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Accent Trilogy:
Like Dew,

S $iER. Z=URPH. AR/NER
Text by Na Zhong, Jiaoyang Li
and Xiaoyan Lin

2019 &, {FZRMPFIFAFHIHLREID TIESE
FaESH, FERZT BT —MBEN . BFRe)
E5{Fitar. 202258 A, WA, BRI SRELT
gomnaN, REETEZATE. HiRITEE. BEA—K
NESFHE T —EFERBEEFEEL,
2023 s, MFIMNES. RYUNESHEKBEITE
mhEESEF AT SRR ERE BT ERE—&.
BT, AXTHIMFE “EFFHE" O—REDERE.

In 2019, writer Na Zhong and poet Jiaoyang Li
jointly founded the bilingual writing platform
Accent Society and expanded it into a cross-me-
dia, interdisciplinary creative writing community.
In August 2022, poet and education entrepreneur
Pan Hongru joined them to facilitate the offline
space for Accent Society in Jersey City. By the
end of 2023, the derivative brand Accent Temple,
led and planned by Pan Hongru, set foot on the
famous temple street in Manhattan’s Chinatown.
This article therefore can be regarded as a fic-
tional guide to the “Accent Universe.”
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Q: EEHEMA? NIEBMERETHAZN?

ABEHET 2019 &, BfHHERAE,
ENER—MRBBINESEEHLE, Bk
FEHEENHRE S ZREM EBINTXE
SEHMAINR, FEHEMBHTEREFEUE
MBRRELSE—E, FEEEIRITHKEE,

Q {( =AtE ) REARRT?

A CBLUEEHAERE—RINIE" —
MZR X R OIERER! EEHME
XEBE, REFALINEEFEREE
IEABRHEIAI TIE! ESFHAOERSE
1h. BFTIR, BETEMEBIFFAR, &
BANRTFATFRENEEE. SEHE—T
BYRIZE  EITHIZEEZEFENDXER,
P EFRIABEREB S E—MRIES5H
VE. ORRARA, WIx®, mEE
SRLRER TSRS, AT “RS"
(fiction ) FEHED, HRHERITRIER,
FERE TR T ENMOE
— i

Q : KALMXAE—RPIBE—EFTEKRBES
ot FEHmE e ?

A FURARMARRER— LR ‘17 /it
IE, REARRIFFEEBMAARER, FE
HE L. EEERAENEANE—R M,
XBEz2, Fi#, REHLEEERIND
AN FENEE. XERETXB=5
Z—HALYFEN . PXBEEXA, 8%
RNBEARREEFRHMX . BIEIERSIGWH
ROAEXIE, EtEEEF/LE, JLIE
BNET LI ENARANMXEEEBHEF
ARAYZSE), AR ECBLASMIE YRR,
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SRHIEZBIIA . ALFHTAIFIIEAY
NERAZT, EEHRSELHE, #2E
BB—IBERERR.
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A BAEIMFAETRE 45, SRRERX
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HoHBENEREPRA LILD1E. KRIFE
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EANEEGNSTHRETEANRS. BiE
EMAFIFFHE, KOEABEZHHNN
Instagram FEXHEVEHKR ., BXENEE
AREBRAIENZ, EEREZRi(IST
RIEEME, FEANIDRTEEMILZEK
sk, i FA B A MBS EEIIE Y o

—Z=I5%0H
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SLiaipit . SEFTHIE, EXHMUERE, #
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BESSRIRT “NEHE” NFE, EXME
{MERRAIEMR, N5, BESZAREMEEL
RATERSEXE “E07 B9ER, iLiFE
A—ELRHR—EFRFRNLRBELE
. ERXBRIULSBFRRE. Z5R. &
1. EF, URIHIHRAABEOERSTH
BN, TLERER BERHBEARRK,
KEOERE N ERITFEERREF 1K,
BAXEHN— MO BBENARXA.
ERHFARIERRLULRIHBEHRE, BEXZE,
BNEEESIXEER+/\HERE R
OIEHE, AUFBEERRFIAT I ZI Pt R
BBAR? FRUFEEETE—TREA
B “FHE7, FEPAEBEBXMENRH
SHIBRRML

Q : XRHENREKFERMTA? eIt 2ETHESLS

A BEEFHRAEMEBENEEEFENHE
FEHASHE— N RFHHIEOTS, 87
HRESRE FSBREFR WIS EARST
EERES, PR RARM. REERY
NS RELS . BIRIME . BEEIRERST,
B R EELEEPARIINER. B—
=i, HSLEENZBRIER, JHLRAYEE,
MAEERBEEEFIR BRI —FT 5.
—NER
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R BREIFE, SEILTIRBIE,” BRMMHERAE—K
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AI5?

