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It was on another campus of the city when 

I turned twenty, a time even a beeping pager was 

a luxury for a student. Sitting in the suburbs, 

the campus was built on a hill by the side of 

a charming sea. Much unlike the present, the 

shore on the other side of the sea was rural 

then. All those edifices now standing along the 

waterfront like a dam seemed to me cascading 

there overnight. I still remembered how much the 

scene in an ordinary night those days resembled an 

impressionistic painting when lit by the full moon 

hanging over the silhouette of the hills under the 

serene sky. Beams of moonlight quietly rested on 

the water like silver strokes on canvas of deep blue. 

Yellowish gleams from the scattering fishing boats 

tenderly twisted along. Over the shore it was dark, 

not a light in sight. It was enigmatic, enticing, but 

gloomy. 

I didn’t quite remember how I wandered into 

this Chinese garden. Perhaps I was so annoyed by 

the clatter and clamour in the piazza that I just 

wanted to take a turn to hide away for a while. I 

couldn’t blame anyone, for this was the era of the 

mobile phones. And this was a campus of youthful 

tones. On this campus, which located next to a 

major shopping mall in one of the most expensive 

areas of the city, I turned twenty the second time. 

Last night I had a luxurious dinner in the most 

elegant restaurant in the mall with my girl. We 

drank wine and had oysters. The candlelight on 

the dining table flickered as she softly sang me the 

birthday song. I was not so sure if I adored the way 

she put on her makeup, but anyway, I let her kiss 

me with her rosy lips.
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It should not be the wine or the kiss that 

made me feel dizzy at the moment. I guessed it 

was the noise. The tunnel leading from the mall 

to the campus usually rumbled. The footsteps, the 

murmurings, the laughter, the ringing tones, and 

some other queer sounds wrestled with each other 

inside the 50-meter subway every time you pressed 

your way through it. It was no better on the 

campus, or perhaps worse. Throughout November 

there were these boys and girls over-dressing in 

black suits, as if they were hotel floor managers, 

standing in a row or two in the middle of the busy 

passage in front of the main building stretching a 

fancy banner soliciting for a vote, and they literally 

bawled! And here and there, graduates in their 

solemn gowns and bunches of colourful flowers 

were taking pictures with digital cameras with 

their families, as hectic as it could be.

Anyhow, I had made my turn into the 

Chinese garden. It humbly reclined between an 

avenue and the academic buildings. I followed 

the trail and meandered for a little while until 

the din faded away. A few people were in sight, 

including a patrolling security guard. When I saw 

a pavilion ahead, I was a bit puzzled. I vaguely 

remembered having passed by one just then, but 

I was not exactly sure if it was the same pavilion. 

My class would not begin until half an hour later, 

so I decided to take a little rest on a wooden bench. 

The dusk was curtaining down. The trees swung 

to the gentle wind. I closed my eyes. I could hear 

the sound of a waterfall from not far away. The 

momentary tranquility felt so familiar and yet 

distant. Then I heard someone stomping near.
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“Excuse me,” a green voice greeted me.

I opened my eyes and found in front of me 

a young man with a silly grin on his face. He was 

about twenty, carrying a backpack and wearing a 

pair of eyeglasses of turtle frame, plain white shirt 

and jeans, and plain white sport-shoes. Kind of 

book worm student out of style. He seemed to be 

in a hurry. 

“What is it?” I asked skeptically.

“… Sorry to disturb you. May I ask the way 

to the theatre?” he politely asked.

“You’ve got the wrong person. I am fresh 

here, not even know where the canteen is.”

“Oh,” he uttered. Looking a bit lost, he 

paused and asked, “May I know what the time is?”

I pulled up my sleeve and my Seiko read 6:05.

“Forget it!” he sounded disappointed. “It has 

started.”

“What is it? Your class?”

“The film, blow up, Antonioni!”

It rang a bell. I saw that film when I had been 

as young as he was. I was once a film fanatic. 

“I don’t want to miss a second of a film, any.” 

He added, “I’d rather watch it next time.”

“Good.”

He stood still with puzzle in his face and 

suddenly remarked, “It’s strange.”

“What?” I thought actually he was a bit 

strange.

“I am in the third year now. I should have 

known this campus inside out. But I’ve never been 

around here. This garden…” he looked annoyed.

“It’s my first time here too. Don’t worry. This 

is a nice garden.”

“…May I sit down?”

I hesitated, “Sure.”

He relaxed a bit. “Are you a lecturer?” out of 

curiosity he asked.

“I hope so,” I smiled bitterly. “I am a 

graduate student.”

“Oh, you look quite mature. I…I mean you 

are wearing a tie. Have you been working long?”

His impudence surprised me.

“Yes,” I briefly replied.

“What is your profession?”

“Why ask?”

“I just wonder why working people want 

to come back to college. By the way, why do you 

come back?”

There should be plenty of nice reasons I could 

choose to tell him – my career demanded it, I 

wanted to update myself with the latest academic 

outputs, I liked to show off the qualification on my 

business card. Or I just changed the subject and 

asked something about him. However, to my own 

surprise I said, “I am not sure.”

“Oh,” he sighed emphatically. “I am in the 

third year and about to spend the rest of my life 

working. I know I am going to hate that. Do you 
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think so?”

“Boy, I am not you. How should I know if 

you will hate your working life or not?”

“Do you like yours?”

“Of course, I do.” I answered without second 

thoughts.

“What is it you like?”

“Everything, man!”

“Anything specific?”

“Money, esteem, satisfaction.” I said 

impatiently.

“Sounds not bad,” he said. “How about 

freedom?”

“What freedom?”

“How about films?

“What films?” I cried.

“How about dreams?

Suddenly we both fell silent. I did not 

remember my dream, if I ever had one. For the 

past years, airport, hotel, conference room, hotel 

and then airport — I had been flying a lot, but 

didn’t have a chance to see the world. I had been 

writing a lot of memos and reports, but not a word 

of literature. I had been reading a lot of Business 

Week and Morning Post, but not a book of novel. 

I owned a lot of stuff including a three-piece 

Armani, but I did not remember if I ever owned I 

dream.

“O.K., I know. That’s the way it’s supposed 

to be,” he calmly said. “So, I’m going to tune my 

attitude.”

I looked at him confusedly and asked, “What 

do you mean?”

“I’m going to love what I hate,” he grinned 

again. Abruptly, I found that face familiar.

As he stood up and walked away, the lamp-

posts started to light up. The boy gradually 

staggered out of my sight. I stared at the 

hollowness and sank. The yellowish light dropped 

my blur shadow onto the ground. Gloomy. Then 

my Seiko beeped. It’s time to attend class. I took a 

deep breath and rose. Now, I needed to find a way 

to get out of this garden. 
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