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Reflections on Youth

Night was dim, the streetlights scattered and unsteady. Abi and Ajie followed
Aying into the narrow, twisting lanes of Shuiku New Village. The paths felt like a
maze; once inside, all sense of direction disappeared. Low houses pressed tightly
together, their dim lights mingling with damp air and the smell of cooking. They
climbed a narrow staircase in the dark, their footsteps echoing in the empty corridor

as they reached the third floor.

Aying pushed open the door. The living room was unexpectedly bare: a simple
dining table, a few old chairs, almost nothing else. It felt cold and makeshift, like a

temporary shelter from the world.

The bedroom, however, told a different story. A wide bed occupied most of
the space, covered with a velvet quilt. The spring mattress was soft and buoyant,
holding the body firmly the moment one sat down. A dressing table stood nearby,
cosmetics and perfume neatly arranged. Beside it, a wardrobe with mirrored doors
reflected light across the room, making the space appear brighter and larger than it
was. At the foot of the bed stood a large television. Lying down, one could watch for

hours without moving.



The three women lay side by side; the bed was still roomy. Abi and Ajie had
never slept on anything so soft and found themselves unwilling to move. They
listened quietly as Aying spoke in a low voice about her early days in Shenzhen. Her
voice was calm in the stillness of the night. At some point, the two drifted into sleep.

Half-dreaming, they seemed to hear her words still lingering by their pillows.

Aying was young and attractive, with a gentle temperament. Not long after
arriving in Shenzhen, she found work as a hostess at a restaurant. Customers often
lingered to chat with her before taking their seats, drawn in by her voice and her
smile. Regulars increased, business improved, and the owner grew more reliant on

her, asking her to handle many of the front-facing interactions.

In those days, Aying held hope for her future. She believed that if she worked
hard and endured, something would eventually come of it. She raised the subject of a
pay raise several times, each request more earnest than the last, only to be met with

vague replies and silence.

Disappointment accumulated quietly in that silence. The owner’s evasiveness
blurred the path ahead. It was then that a frequent customer—known to everyone as
Mr. Lai—began showing her particular attention. He invited her to dinner and
karaoke, gave her new clothes and accessories. His care was attentive, his approach

gradual.

Before long, Aying realized that after months of early mornings and late nights,
her wages could not even buy two decent dresses. After weighing her options, she
quit the job. Mr. Lai rented this apartment for her and furnished it with a bed,

wardrobes, and appliances. Her life shifted onto another track.



Sleep became her way of dissolving the exhaustion of the past. She stopped
looking for work. Day and night lost their order: when awake, she watched television;
when tired, she slept. When hungry, she threw on a robe, slipped into her slippers,
went downstairs to buy food, and returned. Gradually, she began chatting with
women nearby and discovered that many girls in the village lived much the same

way.

On weekdays, they slept, watched television, and talked among themselves.
On weekends, the Hong Kong men they called their “boyfriends” crossed the border
to visit. They ate together, went to nightclubs, sang karaoke. All the excitement was
compressed into two days. The rest of the week sank back into a loose, empty

rhythm of sleep and television.

Youth could be exchanged for comfort, or for another kind of choice. Abi and
Ajie had not yet let go of their ambitions. They still held fast to the idea of a future
and were unwilling to lower their heads too easily. Aying’s experience, however,
made them slow their search for work. They no longer wished to spend their days in

restaurants or offices, enduring long hours of repetitive labour.

Late at night, the three often sat together, turning their future over again and
again:
Should they keep looking for work?
How should they choose in matters of the lover?
Could life begin by settling into a stable environment, using that stability to train

themselves and gather strength?

A line from the I Ching, the first hexagram, kept circling in Abi’s mind: “The
hidden dragon should not act.” It was not retreat, but waiting—choosing to remain

submerged until the time was right.



Their meeting, their experiences, their ideals and courage, intertwined into a
dragon not yet risen. Whether one day they would leap from the depths or remain
hidden would depend on time itself—on when they would finally encounter the

moment, and the people, that could draw them upward.