S{EpEZ Lif1T . REFEREEREHIR
iR, EEBE. i, BRRENER. LiMER
teMetER . MEKiR, SIERHEMENNE. HRE
SEIRFHNAZZEF, AMXMERRDOAE, BE
BET OB, §X, RLEZEICFIF=EF.
A, REEEFRT, WEZSER—HRIERLLIT
& ; ESHRHR, HIEX=BF—BEBERA, AGKEL
W, ER—RRTeTafET—FEKBENSR,
BE—HF—, KHEEEEIHRET.

—IZEERIRRAINE, RpAnELi EH
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ERRPIRENIFEIR, HLAESAT+RSERE

i, LABMBRAREE NS T30RimER, FimiEal, WiE
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27, FENHESHIXE SRR BR &S, LUEL
FEZ2BNEE, REANUAREEIKKRESE, F1X
BHRZ—F, HtIAH, FTIOINERERE 7i%E
BIERARR, AMRBE=NNEIAKE, HIRBEE—
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BREERE, IR TR -NHENNE.
HEHT T R, EMTEEE T REAEARE
MR TRYIBRIPIENERIEIT, BIBRFRBIIHT
BT, EREMEFAIS AHTIRFHEAIE
178, BENNFIEANKE, XNSAFR, HHRENH
ZHEIBNRBHITRRE . BRTZEEB TR, RAME
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BRZII5 | SEEMXRHERITE . HARIEHE
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EEZERRY e N E— LT EILSHAIFm.

R EARE EERES. tEERE, RT
EERENERIRE, REWML, REKELEBRENER.
IREICLLLMEENRE . B — MIREIERE, 8
B EENNEEBREHRS, XiLHMECRIGIE
EREE, RENTICIERAVFmAT, HAIRIZEESTWE
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“PEX,” HiRiE. “BEIRFAI D Z—TRAYE
EREIE? IFLRRA ARIEX NS, ENEREE
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OFRESBEIEE - ZREBINRE.
“THIE.” REERN—BE, ik, ‘BREFRER
MRS SHIRA,”

‘Re55? 7

“XI0T, FERERIZ , IRTSHOIR, HE R, BLF,
EERYARLS, EALLSE.” MR LA ERAT
EEbE.

“HABEXLREEREM . WIS EYEEER
Bk, XWiEHK, “‘RAEMRSHMBXMERA, FFLUR
ENE. ERFEE. HBFAERAXMER,"

A HE—F, HEFERFARZIEEIUIT
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RN IMESIREIE, ILRAIHAEERE . HARH
HeSSRI B BAEIEARIR FTRIEXIBR, FREERR. H—it
IRASERIAINE? XN EEERRETEIN . RITZRKS
RXiERGk, REEREEERKEKESFSE, MR
HEPIREE .

EEARZERERT, BRERT . RE®E
17,

BT T7TRERZNTKRERN. BRELEET
o LXE, HEHTRE—TIR, BAFABARTHS
FE, NBRER. REREFENMETIANERRE,
THEIEERAER S, BEHEIL ARG . BRI —
FlE, RAEMFRER, EXRBHAZBILHOFHAT
FEFHMERNAF—E . BERAYE, HEIIXFFERAERL
4E, £RTEFEIAOSIEMRRL, XN RTRRISIR
—H#EFFIRNE AR LR . RBRINBAETSE
FSMBSIRAIZIE, (BFERFSTMRMELERIRE.
BIEZ T HRAIMRSS

—X, BE—FERBHELR, ZRh™mR
BRIS—%, — 1 FENENS T FRABERKER.
BYTT, tHERIRERINE BRI, FAIZZIA
HTXE . “XREB, FEX! 7 mEOML.

HhRERKRRES, 1B(ENE, SCETIIBE.

HMNAEARER—KIRATEY MY, —O=E
I8, —IRIITE . EXEEFBMRERATET . SXit
IR B S, B AR EGR . “ I
Halthit, FETHMN=RIZE,” thik. “HEHRER
IR ESRIBB=1."

X HARRE ) REE T BAEE,
BREE. EERERESEEERE,
“RIBAOANETEAN? 7 i
HIBBENBH, ‘=1 HRF . RIMAE

RO ERI SRR &T, tHHE
WIS EMI  “RAENS, ERE—ZREHRET.

