning from short trips, My
chest tightened, and as I watched the hills rising and falling
around us, my eyes prickled. I didnt know how to make sense

of this feeling Could you be homesick for a place you had never

beenl

ANNA AND I HAD BECOME FRIENDS BECAUSE \ME SAT NEXT TO

each other in language section. The first thing Inoticed about

her was her laugh. She laughe d every time sodreone made a
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