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To Steve 

  



 

PROLOGUE 

In the spring of 1994, John Chan, an athletic teenager, vaulted up the stairs of an old apartment 

building on the edge of Chinatown in the city of Boston, taking two steps at a time while carrying a 

hockey stick and a duffel bag full of shoulder pads, helmets, gloves, and skates. He was tired but very 

excited because he had just played an important hockey game at his school—the winner would go on to 

the division finals—and he could hardly wait to tell his mother that he had a winning goal in the second 

period and was congratulated by all of his teammates and his coach. John was starving. Looking forward 

to a hug; a hot shower; and a hearty, homemade meal, he was rushing toward his apartment, which was 

located on the third floor of the five-story brick building. 

After the door swung open by a touch of the end of his hockey stick, John stopped in alarm. 

Even if she was expecting a guest, his mother always locked the apartment door—she was afraid of 

burglars ever since their next-door neighbor had a break-in several months ago. John dropped the duffel 

bag, placed the hockey stick against the wall and peeked inside the apartment apprehensively. It was 

late in the afternoon, but the west-facing apartment was still well lit by the sun, which was sinking 

slowly on the horizon. 

His jaw dropped when he saw what had become of his home, which was always neat and clean 

no matter how hectic the occupants’ lives were. The living room was in total disarray, the floor covered 

with bits and pieces of books and magazines, and all the drawers and cabinet doors in the kitchen were 

pulled open—his home had been turned upside down, ransacked. 

His voice echoed as he called out, “Mom, I’m home! Where are you?” 

No response; the apartment was eerily quiet. Hesitantly, John opened the door wider and 

entered, trying not to step on the fallen books because he knew his mother, Shao Mei, loved them. A 

former physics professor at Beijing University, Shao Mei kept all the books she had brought with her 

from China, even though most of them were getting flimsy and falling apart. 

Among all the messes, a shiny object drew John’s attention almost immediately. Sitting on the 

coffee table in the living room was a slick and colorful porcelain bottle of Moutai, the most famous 

liquor in China. His mother had been working as a mailroom clerk for an insurance company in Boston 

and could never have afforded an authentic bottle of Moutai, which would have fetched more than a 

hundred dollars on the black market in her native country. 

He walked over and stood in front of the battered coffee table, looking down at the exquisitely 



designed liquor bottle, which seemed empty. Then, he noticed something bulky stuck between the sofa 

and the coffee table. It was his mother, face-down on the floor. On her partially hidden, painfully 

distorted face, blood trickled from her nose and her mouth. His legs started trembling violently. John 

screamed, but no sound came from his mouth. It was seemingly a long time before he was able to 

control his limbs. He ran to the kitchen, picked up the phone, and dialed 911. 

The rest of the day was a blur. Police officers and detectives came and went, along with a team 

of forensic specialists and an ambulance. Everything in the apartment and around the body was 

checked, including a fancy gift box in the trash can, two shot glasses on the kitchen counter, and the 

empty bottle of Moutai. The forensic officers used protective gloves, putting all the items, one at a time, 

carefully into separate evidence bags. 

After the body was taken away, a tall and sturdy man in his early fifties came into the bedroom 

where John was sitting and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Paul Winderman,” he said in a soft voice, 

“detective sergeant from the Boston Police Department. And your name please?” 

“John Chan,” John murmured without looking up at the police officer. 

“John,” Paul said, kneeling down to face the kid at the same level. “Do you have any relatives in 

town?” 

“No,” John said and shook his head, looking into Paul’s deep and pale blue eyes in despair. 

What’ll happen to me now? He thought in panic. Where will I go? His mother was the only family he had 

in the US. He dropped his head and started weeping. 

Paul kept his large hand on John’s shoulder. What a pity. The poor lad might have to be sent to 

social services, he thought sympathetically. “Do you know anyone in the city—your mother’s friends, for 

example?” he asked hopefully. 

John lifted his head and nodded. “My mom was friendly with Auntie Ann Lee and Uncle Fang 

Chen,” he told the detective between sobs. According to Chinese tradition, he addressed all of his 

parents’ friends as “uncles” and “aunties” even though they weren’t blood relations. As far as John 

knew, Auntie Lee and Uncle Chen visited his mother often when she was alive—sometimes they’d take 

him along to have dim sum in Chinatown, an area he and his mother lived on the edge of, where the 

rent was cheaper than most places in downtown Boston. 