W, A, BENE
S e Lt g
W R, RE,

BNMEEEEEN, HHHERREN. REEPEE
i, FIBiRIE. HESKIZIFE, EAMINNRAILL
Bz, FoTHEHREFEFERN . BERHBEEIIE
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FNENEDIEMEIER, BOXUNERRIIERRE
1R7 o —FMAERIZREIFIFRINRE - TR 7O OK,
FRBEEMAIRAR, EEIE N SFEWNEERIEX,
FENERNE, BE—EEBNAE. RFIRESR,
N AEE, AERGReVR . ERE. B BHEE.
BREVRRIBRNFIIR. HKXTE. —1EE “WHAT UP”
RISEETIRRE . HRROS, ESBEREREBAIFK. K
MEE. SEIEMRIRE. HILZZAREERIR? 8
MAFERSREEBH ; EXHER—LMME, 88
BN R IAIEI . FeRANE, ABREIR L,
ENMFEENNEERBANSAFRET R, mEit
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| BIRRIARE, ERMRRILIF. BRHE, RRBREE
BIFET. HUEMEEKRY Gala FIYEEFAIBEEPIRS o
RERRRRERER. BF, FEZERIFIEHR
HIRZE, REHEEFNOAGXR, SHEFRITHIR
Fo BbEERLUEARHRTIHAY Path £ %, BEET
BEAEE, BTRENES, BRERMFNREX. R
THRBXREBRA “RHIEAN” F1EMHER Top 100 B
DA LhRAHIR

*

HEIRED, (RAREBEE—HMEXNET . RE—1Z
AR, BECERASRSENSROR, SREEERS,
BEERAIBMERERABI . (FEKANZBEERY
Wi, HESEEREE, HREMREERNTE,
RIBRIETENEERIERS, HhEESHETAIEER.
=&, RIOBARRBIRREFNER, S “XENER
NTFRFMECZE". NI, EEmERTKMBZA
BI85, L EBENENIIEBIRREEFIIN
RRAHEES| . ERFIESE, RKERTRARH
T, (RAOIT A ENNEHT, (RELRFIESIFE T BERd.
HEEVKRIMRIRES o

*

£ Path i5[0, 7£99 L AiBTh, HEEINRIE, X
ma)ll. RSBFEFMENSTEORT , FIELR—NX
BHEE, EER—AXBERR, FERAERRN
Instagram FREJEIEEHBERNL, (EBNRRITIZRET,
SRR, BAH PR ERAIRE —FR BRI,
MBI — RN EAREER AR LR ERER:
BALBFER, #FEEAE  EAZ—HREED, B
FEXEFRENERESRKE—IE—, (MEESFHE
B—IRK.

*

RENARBILF, BUZ VP, RELDH. &
MEsigt LUE, %65 FxEE. INIHRREIREE
FMIZEE—RRLE, MRETHRAERAEFH4. BE
IRAOREKREELZBEKRY : Grove street it IERIE &
H, ERREEHIRMNEZEENS, RINOXEBT=F
#9 WholeFoods #8H£&F ik, RIIEFEHE “H
XE" REEEAANXKDE, (RERANBZTH
metrograph B WIP £ &, {RIEFARIR, EFEMNLHE
BFEB=NNLREEERR . (REE—IMENAS,
FRAFH=INXEFEEIF. B8 RIRERESERM
IEFTFRIRSGOFRBIERTAGR, LZERBE5EE

PREFHTD, B=TU—EMRrt4. wilEEIR
B9 ID #3IA5, FERER, ’RBHE.

RRBEKRAE 150 S, MBNHEFRIFER, BFE
NEBHRBUT . EAVFRANBIRIELSL, NXEEES
29, BMNALYESREBNMIE. 5k, BREERNIER
HER, IRABEADRRIBHE, (REREEEHAEZES
o EFE, (REUER T HRE—HFINZ AR ITIFEE
BB, BNAMERT KRS, ZEAEIE, TEXHS
REEENOE, 2, RRNZMSIEMRER, £
ISMBYEE, SIWMAYT, (RN SIRIRAYCHE o
JRHBZZAEE, REEIRIIKERNMEETET
ik e RRISE o

*

ATH—MRZAD, (RREERE—BR, BES
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R BT . MERBHNRITERMEAN, RERET
BENFSHR. REMRXZHRR, XRTFEES
IEERBRtFRY T REFE, BPRERIUREEEAES,
fRRET , [EREEURIERSEE . EEAIBHEIRR,
ARMEIZONEFE, REHMERNET, HWHME
BT . RAESFEKREEEILNMER, MEE
wBLFd, BRFESLORE, — N ARSHFE
BESOTENZA

