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4 R F KUANG

though there was little of value in their home, the bov 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,

'Tieacle.'
The bar glowed a pale white.There came an cerie 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.'Ihe boy's breathing steadied. He opened his eyes.

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

grey eyes and curved rrose - ltinggoub{,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 I-ovell slipped the bar back

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

'No,'whispered the boy. Just me''

'Is there an1'thing you cadt 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 ofr, but he didnt

have the strength to lift his hand.

'I can't take a body,'said Professor I-ovell.'Not where we're going''

The boy stared at his mother for a long rnoment'

'My books,'he said at last.'Under the bed.'

Professor Lovell bent beneath the bed and pulled out four thick

volumes. Books written in Engli
worn io thin that the print was
through them, smiJing despite hi
he slid his arms under the boy,s d

In r8zg, the plague that later bt
its way from Calcutta across tht
to Siam, then Manila, then fin,
ships whose dehydrated, sunker
the Pearl River, contaminating
Iaundered, swam, and bathed. l
rvorking its way from the docks t
neighbourhood had succumbed .

helplessly in their homes. When
Canton's alleys, everyone else on

The boylearned all this when I
English Factory, wrapped in blal
he'd ever touched. These onlv sli
terribly hot, and his tongue sat i
He felt as though he were floati
professor spoke, sharp pangs shot
frshes ofred.

Youte very lucky,' said prott
everything it touches.'

The boy stared, fascinated br- t
eves.If he let his gaze drift out c
giant bird. A crow. No, a raptor. S

'Can you understand what Im
The boy wet his parched Iips ar
Professor Lovell shook his hear
The boy's throat burned. He co
'I know you have English.,pr

rvarning.'IJse it.'
My mother,'breathed the bor-.,
Professor Lovell did not respond

knees before he left, though th. bC
have accumulated in the few minur
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6 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 r,voke again that afternoon, he fbund 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 regularly

interrupted by the arrival of one Mrs Piper - a cheery, round woman

who plumped his pillows, wiped his forehead with deliciously cool wet

cioths, 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 vouVe

neYer met a Scot.'

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

'Dont you worry about that.'She patted his cheek.'You'Il learn the

lay of Great Britain soon enough.'

That evening, Mrs Piper brought him his dinner - bread and beef

again - along with news that the professor wanted to see him in his

oIfice. 'It's just upstairs. The second door to the right. F-inish your food

first; he's not going anyvhere''
The boy ate quickly and, with Mrs Piper's help, got dressed. He didnt

know where the clothes had come fiom - they were Western in style,

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, rvhether from fatigue

or trepidation, he didnt know. The door to the professor's srudy was

shut. He paused a moment to catch his breath, and then he knocked.

'Come in,'called the professor.

The door was very heavy. The bov had to lean hard against the wood

to budge it open. Inside, he was ovenvhelmed by the musky, inky scent of
books.There were stacks and stacks of them; some were arrayed neatly on

shelves, while others were messily piled up in precarious pyramids through-

out the room; some were strewn across the floor, while others teetered on

the desks that seemed arranged at random within the dimly lit 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'

'Dorit be shy.'The professor
books, loose paperr, ,rrd envelc
seat across from him.'Did thev
a problem?'

'I read some.'The boy sat gi
volumes - Richard Hakluyt,s tn
feet.'We didnt have manybook

For someone who had never I
was remarkably good. He spoke
thanks to an Englishwoman - o:

had called Miss Betry and whr
long as he could remember. He
doing there - his family was ce
any seryants, especially not a for
paylng her wages because she ha
hit. Her Cantonese was passabl]
her way around town without tro
sively in English. Her sole dun- s

was through conversation with h
docks, that the boy had become I

He could read the language ber

turned four, he had received a larg
books written in English. The ret
stead just outside London - aph
and which the boy of course knr
Ifiss Betty used to sit together
their fingers over each word as tl
grew older, he spent entire aften
his own. But a dozen books were
always read each one so many tir
by the time the next shipment car

He realized now; without quite
parcels must have come from the

'I do quite enjoy it,'he supplied
a bit more, And no - English was

'Very good.'Professor Lovell 
1

him and slid it across the table.
before?'
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11re boy.qianced at the tirle. T/:e Ll/ealth {Narions, by Adam Smith'

He shook his head.'I'm sorry, tto,,'

'That's fine.'Thc professor opened tlii: book to a paEIe in the middle

and pointed.'Read out loud {'trr rne- Start herc.'

The boy swallowcd, colrghecl to ciear his throat, and began to read.

The book was intimidatingly thick, tbe forrt very small, and the prose

proved considerably rnore diflcr-rtt than the breezy adventure novels he'd

read with Miss Betry. His tongue trippcd over words he didnt ktto*,

words he could only guess at and soutirl out.

'The par . . . particular ad-advantage which each col-o-colonizing

countr\r derives front the ,:ol . r:'.llotlies wtrich par . . . particularly

belonq to it, are of two tlifTerent l<itlds; Iirst, those common advantages

which elrerv empire dc . . . rivcs?'He clcared his throat.'Derives ' " from

the provinces subject to its dtxr " . . dorn . . "'-
'That's enough.'
He had no idea what hetl iust t'eril.'Sir, what docc-'
'No, that's all right,'salcl the profbssqr.'I hardly expect you to under-

stand international ccononrics. Vrrr ,jid vr:ry well.'He set the book aside,

reached into his desk clrawr:r, aud pullcd or.rt a silver bar.'Remember

this?'
The boy stared, wide-cycd, tt.ro apprehensivc cven to touch it.

