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What the City Hides

Winnie Mo

Ever since Abi and Awen met at Window of the World, their weekends had
turned into a quiet sanctuary tucked away from the city’s dazzling rush. In that soft,
wordless warmth, it was almost possible to forget that beneath the lights and noise,

moments of unease still lingered, waiting to surface.

Their routine was simple: find a Hong Kong—style café near the Luohu
checkpoint, order dim sum and a pot of tea, chat idly, and watch the ebb and flow of
traffic and crowds outside the window. After tea, they would stroll along Shennan

East Road toward Dongmen Pedestrian Street.

In 1995, Dongmen was a maze of shops and noise—a collage of high- and
low-end goods, blaring music, vendors shouting, and BP pagers beeping. Tourists,
small traders, and young dream-chasers pushed through the same packed streets,
sometimes so crowded it was hard to take a single step. And yet, walking side by side

in that chaos, Abi and Awen could still find a surprising sense of calm.

One particularly warm Saturday afternoon, sunlight poured onto the sidewalk
along Shennan Middle Road like a thin, golden blanket. Awen was telling a joke, Abi
answered softly, and they walked slowly, as if in no hurry to reach anywhere,

savouring the ease of the moment.

Suddenly, a small figure darted in front of them. A little girl —hair messy,
wearing a long dress too large for her, its hem frayed from dragging on the ground,
and plastic sandals too big for her feet- lifted a wilting red rose toward them. Her
bright eyes filled with caution and hope, searched Awen’s face. “Big brother... buy a

flower for the big sister?” Her voice was so faint it felt on the verge of breaking.



Awen froze, then reached into his pocket and handed her ten yuan. She took

the money, bowed politely, and slipped away.

But moments later, more children appeared from all directions—some holding
flowers, some dragging worn cloth bags, and a few kneeling abruptly on the
pavement, raising their flowers high. Their young voices trembled with pleading:

“Big brother, buy a flower for the big sister...”

It was as if someone had muted the street. The music from the record shop,
the vendors’ shouts, the buzz of the crowd—all faded, leaving only a quiet pressure

closing in around them.

Awen stood surrounded by tiny outstretched hands, wilted flowers, and damp,
hopeful eyes. He didn’t know what to do. Giving money might draw even more
children; refusing felt like crushing something fragile inside them. His face stiffened —

the helplessness adults feel when reality exposes its rough edges without warning.

Abi’s heart tightened. Instinctively, she stepped forward and shouted, “Go
away! Don’t block his way!” Still, the children clung to them; one even grabbed
Awen’s sleeve. Only when they realized nothing more was coming did they scatter

abruptly, like scraps of paper blown into the shadows of the crowd.

No one knew how many times these children had been chased off like this, yet
they kept rushing toward couples, their movements so practiced they seemed
trained. Perhaps, to them, this had become just another part of life—maybe even a

kind of game.

The street soon returned to its usual noise. Music, hawking, footsteps—
everything resumed as if nothing had happened. But the two of them could no longer

return to the lightness from before. Awen walked in silence, the earlier awkwardness



still circling in his mind. Abi said nothing either, wondering who those children were,

and whether their parents knew what kind of life their kids were living in Shenzhen.

They walked a long time, their shadows stretching in the late-day sun. Abi

wanted to speak, but felt that their shared silence said it all.

After a while, Awen finally murmured, “I... shouldn’t have given her that ten

yuan, should I?”

Abi shook her head. “It’s not your fault.”

It wasn’t pity, nor annoyance—ijust a quiet helplessness. As if, in a city growing
at breakneck speed, a tiny seam had suddenly split open, revealing the hardships
hidden behind the neon lights: small, fragile lives swept along by the tide of the

times.

From that day on, the scene became a small, shadow in their memories.
They realized, for the first time— Some kindness can only stay in the heart;

and some helplessness, one can only learn to live with.