*

FRAEEHE, REWSE. EEMEE. (REXKH
MBENZFIREN . BIHESEPFE T UHAMS
FMRIARR, BRHE—NEERE—IA, ERNHE
REIZRIBAK . (REEEBRIEFIRGFFER EE TS
B BRI H—REBHRIRSRERINRR . IR, {RAY
BOSE—NHARENEATNIEHEEE, R
LHT, SAAREZRIMERIINEFM, Y
PPT LRAMBEFHREE “NHARRE—EEENE
78?7, ERRHR, WEE—ABTERN_FHEN
i, MEE/NZAISBHN—RIRZENRI/NMEF, &F
M ( tERREERRFM ), BERXBERGHES.

‘\
i
b

)

A 5 ) iRm0 ) ( iR
INSANE . AR} F 0 A R

“HRREIRTEST, AIRE EHEE, KTEE,
RBGIEE, ERFED. BHIREIEE.
BTLETERWM M—FE, RIIRS,
1SETT , BUR—RE=TFHERANEERIE,
FEEEE, EEIMET , LREA , FERINEMKIE
EREREFHUS OIS RBIIERE, &
BN EHAR RS B Sk FIE, FIRERAIRE, FM
EESEXVEAXRBIEEERAER, REithTFEGR
RENE, BEMBEMNOLESV—HRRZERR, 1t
ABEHEERKRRIFKIZE , SIREEIRAIEE .
STNEUESHEE/IME, BREAFHIENEE
BNz, —REMANZTEEE, ARKIESE,
NENBEXIZE) \RE—EHATER
—BFERYNERDE : “EEimEmk,
BH—%EME? * EAERNET FTISEEE, &
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ERARENERERAAETE, BT TE8, &8
EEEMEREE. BERLERE—INAKE, fiI
FirE=tThayMEE, BH—KEEE®RsR, MEL
fRAE:“ =L IR FRRAM, WEW, FFIH. “

XRBS, Yoyo MEEIERLEHR, EHEAMTERE
EREEN—AEZARR. AAiER, BoEERH
SEFIE, SNEMEMD, HhiEMFRER, ShRR, EIBLHIE,
MEIER . SRIR%, aE— T RIeNRIBERT
SIEAE . WRIRAICISOEYEEEREL, Bifg
HFEREAR, MA—1NREF. RE, theE—
RV KtpieiEE, MFERHSFRHIIRH—KIFE, 25
EBEERT, BRIZEEM,

Yoyo {EEEFFEIETHRIRN . FHRNEIHERE,
HFEME, FEEIDEKEE. FLREEREHE
£, FFETEFIER, RNEENRK, SthitEE
MERELHZEANER, IENESZISIEEROHE,
ERETREB A EERIRIIAES . BENSRELRE
A —EZARFIRISPTEIRIS LS EIK : BEBBAX
e LRI S, BB ES, FHBEZENXA,
ERERIINE, SNHQRNENS . EEFAREER LM
EFEE—RI], RE Yoyo B, HEHRBERET
HIANBIRERR, ERFEZE—ORH. Yoyo RIFHE
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ATRSSHBPILREPEERESSHR, BE
¥, ARRAOASSHPREBEESETLISER
B0,

ﬁ%miﬁ, RESE, AMER. i®F, FEEFHREX
& FHRMGELLETFS, RERRE. 34,
l_ﬁitil%\ FEMR. BXE. HEESESE, ©, #E,
BAZE, ZHREXIER, BRXEHBROISKE.,

AXEEFHRHIMEITALRE, BE—NENE
HRERRIANT, —2IR%R, NOKEZRERE, EF
B, IRMBRINERSESN. TREEAEA 15
FEEFHLRTIL, BERFONMISSIIKE
EHEMN. FEIMAKRKEZR, BIRE, BEBIHE—
HEBRRE, FEMRE, BtERE, B, R/\, DJ,
BEIEX, EERMMIICRIMALLZIEIN, FEYURNHRY
KE—MEFNER, BAREMET+/\BLEXE, &
ANREEZ-RPEREZTHNE, BARECE, —F
ZeiE,

MELIESZ, YNEEIFNE,

Q: What is Accent Society? What has changed

since it was founded?
A: Accent Society was founded in 2018.
The exact date is no longer known. It
was at first, a loose community for bilin-
gual writers. Later, in addition to existing
community activities and content shar-
ing, we started literary workshops and
masterclasses. The goal is to help those
who want to write in English take the first
step and find like-minded companions
on this journey.