He'd seen bars likc tl,rrtt beforc. 'Ihcy w'r:re rare in Canton, but

everyone knew about thcur. YngJtiti, silver talisrnans. He'd seen them

embedded in the prows of s[ips, carved into the sides of palanquins,

and installed over thc doors of'wrrchouses in ttre foreign quarter. He'd

never figured out precisely."vhai they were, and no one in his house-

hold could explain. FIis grurclrnothcr caltecl thern rich men's magic

spells, metal a,mulets carryine; blessirrgs frorn the gods. His mother

thought they contairred trapped deurotrs who could be summoned to

accomplish their rnastcrs' orders. -Llven Miss lletty, who made loud

her disdain for indigenor,rs L-hinr:se superstitiotr and constantly criti-
cized his mother's heeding of hruigry ghosts, fcrund them unnerving.

Itr ol 'Utt

cls thrt ti
rrins of tl
cl:rives;r

assumes over her colonies."llris vir-,rv wits rrot r'viticly sharcd '.rt the time.

'They're witchcraft,'shed said v
what they are.'

So the boy didnt knowwhat tr
a bar just like this one that had s

'Go on.'Professor Lovell hel
wont bite.'

The boy hesitated, then receir
smooth and cold to the touch, bu
there was a demon trapped insidr

'Can you read what it saysl
The boy looked closer and n,

words engraved neatly on either
side, Chinese characters on the or

'Say them out loud. Chinese fir
The boy recognized the Chinr

looked a bit strange, as if drawn
.rcpied them out radical by radic
Ihey read: WWffH.

H

Immediately his tongue swelle
grasped, choking, at his throat- I
ribrated wildly, dancing as if poe
his mouth. Like dates, the boy thr
edges of his vision. Strong, jamm
He was drowning in them. His tt
breathe-

'Here.' Professor Lovell leaned
The choking sensation vanished- Tl
tbr air.

Tnteresting,' said Professor l,orr
s-trong effect. What does your mou

'Hdngruio.' Tears streamed dowr
to English.'Dates.'

'That's good. That's very good-'
long moment, then dropped the t
in fact.'
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R.F. KUANG

'Whywhat?'
'!Yhy do you want me?'
The professor nodded to the

'Because you can do that.'
Only then did the boy reahzr
'These are the terms ofmygu:

page document across the desk
rryrng to skim it; the tight,loop
'Theyte quite simple, but take cr

sign it. Will you do this tonight I
The boy was too shaken to do
'Very good,'said Professor Lo

r-ou need a name.'
'I have a name,'said the bor.. 

.I

'No, that wont do. No EngJi=
Slate give you a name?'

She had, in fact. When the bor
a name by which EngJishmen c,
never elaborated which English
something at random from a cl
liked how firm and round the sr
boured no complaint. But no one
and soon Miss Betty had dropper
tbr a moment before he remembe

'Robin.'.

Professor Lovell was quiet for a
bov- his brows were furrowed, as

.rrrled up, as if delighted.'How ab
I have a surname.'
'One that will do in London. p:

The boyblinked at him.'pick. .

Family names were not things
he thought. They marked lineage; .

'The English reinvent their narn
-1he only families who keep theirs

I lilled Cock Robin.
I{/ho sazp him die?

The boy wiped tears from his eyes, snilfling. Professor Lovell sat back,

waiting for the boy to recover sornewhat before he continued.'In two

days, Nlrs Piper and I will depart this country fbr a city called London

in a country called Engiand. I'm sure you'\'e heard of both''

The boy gave an uncertain nod. f,ondon existed to him like Lilliput

did: a faraway, imaginary, fantasy place where no ore 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 1.esp own living. In return, you will take courses in a curriculum

of mY design. It will be language work - Latin, Greek, and of course,

)Iandarin. You will enjoy an eas11 comiortable life, and the best educa-

tion that one can afford. A11 I expect in return is that you apply yourself

diligently' to your studies.'

P.of.rro. Lovell clasped his hands togethef as if in prayer. The boy

found his tone confusing. It was utterlv flat and dispassionate. He could

not tell if Prof-essor Lovell u,anted him in l,ondon or not; indeed, this

seemed less like an adoption and more like a business proposal.
,I urge you to strongly consider it,'Professor Loveli continued. 'Your

motheiand grandparents are dead, your father unknown, and .,ou have

no extended family. Stay here, and you worit have a Penny to vour name'

All you will ever know is poverty, disease, and starvation. You',ll find

*n.k on the docks if you're lucky, but you're still small yet, so you'll

spend a few years begging or steaiing. Assuming you reach adulthood,

the best you can hope for is backbreaking iabour on the ships"

The boy found himself staring, fascinated, at Professor I-ovell's face as

he spoke.It was 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 rneris faces, from the broad and ruddy to the diseased

u.rJ[,r.r-rpotted to the long, pale, and severe. But the professor's face

presented an entirely different puzzle. His had all the components of

a sta.rda.d human face - e1.es, lips, nose, teeth, all healthy and normal.

Ilis 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 
^ 

tlu.rk slate. The boy g6114 not guess his feelings at all. As the

professor described the boy's earl-v, inevitable death, he'could have been

reciting ingredients for a stew.

'Why?'asked the bolr
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