The Commuting City
My identity as a commuter was decided for me since my family settled in a suburb in Shanghai, 2002. The house was 10 minutes’ walk from the terminal station of a subway line still in construction at the time, which was said to run across the city east-west, covering the most prosperous parts and the outskirts. It was line 1, a kick start of an ambitious metro network yet to come, starting at a place with only boundless farmlands stretching beyond sight, and ending at the Shanghai train station that brought my parents here. 
Many things have changed since its run. Now the area has become a city sub-center consisting of all facilities – two shopping malls, a city library, an opera house, a green park, and mounting rows of high-rises. But twenty years ago there was just nothing. And a small house in a low building amid nothing was the only thing my parents could afford.  
Ever since I could remember, my parents would go to work by underground. And later, I would also follow the same route. I took it as the most tedious means of transportation, and I never liked the endless dark tunnels, the hypnotizing voice announcements, the rocking subway train that’s always too congested to have a vacant seat. It never came to me that taking subway could be a privilege, until I learned in utter shock one day, that my parents had been riding to work before the subway era. It was nothing like a ride in the movies with all the birds and flowers. It was a dull and toilsome two-hour ride, across the fields, under the overpass, accompanied by exhaust diesel gas of trucks from time to time. My dad had to get up at 5 every morning just to work on time, but he never grudged a bit. Being a young man from a small farming village, to find a place in the big city was all he wanted, and the rest simply didn’t matter. 
They found a place for themselves, and they secured a place for me as well. I was born with high hopes from relatives, being the only child of two people who were each the most promising child in their families, who succeeded in acquiring new identities in the wealthiest city in China. Everyone thought their lives were already consummated.
Too quick to conclude. The battle had just begun. 
***	

My first impression of line 1 was heading home from somewhere 10 stations away with my mother as a four-year-old. My left hand was tightly clutched in her fist while I leaned my upper body against her hip. All seats were occupied, no surprise, and in every carriage stood exhausted passengers just like us, who only kept their eyelids half-closed, using the opened half to spy on a potential vacancy. Head drooping to the ground, I almost fell asleep against my mom’s soft and warm body that felt like a pillar, the exclusive privilege of a kid. While standing in a state of limbo between consciousness and dream as the carriage rocked up and down, a strong grip suddenly landed on my shoulder, and hastily pushed me onto a seat. I didn’t lift my eyes to see who it was, it might be my mom, or a selfless stranger offering a seat as there always were. I just happily slipped right into a deep, sound sleep.
 My consciousness gradually restored on hearing the familiar saxophone song Going Home that was always played at terminal stations. It felt like waking from the sleepy valley after a century had passed. Lifting my eyes, I was startled to find my head resting on a strange man’s shoulder, my mom was repeating sorry from the other side. 
That was pretty embarrassing. Nonetheless, however this awkward instance kept coming back to me as sudden vigilance amid heavy drowsiness, throughout my 7-year course of commuting that followed, I never resisted drifting off wearily on each and every trip, whether it’s in the subway, a bus, a cab, or not until much later, our family car. Three hours, on a daily basis, to middle school and back, burdened with a backpack. Two hours, single ride, to the boarding high school. One hour, to take extracurriculars on Saturdays. Another hour, on Sundays. I never counted how many hours were spent on the way, the number would be equal to the hours my mom spent travelling with me plus driving for me. A majority of our lives were spent on the road. But I suppose if life were to start over again, she would still perch with my dad in a suburb of this coastal city, and her child would still experience commuting in her youthful years. The reason is simple. This was the best move. 
	***	

The next station is Jing’an Temple, doors will open on the right.
My mom and I reach the same station respectively for an hour apart. She departs home at 6 a.m. when I’m still sound asleep, and reaches Jing’an Temple, our shared transit station in city center when I barely manage to open my bleary eyes. 

6:30 
I hurriedly rush out of home to catch the bus heading to the nearest subway station; my small middle-school body suffers to squeeze into the crowds that have jammed every breathing space all the way to the door, for I can’t afford to wait another 10 minutes. Arms and legs are twisted, and people have to, whether they like it or not, lean on one another for balance. Meanwhile, my mom gets on another bus, equally slow-creeping, and will get off at the next stop at her destination while I am stuck road-raged, cursing and cursing the endless red lights. 

6:45
The overloaded bus keeps lumbering, there’s still hope that a minimum 4-minute walk at my highest speed will take me to the platform on time.

6:48 
I am missing the 6:50 train, not if I walk five steps a second, 300 steps a minute, and running is unsustainable when burdened with an overloaded backpack. If I can’t catch 6:53, I am doomed to be late for school, and the headmaster will know my name.