Q: How did you come up with “Three Stories”?
A: Please write a short story after the
theme of Accent Society—I had mixed
feelings when | got this prompt! Accent
Sisters itself focuses on literature writ-
ing. There’s nothing more embarrassing
than asking someone wildly enthusiastic
about literature writing to write about
creative endeavors, isn't it? The heart of
Accent Sisters is its writing workshops.
I've taught workshops and have taken
classes by other teachers. | have got to
know so many different writers. Work-
shop is a very interesting space: between
teacher and students, there is a certain
power dynamic; and whoever is sharing
their work, puts themselves in a very
vulnerable position. How to not abuse
power, how to care, how to connect with
others within the structure of a workshop,
how to read truth in fiction. These are all
topics that | want to explore. Tomi helped
me fulfill my wish.

—Na Zhong

Q: As the first Chinese bookstore in the greater
New York area, why is Accent Sisters based in
New Jersey?
A: Overall, New Jersey is pretty much
a place for introverts. Many interesting
places, instead of on the street, are
hidden in buildings. Jersey City, where
Accent Sisters is located, is an enclave,
safe, clean, and home to about one-
third Chinese people in New York, even
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though you only see a few of them, also
very few open stores on the street. A Chi-
nese bookstore is here, in an area that
could reach deep into everyone’s life. Not
too far away from Manhattan, yet with a
much cheaper rent, it allows us to have
arelatively cozy space in the expensive
land of greater New York. We therefore
don’t need to worry too much about the
business aspect, we stay pure as a book-
store. Those who travel all the way to
Jersey City to read are also people who
really read. There are too many exciting
things in New York City, which makes you
want to flee sometimes, to the other side
of the river and rest a little.

Q: What inspired this piece?

A: I've lived in New Jersey for almost four
years. Although there are many students
and working people from China here, |
think most of them are still quite lonely.
Many don’t even get a chance to speak
to their roommates whom they share
their apartments with, because to them,
home, or New Jersey, is just a place to
sleep. After dawn, they carry themselves
to Manhattan again. For me, it seems it’s
only after we've opened Accent Sisters
that |, as well as many of our customers,
got the chance to really know our neigh-
bors in Jersey. Accent Sisters opens
by appointment. People must contact
us first on Instagram, and we’d follow
each other’s account. Seeing everyone’s
Instagram stories online and listening to
their strange stories in store, | find the
lives and faces of Jersey people become
more and more vivid, which also affirmed
to me there is a meaning to build this
bookstore, a community.

—Jiaoyang Li

Q: How did the concept of Accent Temple come
about? Why is a bookstore called a temple?

A: Accent Temple could be described as
a short-term venue for cultural experi-
ments. It’s based on a bookstore and is
more than a bookstore. Like Accent Sis-

ters, where we run the bookstore with a
curatorial approach, creating immersive
exhibitions with the logic of poetry and
theater, the idea of a temple comes from
our wish for here to be a “literary shrine.”
We are in an era with a general lack of
faith. Yet literature, philosophy and art
indeed, to some degree, play the role

of faith in the traditional sense, allowing
many, myself included, to see light in
difficult times these days. Here, you can
make your pilgrimage to Beauvoir, Li
Qingzhao, Foucault, Lai Tze, or whoever
has once lit you up with hope, no matter
writer, philosopher, or artist. Most tradi-
tional temples allow for only one religion,
and yet the core of the humanistic spirit
is to achieve empathy and co-existence
by understanding different groups and
cultures. Through literature, we can

even try to understand the life of an 18th
century English prostitute, so why not try
to understand those around us who are
living in this world right now? Therefore,
| hope Accent Temple will be a temple
for everyone, where people with different
backgrounds can understand and feel
each other through the books.

Q: What inspired this piece? Are they real stories?

A: Where Accent Temple is located is
blessed with rich histories. Chinatown
itself is a place full of myths. | was
inspired by this a lot. In many paragraphs,
you might find descriptions of real-life
experiences of Chinese people who live
here. For instance, there is a man who
won a lottery, a youth who works at a
hair salon, a massage parlor, and small
greasy eateries. Some descriptions may
seem abstract, but in fact they all carry
some aspects of our friends in real life.
To put it more bluntly, they are elabora-
tions of the yearning of love, the thirst for
knowledge, and the profound laments
for the inevitable pains we humans suffer.
—Xiaoyan Lin
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and had nightmares where red octopuses hung
upside-down from the ceiling of an ice tunnel,
mouthing words | couldn’t decipher.