Paul Winderman’s eyes lit up when he heard the names. He had dealt with both of them in a 

previous murder case a few years ago. He liked Ann a lot, a very capable young woman and a straight 

arrow, but he didn’t trust Fang Chen because the professor had played hocus-pocus with the police 

rather than cooperating the last time they met. 



 

Paul processed the facts in his head for less than a minute before placing a few calls. Due to the 

fact that Ann didn’t own a car, he dispatched a police cruiser to pick her up. Half an hour later, a sober 

and red-eyed Ann Lee showed up at Shao Mei’s apartment to take John away. 

“I’ll pack up everything you need and deliver to you as soon as I can,” Paul told the kid, who had 

rested his head on Auntie Lee’s shoulder and was crying. 

Lifting his head, the kid said nothing but nodded with tears in his eyes. With Ann’s help, he 

stuffed a few sets of clothes into his duffel bag, picked up his backpack and the hockey stick, and left his 

home in the US for the last time. 

*** 

Friday, April 24 

Another warm night; the breeze coming from the open windows makes me feel it’s an early 

summer rather than spring day. 

It has been a thrill to know that I will soon meet my old friend who suffered much at the hands of 

the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution. I’m extremely excited about the opportunity to renew our 

friendship. I don’t have many old friends anymore, having lost all the contacts when I moved. I 

particularly crave the comradeship we forged during the formidable years when we were both young. 

It’s fascinating for me to think what this friend of mine will say or what her reaction will be when 

I show up at her door. I probably should call her first or send her an e-mail, but I’m not sure if she has an 

e-mail account, or even a computer—still a luxury item for most people. I heard she has fallen on hard 

times since she left China. The poor thing!  

I’m sure I can cheer her up with my visit and my unique gift. It’s only fitting that I should bring 

her the best. 

  



CHAPTER 1 

 “I’m leaving right now to pick him up,” Fang Chen said firmly. Ann had called to tell him about 

the tragic death of Shao Mei, their mutual friend. “Don’t argue with me, Ann. My apartment has two 

rooms so he can sleep on the couch in the living room. Your room doesn’t even have the space for a 

small mattress. How can John live with you?” 

Ann had to agree. She and her roommate Joan had been sharing a one-bedroom apartment for 

the past three years in order to live near the campus while attending Boston University. Outside the city, 

they could’ve had a bigger and cheaper apartment, but they would have to own a car, which would cost 

more money, as parking, gas, and insurance would add up very quickly. As of now, she had the smaller 

bedroom and Joan took the bigger living room. 

After she hung up the phone, Ann turned to look at the kid who had fallen asleep on her twin 

bed, face still wet with tears. Such a tragedy, she thought, shaking her head in disbelief. How could it 

happen? It felt like a family member had died—she, Fang Chen, and Shao Mei had bonded after the 

tragic death of Yi-yun, Ann and Shao Mei’s friend and Fang Chen’s ex-wife, and had become the best of 

friends in the past few years. They were all Chinese—she and Shao Mei came from the mainland while 

Fang Chen, a Singaporean with Chinese ancestry, came from Singapore. They were all serious and 

studious—nerds, as they were called in the US. When the three of them met in Chinatown for dim sum 

or noodle soups during the weekends, conversations never strayed away from books, research projects, 

and current events. No longer being a professor in her new country, Shao Mei nevertheless contributed 

greatly to their discussions because she was smart, honest, and to some extent highly opinioned. 

*** 

“I can’t believe this,” Fang Chen blurted out as soon as he passed the living room, stepped into 

the bedroom and dropped down in a chair. “Why would anyone want to kill Shao Mei?” 

Ann looked at the kid when she sat down across from her friend on the edge of her twin bed. 

“Hush, please don’t wake him up.” 

“Don’t you worry,” Fang Chen said dismissively. “You can’t wake up a teenager by talking.” 

It was such an unimaginable blow to him, because Shao Mei had become dearer to Fang Chen 

over the past few years than his own siblings. Having grown up as the unattractive, nearsighted middle 

child, Fang Chen was a loner from a very early age, living miserably in the shadows of his brilliant and 

beautiful siblings. His older brother was handsome and athletic, and good at everything he chose to do; 

his younger sister, a talented pianist, had won several national competitions before becoming a 



 

successful concert pianist. Quiet and self-conscious, Fang Chen was always awkward in social gatherings. 

But after his ex-wife’s death, the sympathy and friendship offered by Ann and Shao Mei had warmed his 

heart. The three of them had become so tight that he considered Shao Mei and Ann as part of his 

extended family. “She’s such a nice person,” he said with feeling. 