6:50
The moment I finally hop out of the bus, the war with time begins. Suddenly all strength and momentum are gathered, and adrenalin soars as I stride briskly forward, jostling to bisect a way in the stream of people. Toy widgets on my bag keep striking a patterned rhythm that matches my steps and the dance of the high ponytail, which keeps throwing itself on my sweaty face that sticks. The other travelers must have seen nothing but a fading silhouette that leaves behind it a hot blast of wind. Tap the card, down the stairs, dash to the train before its door alarm strikes three…and…well done! I’m on the steady train towards a steady future. I’m not going to be late, if only the bus to school arrived on time afterwards, and in temporary peace I fall asleep standing.
It is a 20-minute ride, 9 stations from the terminal to city center, superseded by another 20-minute bus ride stopping at the school’s front gate. Sometimes the bus nicely meets me as I get off the station, other times it won’t come for 30 minutes in case of heavy rain. The same faces meet at the bus station every morning: perfumed white collars, pupils wearing green scarves, their escorting grandparents, junior highs wearing red scarves. Somehow, an unspoken comradeship gradually arises with those that share part of my daily commute, diluting my loneliness and tiredness.
The next station is Jing’an Temple, doors will open on the right…
***

As a kid I never questioned why it took such pains to get an education. I just endured the hardship, as my mom did, as my dad did, without a complaint. I could have gone to a middle school near home, but my mom wouldn’t let me, and she justified herself by saying: 
your life will be ruined, if you end up there!
Now I see it’s really just an ordinary middle school. But somehow the seed of fear was planted in me, a fear of ruining my whole life at a single misstep that a youngster couldn’t possibly have the foresight to tell. Well, my naïve yet natural solution coming to mind, was to make sure that every choice was the best choice, at least for now. But it was just a mere thinking, I never had a plan. However, one day I heard my mom’s weary voice on the phone imploring for a seat for me in a key school in city center, and she gave out a deep, deep sigh after hang up. I knew it for the first time what insultation felt like, a bitterness of inferiority, mingled with a sharp sense of ego rising within. When news of acceptance finally came, it sounded like a holy blessing, and I took the road of commuting more than willingly.
***

I was put into a populated regular class (as opposed to elite class) in a good public school in city center, three blocks away from where my mom worked. The placement test was a punch in the face, and humiliation came shortly after a day when the teacher handed out scored papers top down. Self-introduction was yet another trial, exposing my identity as the uptown black sheep out of the circle of downtown kids. The teacher knew instantly that strings were pulled for me, she raised an eyebrow, the inspecting look was terrifying. 
What’s worse, for the first two weeks of class, I just couldn’t understand a single thing. All the teachers were speaking solely Shanghai dialect! None of my parents, coming from another place, knew how to speak a single word, which sounded completely different from Mandarin. It wasn’t long before teachers began to show open preference towards those who lived nearby, and could speak their coded language. And yet regional discrimination was nowhere in my vocabulary, so I took everything personally. I wasn’t welcome, wasn’t considered a real Shanghainese, I had original sin.
Yet I chose to swallow everything after school. Mother would be waiting for me on a bench at the station, catching her quiet by reading a book amid the boisterous din of home-going crowd. She would greet me with a smile and then present today’s menu -- fruits and treats from her bag, and my gloom would instantly be gone. We were on our way home in the subway just like my first trip many years ago, and she would push me forward upon sight of a vacant seat exactly the same. Sometimes we stood all the way, and the moment we got home, she would throw herself onto the sofa, call out to my dad in a loud, vibrant home accent, a completely changed person. 
To get rid of shame in class, I decided to bring my best at study. Since then, every commuting trip was immersed in recitation of English words (because English was a subject) carefully written down on slightly curled pocketbook pages. I became the biggest nerd in class, and it soon paid off. Teachers began to like me more as my grades improved. And they would speak Mandarin to me at times when I appeared confused and failed to respond. 
At the end of the first semester, I already ranked first in class. In the final year I ranked first in the whole grade. Then it was natural to get into a good high school in Shanghai, where there’s a larger and more competitive pool of students, and where out of the blue, the social rules changed completely, and I had to repeat climbing-the-ladder process all over again.
***