As soon as | read the stories Tomi sub-
mitted, | knew that she was better than everyone
else in the class by a big margin. The first piece,
which did nothing but describe how she tried to
get rid of the smell of deep-fried fish that perme-
ated her childhood home, which she left at the
age of fifteen by becoming a stripper, was written
in a zappy and jazzy prose, just like the way she
spoke. Her second one was about how she tried
to climb up the social ladder of the strip club
world, her third about teaching her codependent
sister strip dance and how it failed disastrously.
Echoing the comments from her peers, | told her,
through my coffee-stained laptop screen, that
the second piece, while offering the reader a voy-
euristic satisfaction, felt less funny than her third
one and less moving than her first. In the little
Zoom window, she stared unblinkingly at some-
where | couldn’t locate. “Okay,” she said.

“l guess we'd be more interested to know
why the narrator left her father’s house,” | said tact-
fully. On the first day, I'd told the class to refer to the
main characters in the autobiographical pieces as

Tomi was a Nigerian woman in her mid-twenties: “the narrator,” not “you,” so we could dissect the
slim, head shaved to reveal a perfectly-shaped story from a safe and respectful distance.

skull, big eyes with unnervingly dark pupils. Her “Okay.”

only imperfection was the gap between her front “The first story is so powerful: the reciting
teeth, but what did it matter, when she was Tomi? of the Bible, the duplicity of the father, the narra-

| found Tomi’s email in my inbox five tor’'s mother’s death. There’s so much to explore!”

hours after the application window for my four- At some point, | became conscious of my high-
week creative nonfiction workshop was closed. strung voice. It occurred to me that maybe Tomi
“hey is it still open? my dad smashed my phone hadn’t come to the class to become a good writer.
and i couldn’t steal his until he stepped out to Or maybe we had fundamentally different ideas
deliver his sermon. true story, i swear. i can tell about what “good writings” were.

you about it if you let me in.” How could you say When she didn’t speak, | ventured, “For
no to someone who could write an email, with no your Revision Week, can you submit a revision of
capitalization, like that? your first piece?”

The class met online. | read from the script “Okay.”

I'd rehearsed, trying to feign a confident, relaxed, When Revision Week came Tomi sub-
organized persona. | was the opposite of it. Writing, mitted an expanded version of the second story.
to me, was a messy business. It was something | She added graphic descriptions of unprotected
loved doing only when | could do it well, which hap- sex forced upon her by her clients, semi-noncon-
pened so rarely and ephemerally. Everyday | sat in sensual sex forced upon her by her ex-boyfriend,
front of my laptop and typed three hundred words. consensual but painful sex between her and her
Some days | left the desk in elation, exclaiming to sugar daddy. It was simultaneously arousing and
no one that a masterpiece was born; some days | disturbing to read. It felt like a vengeful attack on

retyped the three hundred words again and again, my previous preaching. Two students excused
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themselves from the class, whether directly
because of the piece, | didn’t know. The night
before the class, | strategize about how to lead
the discussion around the submission. I'd not
refer to the fact that what she did was the oppo-
site of my suggestion; I'd invite the class to pon-
der over the contract between the reader and the
writer; and I'd cite examples of works that were
meant to offend, to provoke.

When Tomi entered the virtual room, |
saw that she looked tired. There were dark circles
under her eyes and because she wasn’t wearing

any makeup, | could see the acne scars on her skin.

She was wearing a wig. The class felt more slug-
gish than usual: revision was a grueling process,
and the fact that none of the students’ writings
greatly improved made me question my method.

When it was Tomi’s turn to be work-
shopped, my throat was as dry as sandpaper.

“Tomi,” | said. “Can you tell us a little
about your process? Such as why you picked this
piece to revise and how you did it?”

She lowered her head as if to think.
When she looked up again she said, “Because |
don’t care about the other two.”

| should have let it go and move on, but
to my regret, | didn't. In a slightly trembling voice
| asked, “Can you tell us why you don’t?”

She twisted a strand of her braided wig
absent-mindedly. “l don't know.” After a second
of dead silence, she added, “Maybe some people
just don’t have a taste for this wishy-washy stuff.”

“Wishy-washy?”

“Yeah, horrible fathers, weak mothers,
clingy sisters, childhood, the end of innocence,
coming of age, blah blah blah,” she said in a voice
that sounded terribly cruel to me.