“I know,” Ann said. “I can’t understand it either.” She had noticed that her habitually well-

dressed friend, always impeccably attired in brand-name formal wear, looked disheveled—the collar of 

his light wool jacket was partly folded in and his thin hair was so ruffled that a bald patch was showing 

on the top of his head. Fang Chen had to be extremely upset over Shao Mei’s death, Ann realized, to 

forget combing his hair before leaving the house. “Her apartment was utterly ransacked,” she told him. 

“Was it a robbery?” Fang Chen asked, looking at Ann incredulously. “Why would anyone want to 

rob Shao Mei?” His friend Ann was a petite young woman, very plain, the total opposite of his beautiful 

and glamorous ex-wife. Ann’s most attractive feature was her almond-shaped eyes, inquisitively bright. 

Otherwise, with her round face, shoulder-length fuzzy hair, and bargain basement outfit, she looked 

rather homely, if not hopelessly unadorned. But for some reason, her simple look and effortless 

demeanor made Fang Chen feel comfortable and relaxed. He could always be himself in her company, 

without feeling a bit self-conscious or awkward. “It’s not like she was rich or had a mattress at home 

stuffed with cash.” 

Ann had been thinking the same questions since she had received the call from the police. 

“She’s certainly not a woman with means,” she said slowly. “All the furniture in her apartment is 

chipped and tattered. She didn’t own anything valuable—no computer, no camera, and—” 

“The only camera she ever used was a CVS store-brand disposable,” Fang Chen exclaimed, 

interrupting Ann midsentence, “and her old TV was picked up from the flea market in Springfield.” He 

should’ve known because he had to drive her more than an hour each way to Springfield before John’s 

arrival, as Fang Chen was the only one among her friends who owned a car. Shao Mei told him her son 

would need a TV to practice English. “Nothing in her apartment is worth the effort to break in for.” 

Ann couldn’t agree more, and as far as she was concerned, it didn’t look like a burglary but a 

possible murder because of the gruesome facts John had described on the way back, inside the police 

cruiser, the obvious pain that registered on his mother’s face, the tracks of dry blood from her nose and 

mouth, and a fancy porcelain bottle of Moutai that had strangely appeared on the coffee table. Moutai 

has very high alcohol content but John told her the bottle seemed empty—did Shao Mei drink herself to 

death or get poisoned? Ann had no way knowing since she didn’t have access to police or toxicology 

reports, but she couldn’t help but suspect a foul play because she knew Shao Mei, who rarely drank 



except for special occasions. 

“If her apartment had been ransacked as you just told me,” Fang Chen continued, “I have to 

admit it does look like a robbery, even though I can’t understand why.” Everyone knew Shao Mei had 

been living paycheck to paycheck since she moved to Boston. She was sharp-witted and highly qualified, 

but her inadequate language skills had prevented her from finding a high-paying job. “It could be a 

mistake though—a wrong address and a wrong unit,” he speculated. “I wonder if the burglar took her 

ring, which was the most valuable asset she owned, I think.”  

Shao Mei had a big gold ring on her finger at all times, saying it was an heirloom from her 

husband’s grandmother. “It’s sort of like my wedding ring,” she was fond of saying because the wedding 

ring—a symbol of the bourgeois lifestyle—became unfashionable during the Cultural Revolution. “My 

mother-in-law gave it to me when I married her son.” 

Ann shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think it was a robbery—even if the ring was 

taken,” she said. “It’s most likely a premeditated murder.” 

“What?” The eyes behind Fang Chen’s thick glasses widened—he was flabbergasted. “What 

makes you say that?” 

“Because of the bottle,” Ann said. “If it was a robbery,” she reasoned, “why would the thief 

want to bring a fancy and expensive bottle to the scene? It doesn’t make sense. The way her apartment 

looked when I got there—the books and papers were everywhere and all the drawers and cabinet doors 

were pulled open. It was more like someone wanted to find something particular rather than a random 

burglary. Now my two questions are: Why did Shao Mei have to die? And what was the killer looking 

for?” 

“Couldn’t be money,” Fang Chen replied confidently. Brought up by a father who had run a 

successful tech company in addition to being an avid antique collector, Fang Chen had an acute sense of 

money and its power. “We all know Shao Mei had no money—she barely made ends meet with the 

minimum wages she had been collecting while supporting her son.” He became lost in thought for a few 

minutes. “Do you think she might’ve brought in some treasure from China knowingly or unknowingly 

when she came to the US?” he asked slowly. “A small vase or a bowl from the Ming Dynasty could fetch 

tens of thousands, if not millions, depending on its condition.” 