High school was completely different. Nobody cared where you lived, where your parents were from, and whether one could speak Shanghainese was the last thing that mattered. Fair enough, high school followed the law of the jungle, and the proportion of second-generation immigrants steeply increased. Teachers became more endearing now that they spoke Mandarin, sometimes blended with a funny hometown accent. Somehow it felt symbolic, that high school was located in a new suburban hi-tech area, the colony of newcomers, a new facet of the city. 
You will end up nowhere, if you don’t work hard! 
High school teachers preached the same thing as my mother. They never bothered to prove, though. But proof came to me itself shortly after my enrollment, stunning me with the fact that many middle school friends were now stuck in vocational schools, and would end up as flight attendants or mechanics straight after 3 years of training while I’d go to college. Terrible ending, people’s sniffy response would tell me.
In a trance of pondering, I recalled the last sermon of my middle school teacher, a prophecy, of course, in Shanghainese-- there are only three life-determining events in one’s youth. The first is high school entrance exam, the second is college entrance exam, and the third is graduate entrance exam. Each time, a bunch of people are destined to be sieved out. 
It seemed that I survived the first sieving. But there were allegedly still two ahead that seemed more intimidating. So, I took the road more than willingly, again. The boarding high school saved the daily commute for a weekend combo. Saturday morning was for math at one place, the afternoon for English at another; Sunday was spent at a third place for physics and chemistry. By that time, we already had our family car, and my mom would be my private driver for the next three years. “I love driving”, she kept reassuring me. Instead of questioning its sincerity, I simply took her offer, more than glad to have her as a co-commuter, just as always. 
I had quarrels with her, too. She never praised my achievements explicitly, and sometimes she reacted too harshly over a little failure. But in retrospection, she was always there, present in my race for education, the race engaging all my peers, at the end of which stood the open door of higher education. She knew the importance to win this race, she knew it better than anyone else.
She knew it, earning a ticket to college in a small town in the 1990s in China, when her less fortunate classmates had to get married and go to work at the age of 18, when the college entrance exam that year were compared to “a troupe of thousands trying to cross a single-log bridge”. She was the family pride, the only college student of the whole extended family, the only child to migrate to a big city. Later she would meet my dad, equally smart and gifted, but trekked an even harder road being the first college student of the whole village in its history, who only afforded tuition by imploring for money from door-to-door crossing mountain ridges, whose illiterate sister sold blood for him just to get him out.
They knew the value of moving upward in this country, because they saw the consequence of not doing so. Their generation remembered. And even if the country has seen drastic urbanization, even if Shanghai has ranked among the wealthiest cities worldwide, even if they are now well-off middle class in such a city, their crisis mentality still lingers, stays, and has been passed on to posterity, to me. Finally it dawned on me, that to them the end scene of not working hard, the fearful land of “nowhere”, was returning to poverty and indignity. 
 ***

The commuting paid off, and I entered a good university in Shanghai, one of the best in the country. Finally, I thought, the end of commuting!
However, in college I met a bunch of young people who told many versions of the same story as my parents--coming from a small town, rising from a poor background, having a big ego, fought their way among thousands of competitors, exceled in the entrance exam, planning to settle in the city. It felt weird, as if time never really progressed, and instead kept overlapping itself. It was disturbing, to feel I had not gone any further than my parents, despite all the collective efforts. No, my inherited crisis mentality that always told me to move upwards wouldn’t let me. 
There was still one last life-determining event as prophesied : entering graduate school.
I’m going abroad. Education has always been a means of upward migration. I should be no exception. I made up my mind, and my mother told me in an excited tone, that they had been saving for this moment since five years ago. 
***

And I started commuting for internships, so that my resumé would look good. But this time, very dangerously, I started to question. The commuting painted nothing but a merry-go-round of life in the city—I would take up commuting again after work, taking the place of my mom when she retires, my shadow overlaying her fading silhouette, and my child mine. Even if I earn enough to buy land in city center, my child would still face the risk of being “sieved-out”--being exiled to smaller cities with fewer educational resources in entrance exams for not being good enough for Shanghai, carrying shame until a successful return to the city. To end the circle largely means immigrating to another country. But is this what I want, moving upward to uproot oneself, to delve into yet another merry-go-round?
I’m beginning to see what has trapped me into such a dilemma. During the Spring Festival each year, millions of workers in the city swarm to train stations and airports, anxious to be back home. During this time of merry reunion, Shanghai, in contrast, would become the country’s biggest ghost town. Two thirds of its population have fled, contributing to the grand Spring Festival travel rush. It is a spectacle, but a sad one. China’s urbanization and economic growth is so unevenly bent towards major cities in the east, that Shanghai has become Jerusalem, not itself.  And my commuting within the city, was simply the microcosm of a national pilgrimage. 
6:48……6:49……6:50……
I am racing, the city is racing, the country is racing. The clock is ticking, the window of modernization is closing. How can anyone really be immune?
***

If Aladdin ever comes to my parents and asks about their wishes, my father would say, “go back to my village in the mountains and build a treehouse”, and my mother would say “go back to my town and occasionally vacation in the treehouse”. To them the city only serves as the means, not the end. The end, however, is always returning to the starting point where they truly belong. 
When it comes to me, I hope one day when people’s hometowns are able to carry their dreams, when migration is not the only means to dignity and wealth, when Shanghai is home, not just a workplace to its people, I would be able to speak the wish: 
Go back to Shanghai.