“I know it’s good stuff.” She directed her
eyes at the camera. At me. “l know you for one wrote
stuff like that, which is why you liked it. But that’s not
who | am. That’s not who | want to become.”

Even before she finished | could hear my
teeth clattering. Never had I felt so grateful for
the almighty technology for separating us in our
little cells, so | could be insulated in my humilia-
tion. My sense of self, which was far from sturdy
to begin with, crumbled rapidly in the gigantic
shadow cast by Tomi’s. What if she’s right? The
voice reverberated in my head, and before | could
turn off the camera, a pressure that had been

developing in my throat pushed the tears up
through my nasal cavities and out of my sockets.

| broke down in front of my students.
On recording.

| forgot how the class ended. | must have
apologized, which | did again a few days later
when | canceled our last class and issued a par-
tial refund to all of them. | blacklisted all my stu-
dents for fear of receiving messages of derision,
or even worse, consolation. It took me a year to be
able to teach workshops again, and | would never
again make exceptions for brilliant email-writers.
For a while | followed Tomi’s career judiciously,
afraid of coming across her publications by acci-
dent, but | dropped this shameful habit after my
second novel came out. My sense of self was
still susceptible to the external weather, but I'd
become more adept at reading and mending its
cracks. I'd become friends with my fragility.

One day, | was grocery-shopping at a
chain store when a tall, fashionably-dressed
woman sauntered towards me from the other
end of the cereal products aisle. The fluorescent
light cast a cool, matte finish on her dark skin.
We recognized each other instantly. “Oh my God.
Tomi,” | blurted.

She widened her eyes and covered her
mouth, smiling as she drew me into her arms.

Seated across a small table in the hot
food section, we exchanged pleasantries while
busily stealing glances at each other. She had quit
strip-dancing and was in town talking to some
movie people who'd shown an interest in a script
she'd written based on her life story. “In fact, | gave
them three scripts,” she said. “Developed from the
three pieces | wrote in your workshop.”

“Oh.” | wondered which story had caught
their eyes, but felt too queasy to ask. Being around
Tomi always had this unsettling effect on me.

“Guess which one they liked?” she said.

| averted my eyes. “Whichever they
chose, I'm sure it’s great. Even back then you
were a very good writer.”

She examined my face fiercely. Then, as
if no longer able to hold it back, she said hastily, “I
cried after our first class, you know. The first story
was completely made up, so was my email. My
father was a high school teacher. My mother is still
alive. | love eating deep-fried fish because | wasn’t
allowed to have it growing up. Part of the third story
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was fictional, too. | was the little sister that was being
taught. | was a disaster before | got better.”

| stared at her, stunned by this confes-
sional outburst. A familiar tightness seized my
throat. | swallowed, trying to gaze through her
skin until | could see the Tomi from two years
before, trapped in the little Zoom window, the
curtains drawn, a blank wall behind her. | crossed
the screen and found myself in her apartment,
surrounded by brown sofas, hair curlers, books,
condoms, cheap kimonos provided by the clubs,
paper lanterns and a neon sign that read, “What
Up.” | took a deep breath: spicy perfume, sweat
and hangover breath, stale food. Was what she just
told me alie, too? Some people use lies to bub-
ble-wrap their selves, but | knew too little about
Tomi to airbrush her motivation with this theory. All
| knew was that something undeniably true was
recognized and exposed in that class, and she
had found it unbearable.

“It’s okay, Tomi,” | said with a faint smile.
“We've all been there.”

She held me in her gaze until her dark

pupils began to boil.
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lis the personality, E is the job. Sometimes, you
just want to quickly go back to New Jersey. To
quickly retreat from the grand Gala and the
glamorous talks. Scared of your boss and col-
leagues with endless energies, of even your
smart students, you are terrified by any compli-
cated human relationship, by the shadow of the
branch-shaped pendant lamp. You hop on the
Journal Square bound PATH Train, diving into an
underwater tunnel. A noise belongs to the tun-
nel. The noise is your safe zone. You don't need
to pretend to be the “outstanding alien” or the

“Forbes Top 100 Most Successful People” version
of you anymore.