 “Yeah, right, hidden treasure indeed,” Ann said and threw him a dirty look. “You’ve been 

reading too many detective stories.” As his friend, she knew Fang Chen loved mystery and detective 

stories. It was one of the few subjects that they were both interested in. “If Shao Mei had such a vase or 

a bowl, don’t you think she would’ve lived in a better place than a shady old building in Chinatown?” 



 

Fang Chen rolled his eyes—he was getting used to his younger friend shooting down his 

arguments in heated discussions. “Give me a better reason why Shao Mei had to die if you don’t agree 

with my theory,” he replied good-humoredly. “Why would anyone want to kill a harmless middle-aged 

woman if not for financial gain? What was the motive to search her home after she was killed if not for 

something valuable? What did the killer want to find in her poorly furnished apartment?” 

“You do have a point here,” Ann admitted reluctantly. “If the killer wasn’t looking for treasure—

and I’m sure Shao Mei had no hidden treasure, no matter what you think—and wasn’t looking for 

money, everyone knows Shao Mei had no money, what exactly was the killer looking for? What did the 

killer want from Shao Mei? It had to be something extremely valuable or important because the killer 

preferred to kill rather than risk the possibility of being turned away.” 

“Unfortunately,” Fang Chen grunted under his breath, “we might never know.” 

Ann was quietly digesting this bleak possibility. “It’s so maddening,” she cried out after a few 

moments. “A few years ago Yi-yun was killed, and to this day we still don’t know who the killer was. Now 

Shao Mei is dead and we have no idea why. It’s like people around us are getting slaughtered for no 

apparent reason.” Her almond-shaped eyes suddenly filled with tears. 

“There, there,” Fang Chen said as he left his chair and walked over to the edge of the twin bed 

where Ann was sitting. He put his arms awkwardly around her shoulders. “Look here, Ann, we are both 

breathing and kicking, aren’t we?” He knew exactly who had killed Yi-yun, but he could never tell so he 

quickly changed the subject. “Shao Mei’s death is a tragedy,” he said soothingly. “As her friends, now we 

have the responsibility to help John until a permanent arrangement can be made.” 

Ann nodded, wiping away her tears. “He’ll probably have to go back to China to live with his 

father,” she said softly. When Shao Mei left China several years ago, her husband, a professor at 

Tsinghua University, had stayed behind. 

“He’s afraid of changing, that’s what,” Shao Mei used to complain. 

Fang Chen looked at the small bed where John was soundly asleep, oblivious to what was 

happening around him. “Should we wake him up?” he asked quietly. 

“Yes, we have to,” Ann said, standing up. “Tomorrow you’ll be home so he can stay with you. 

What about Monday?” she asked. “Should we keep him at home for a few days? It’s such a shock for 

him.” She wouldn’t be surprised if John wanted to stay home for a while. 

“Sure,” Fang Chen said, eyeing the quiet form of a sleeping teenager sympathetically. “On 

second thought, I think we should ask him and let him decide,” he said to Ann. “At his age, he might feel 

restless if he has to stay home alone, because during the day you have to go to school and I have to go 



to work.” He glanced back and added: “Thank God summer vacation will start in a few weeks. We can 

certainly work out a solution by then.” 

“Which reminds me,” Ann said. “One of us has to call his father tonight.” There was a twelve-

hour difference between Beijing and Boston during daylight saving time. “I’m not sure if the police have 

time to call him, and I doubt they’d have his phone number even if they made an effort to search for it. 

Shao Mei had been routinely writing and listing things at home in Chinese.” 

“They could’ve checked with the phone companies, I’m sure,” Fang Chen said, remembering the 

phone records Paul Winderman showed him when the detective tried to solve his ex-wife’s murder. 

“But I’ll do it. I bet he’ll want to have John back in Beijing now that his mother is dead. If he has trouble 

obtaining a passport and a visa, I can arrange for an airline to send John back. The unaccompanied minor 

program is the best and the safest way to fly him home alone.” 

“His father will appreciate it,” Ann said and smiled at him gratefully. Fang Chen was such a 

generous soul who never hesitated to help. When Ann needed money to bury her best friend Yi-yun a 

few years ago, Fang Chen volunteered to pay for it even though Yi-yun was his ex-wife who had walked 

out on him after an extramarital affair. 

Ann turned to the kid and woke him up gently. She told him Uncle Chen would take him home 

because in his apartment John could have his own sofa bed. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor, and 

you’ll be safer and more comfortable in his apartment. Neither of us will let you go into a foster home, 

so don’t worry. You’ll stay with Uncle Chen until we hear from your father.” 

