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At the Checkpoint

Winnie Mo
An unknown journey is always a long and difficult one.

Autumn in Shenzhen was meant to be crisp and clear, yet on the day Abi and

Ajie set off with their bags on their backs, the sky turned suddenly overcast. A fine,



steady rain began to fall, quietly soaking the road ahead and casting a sense of

unease over the journey.

Abi was squeezed inside a noisy bus, the air thick with accents and smells from
every corner of the country. Outside the window, the rain blurred the scenery into
indistinct shapes, yet her thoughts were unusually clear. In that moment, a line from
Qu Yuan’s Li Sao surfaced in her mind: “The road ahead is long and winding; | will
search high and low.” She could not tell whether the words were meant to comfort

her or to remind her that true journeys often begin in uncertainty.

The bus jolted along toward Buji Checkpoint, the unavoidable gateway into
Shenzhen. It was the height of the reform and opening-up era, when dreamers from
across the country were streaming south. To enter Shenzhen, one first had to cross
this threshold—where policy and reality coexisted—before stepping into a future

imagined as boundless.

As soon as the bus stopped, passengers poured out, carrying bags of every size.
The square in front of the checkpoint was already submerged in people. The end of
the line was nowhere to be seen; the so-called “long Dragon” existed only as a shared
sensation. The crowd moved like a slow tide, pushing forward amid noise and
jostling. Caught in the current, Abi and Ajie were shoved along for a long while before

finally reaching the back of the line.

Progress was painfully slow—one step, then a stop. This was a time before
mobile phones, when waiting felt endless. With no screens to pass the time, people
struck up casual conversations with strangers, exchanging fragments of information
that were small but real. In the uneasy patience of waiting, many came to understand
that the first step toward a dream was often not running forward but learning to

endure.



Standing in front of them was a tall young woman. She wore her long hair
loose, her skin fair, and when she smiled, a deep dimple appeared. Her eyes were
bright and steady. In the crowded noise, she seemed unusually composed, a gentle
contrast to the surrounding restlessness. People who spoke to her unconsciously
looked up; she simply moved forward with the line, quietly and firmly, as if she were

in no hurry to arrive anywhere.

Noticing her, Abi had a fleeting thought: Such a beautiful girl—how could her

family have let her venture out on her own?

Out of curiosity, Abi asked softly, “Where are you from?”

“Shanghai. My name is Aying,” the girl replied with an easy smile, then asked in

return, “And you?”

Despite her slightly distant appearance, Aying revealed warmth and kindness
after a few exchanges. The three of them soon began talking, finding brief support in
one another during the long wait. Suddenly, a staff member’s clear, commanding

voice: “Pass!”

The line moved again, and Aying passed through the checkpoint without

trouble.

She stopped on the other side and waited quietly for the two new friends she
had just met. When the inspector took Abi’s papers, he flipped through them, looked
down at the document, then up at Abi, and raised his voice: “No. This has expired.”

He yanked the papers back toward her and pushed her aside. Ajie met the same fate.

The two of them stood helplessly by the side of the line, not knowing what to

do. The flow of people continued past the checkpoint, no one paying them any



attention. Then Abi saw Aying on the other side waving her right hand vigorously and
pointing to the far right. Following her gesture, Abi and Ajie walked along the edge of
the checkpoint to the very end. There, barely noticeable, was a small hole—
something that looked as if it had been slowly dug out by those without proper

documents.

They glanced around. No one was watching. In a flash, they slipped through.

Aying was already waiting on the other side. When the three of them met, they
said nothing. They simply held each other tightly, like family reunited after a long

separation.

Outside the checkpoint, buses lined the roadside, waiting for passengers. Aying

turned and asked, “Where are you going?”

Abi and Ajie fell silent. Shenzhen was enormous. Their dreams suddenly felt

close—yet their direction was no longer clear.

“Why don’t you stay at my place for now?” Aying said calmly, sincerely,

without further explanation.

That brief sentence carried unusual weight in the unfamiliar dusk of a strange
city. Abi and Ajie exchanged a glance, gratitude rising wordlessly between them, and

replied softly, “Alright.”

What was Aying’s home like? What kind of life did she live? With expectation

and curiosity, they followed her onto a bus heading toward the Shenzhen Reservoir.

Outside, the rain began to ease. At that moment, they did not know that this

encounter would be remembered again and again in the years to come. Only later



would they understand that many beginnings in life happen because someone

steadies you before you’ve found your footing.



