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Weekend English Club

After meeting Annie, Abi found that her world had slowly begun to open a

door to the unknown.

At first, the changes were subtle. At meals or small gatherings, foreigners
would sometimes join, and Abi usually sat off to the side, listening—to the rhythm of
their speech, to sentences she didn’t always fully understand. Gradually, she began
to respond with a word or two. Simple, halting, but no longer tense. Language was no

longer just something from a textbook; it had begun to feel like a way of connecting.

Abi realized that occasional encounters were not enough to improve. She
wanted more opportunities to practice her English. So, one weekend, Annie took her

to an English club on Huagiangbei Road.

The place was nothing special—it borrowed a staff cafeteria. There were
drinks, booths, round tables, and an open area that could serve as a stage. The crowd
was not large, yet always lively. Some stood, some sat in groups, speaking in a mix of
laughter and imperfect English. There was a faint tension in the air, mixed with

excitement, as if everyone were trying to cross an invisible line.

Annie was clearly at home there. The moment she arrived, people pulled her
in. She moved easily through the room—introducing people, suggesting games,
sometimes hosting on stage. Her English was fluent, with an American accent; by
sound alone, one could hardly tell she was Chinese. Under her lead, the atmosphere

relaxed, and many people seemed to gain confidence.



Most who came were young people from different places, drawn to Shenzhen
in search of something. Some came to practice English, some to make friends, others
for less defined hopes—work, going abroad, or simply moving closer to a wider
world. Not everyone spoke well, but they all had a kind of energy. That mattered

more than anything.

Sometimes people brought foreign friends. As soon as they appeared, the
room shifted. Circles would form around them, layer upon layer, as everyone tried to
say a few sentences within a few minutes—almost as if testing their own progress. In

those hesitant words, there was nervousness, but also expectation.

After coming a few times, Abi understood that this was not just a place to
practice English. It was also a kind of amplified stage—where language, appearance,

and background could all draw attention.

One weekend, she went with Ajie. Instead of joining the busiest group, they
met two Hong Kong returnees who had been living in Canada. They looked no
different from anyone else, but spoke English with Western accents and did not
understand Mandarin. No one paid them special attention. They sat quietly, speaking

with others only now and then.

Abi and Ajie started talking with them. It wasn’t easy at first. They tried bits of
Cantonese; the others responded as best they could. Switching to English, the
sentences became broken again. When words failed, they gestured, or wrote things
down—but the others couldn’t read Chinese, so they laughed and tried again.
Misunderstandings were common, but no one minded. People didn’t come here for
perfect content—they came to practice expression. It felt a little like childhood,
finding simple joy in trying to communicate, without worrying too much about

correctness.



Mistakes were constant, and pauses unavoidable, but no one backed away. As
they talked longer, conversation grew more natural—about life in Canada,
impressions of Hong Kong and Shenzhen. Abi noticed that when she stopped focusing

on whether she was “right,” she understood more, and spoke more easily.

Over the next few weekends, they met almost every time. There was no plan—
they simply showed up and found each other. Conversation flowed more smoothly,
and sometimes they even made small jokes. The sense of familiarity did not appear

all at once; it built gradually, through those slightly awkward exchanges.

Abi began to feel that language itself mattered less. What mattered was
whether the other person was willing to listen to the end, and whether you were

willing to take the time to understand.

Then one day, they mentioned they would soon return to Canada. They said it
lightly, almost in passing. Abi nodded, without much reaction. In this city, partings

were common. People came and went; meetings and separations felt natural.

The next weekend, they did not come. The club remained lively. New faces
appeared; familiar ones disappeared. Annie was still busy, moving through the room,

talking and laughing. Crowds still gathered and dispersed around foreigners.

Abi stood quietly among the crowd. In that moment, she understood that what
she had gained was more than a few smoother phrases. It was the shift from silence
to trying, from chasing accuracy to trusting connection. In those brief encounters, she
had also learned not to measure time by its length, but by whether it was truly

treasured.