“I’ll call him tonight when we get home,” Fang Chen promised the kid, “and you can talk to him 

as well. You know your home phone number in Beijing, right?” 

“Yes,” John said in an almost inaudible voice. His mother always called his father during the 

weekends so that he could say a few words as well. 

Shao Mei had mentioned that her husband refused to leave China because he was afraid of 

being isolated in a new country where he had no friends. Looking at John, Ann couldn’t help but wonder 

what would’ve happened if Shao Mei’s husband was in the apartment when the killer showed up with a 

bottle of Moutai. Would he have prevented the murder, or simply become the second victim? 

“Tomorrow is Sunday so you’ll be home with me,” Fang Chen said to the kid while helping him 

pick up all of his belongings. “Do you want to go to school on Monday?” 

“It’ll be all right if you want to stay home for a few days,” Ann assured him. 

 “I’d rather go back to school on Monday,” John said quietly without lifting his eyes. He knew his 

mother would’ve preferred it. When she was alive, Shao Mei always put an emphasis on his schooling—



 

John couldn’t bear the thought of missing a day of school right after she had passed away. 

Fang Chen nodded approvingly. “Okay, I’ll drive you to school Monday morning.” 

Ann hugged the kid and told him she would visit him as often as she could, though not the next 

day as she had to work full shifts during the weekends at China Dragon. Being a waitress was the only 

way she could support herself while attending college. 

After seeing them off, Ann returned to her room deep in thought. Inquisitive by nature in a quiet 

way, she couldn’t help mulling over the facts she had learned. As she lay in her bed wide awake, staring 

at the pale white ceiling, the scenes in Shao Mei’s apartment flashed in front of her eyes like the ever-

changing settings of a movie—the poker-faced police officers, the messy living room, the unbolted 

cabinet doors, and the trashed floors. Ann didn’t actually see Shao Mei’s body, or the porcelain liquor 

bottle, or the matching shot glasses, because all had been picked up, moved, or put away by the forensic 

officers before her arrival, but John had described them in great detail. 

Why did the killer turn Shao Mei’s home upside down after the murder? Ann was pretty sure 

her friend was murdered. The act alone had eliminated a few possible motives. It probably wasn’t for 

revenge because kill for revenge was typically speedy; some might call for a slower and more painful 

death of course, but it required a close relationship and an elaborate scheme. It wasn’t a robbery gone 

awry because of the weapon used—most thieves wouldn’t carry a bottle of expensive liquor to rob, 

which could break accidentally. 

If those weren’t the motives, what else could it be? If she was able to figure it out, she might be 

able to help the police to solve the mystery. Ann would hate to see another friend of hers killed by an 

unknown murderer. 

Could it be possible that Shao Mei had a hidden treasure as Fang Chen suggested? Could the 

item be so valuable that the killer preferred to kill rather than risk the chance of not getting it? If Shao 

Mei owned such a piece, why would she keep it in her apartment? She would’ve put it in a safe-deposit 

box for sure. Besides, if she had brought a valuable piece over from China, wouldn’t Ann or others have 

seen it? Shao Mei had two big suitcases when she arrived at the Logan Airport, and she had lived with 

Yi-yun and Amy, Yi-yun’s roommate, for more than three months, leaving the suitcases half-open in the 

living room for all to see. It was inconceivable that she would have valuables sitting in her suitcases, 

knowingly or unknowingly.  

More importantly, if stealing a precious object was the motive; wouldn’t it have been easier and 

better to steal on a weekday when Shao Mei and her son were out of the apartment? What kind of 

burglar would want to confront the owner of the house with a bottle? From what John had described, 



the painful expression on Shao Mei’s face, the blood from her nose and mouth, she had to be killed by 

poisoning because there were no gun or knife wounds anywhere on her body. 

Death by poison could only mean it was a well planned and premeditated murder. Whoever the 

intruder was, they meant to kill rather than steal. They were so determined that they’d spent a sizable 

amount of money on a precious bottle to make sure Shao Mei would drink it. No Chinese person Ann 

knew could resist a taste or a shot of Moutai. 

Why was Shao Mei—a poor, harmless, middle-aged woman, as Fang Chen put it—the target of a 

merciless murder? Why was the killer so desperate to silence her? Ann always thought murder was a 

show of desperation. Nobody would kill unless they were insane or they thought it was a last resort and 

the only way out—the only way to solve their problem. 

If the motive was not monetary, could it be some hidden secret? What if Shao Mei had obtained 

some secret that was potentially fatal to somebody? It made sense, as secrets could kill. Looking for the 

hidden secret could have caused the mad search afterward. If it was true, what sort of secret could Shao 

Mei have? Could it be the evidence of a murder? Could it be something that’d cause a scandal? In any 

case, it had to be rather extraordinary to warrant a murder. Could Shao Mei possibly possess such a 

secret? She wasn’t interested in anything other than books and academics. 

Taking about academics, could it be an invention of some sort, Ann wondered, like a 

moneymaking discovery? Shao Mei was a physicist by training, but she couldn’t make any important 

discovery without setting up a lab or doing serious research—or could she? Talkative by nature, she 

would’ve told her friends if she had been doing something exciting—Ann was sure of it. The three of 

them often met during the weekends, and the conversations always revolved around the research 

projects they had been undertaking. If Shao Mei had undergone any serious research, she would’ve 

mentioned it. 

If it was not an invention and not a discovery, what else it could be? 

Ann’s idol, the famous detective Sherlock Holmes, used to say, as he was seeking and sorting out 

clues: when all other choices are impossible, the one left, even if improbable, must be the truth. Was it 

possible that something in Shao Mei’s collection of books triggered the wild search in her apartment? 

Ann thought about the messy living room floor and shook her head. Anything published in a book was 

no longer a secret—scandals in the open didn’t warrant a murder. 

*** 

Saturday, April 25 

I had a very productive day. 



 

In the morning, I went to visit my old friend and we had a grand time. She didn’t recognize me, of 

course, but I recognized her almost immediately. She hadn’t changed much, except having put on some 

weight. She’s still as proud and arrogant as she was in the old days. 

She loved the gift that I brought her, so much so that she had tears in her eyes when she opened 

the gift box. Apparently, she was flabbergasted that someone in her past would’ve remembered her 

after so many years. I’m glad that she was deeply moved by my kind gesture. 

She insisted on sharing the gift with me because not many people in the country have tried such 

a delicacy. I got it only because I had connections. The taste was somewhat overwhelming and we both 

made faces when we first tried it, but it certainly didn’t slow us down, and we thoroughly enjoyed the 

new experience. I have to admit it was my first, but I’m sure it won’t be my last because I had so much 

fun doing it. 

The happy reunion turned out much better than I expected because we got to reconnect without 

any interruptions. When I left, I had a big smile on my face. 

I was in such a good mood after the visit that I went to Chinatown for a late lunch. It is very small 

compared to the ones in other cities, but the restaurant I went to was very decent. I always love fresh 

seafood—a Maine lobster cooked with ginger and scallion is the best. 

After lunch, I made a few phone calls. My cousin told me she had finally found what I’ve been 

looking for. It was great news, even though I’d have to pay for it. 

This cousin of mine used to be considered the luckiest one in my family because she graduated 

from high school right before the Cultural Revolution in 1965 and got a job as a textile worker in the city, 

thereby avoiding the tragic fate of being sent down to the remote countryside like rest of us. While I had 

to struggle and fight every step of the way—first for my survival on the farm, then for the chance to get 

into the college, and later for a career in academia—she has been sitting pretty, living a relatively easy 

and comfortable city life, maybe a tad too comfortable to keep up the spirit of fighting. 

Now she is in desperate need of money because she was forced to retire at the age of forty-five. 

The textile company she had been working for went out of business years ago so everyone had to take an 

early retirement. After being laid off, she lost her ability to work because she was considered too old by 

the current standards. All the businesses she applied for wanted to hire some pretty young thing, so she 

became permanently unemployed, collecting a little more than a thousand renminbi a month from the 

local government, which is peanuts, less than two hundred in US dollars. After years of economic reform 

under Deng Xiaoping, living conditions and working systems in the country still leave a lot to desire. 

I told her several times that she should’ve searched for work in the private sector. There are quite 



a few privately owned companies nowadays, mostly small, as private businesses can’t compete with 

government-owned companies, which would hire workers of all ages to deliver packages or wait tables. 

But she didn’t want to take low-end jobs, afraid of losing face, preferring collecting money from the 

government and struggling rather than being out there working. The woman is so useless and meek—

which drives me crazy—that she couldn’t even keep a husband. The guy left her when his restaurant 

business took off. I don’t blame him. 

A note to myself: in the future, I should carry a bigger handbag when I visit friends. A chic tote 

should do the job beautifully. 