*

It’s only in the noise that you can grasp tre-
mendous details. You are an artist who always
attempts to go home in the most absurd route.
First, you detour through Hoboken, then you
arrive slowly at the imaginary destination. You
imagine the fracture of winter bones, the bran
peeled off and left in the baking pan, the colli-
sion of knitting needles over the scarf they are
weaving; you imagine the whistles that carry
cross-state commutes, cockroaches rustling in
the cellar. Last year, your friend persuaded you
to move to New Jersey, saying, “the architecture
here is something between Pudong and Kamak-
ura.” Ever since then, the river you wear at the
waist shines clear like a Japanese samurai
sword, the overhead tram leads the clerk soul of
you with a dog leash. It’s in the field noises that
you gather the greatest details. Your hearing is
even clearer: a half-frozen white butterfly knot-
ted in the quiet air.

*

At the entrance of PATH Station, in the 99 Ranch
Market, at Teazzi Tea, in Greater Sichuan. Many
ghosts. You've bumped into them so many times,
you’ve been to the same corner of a rooftop, the
same lecture of a NYU professor, maybe you’ve
seen them in friends’ Instagram stories too, but
you never say hello to each other. Never mind,
you can still buy everything without stepping out,
used goods from the group chat of your building.
The world is as orderly as a New Jersey apart-
ment hotel. Early morning, a message from the
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group chat: anyone selling e-cigarettes? Soon
another: anyone selling a bottle of beer? Even
though all residential buildings here look exactly
the same, you still move once a year.

*

You are the shining son of someone else. The
position is Vice President. You work at Amazon,
Google or Bloomberg, making $650,000 a year.
When you were a child, you liked to fantasize
with your neighbor Ming, the fried snail boy, what
you would do if you had five million. Now your
happiness becomes more concrete: the yellow
croaker noodle around Grove Street, free hotel
stays exchanged from the credit card mileage,
the Whole Food Market that finally opens after

3 years of renovation, your house becoming

a “Whole district house.” You frequent cultural
salons in New York, you are the VVIP for New
York Film Festival and Metrograph. You tell your
friend, Wang Bing’s documentary is 3-hour long,
but you'd like to watch it again. You have a secret
social account, where you write poems for your
30 followers. Once, gathering your courage, you
messaged the Chinese poetry bookstore that
opened recently near your house. You told them
you were involved in founding a poetry journal
when you were in school too, you would love to
collaborate on something together. They saw
your account which indicates the gender is male.
They read your message, never replied.

*

You are 150 Bay Street, an outstanding historical
building, graveyard for the old capitalist money.
Entrepreneurs saw you as a foothold. From here,
they sieged New York, then took over North
America. Later, the capitals were sold by larger
capitals, no one entered your body since your
throat is engraved with epitaphs. Last year, you
were refurbished into a maze-like artist studio
and gallery. At your feet, piles of smelly resins,
fragile greenwares, the weightless fantasies of
the legless birds. Yes, you should only be Man-
hattan’s sleeping bag, its warehouse and grave-
yard, you should never be its gun barrel. But the
disco girls aren’t afraid of ghosts; inside your gray
chest, they still play with the light from the factory
assembly line.

*

To wrestle a kind of desolation, you assemble a
bookshelf with your picture frames. Into the shelf
you squeeze a waterbed that’s wider than your
roof. Within the vain practices you are practicing
a skill, like playing an accordion, pulling a long
white paper stool. Everywhere your sight reaches,
the window is pasted, lights are blocked. You
3D-cut the metal sky along the window’s edge.
You test it, rumors still leak into the window, the
pervasive young and stupid boys still come
through the window. You try again, until the night
and your body exchange landscapes. The exhi-
bition is about to start. You invite artists, curators,
visitors, and finally, you invite the thirty empty
wine glasses flying in the air to join the church
that specializes in vain practice. Today: you sold 3
copies of Soulstealers and earned 50 dollars but
paid 80 for a parking ticket. You’ve got enough
parking tickets to make them into a poetry book,
you could become a road poet. Every month your
business goal is: to earn back the moon you paid
at the beginning of the month.

*

Since the word you want to paint is too fat, you
must spare some of it to the floors and the ceil-
ings; since the shadow of the sound is too long,
you must hide it behind the curtain of room 206.
Males and dogs are species not allowed to rise
from the horizon, unless they are trapped in the
body of a kitten who can walk through the porte
étroite in a meow. You are the drinking queen in
the time of Prohibition. Only inside dense words,
you are drinking even when you are not. The hem
of the alcohol collects all the Rapunzels in your
skull: you are writing, matching the shape of light
spots, you visit every fat-tailed gecko in every
book, you hesitate to fish the paper-made flocks.
You are very tired, but never sad. The books you
bought, tied to the back seat of your bicycle, are
like a bride in a wobbling palankeen.

*

Before, you needed to fly to 5 countries a month,
you could eat what was on the tasting menu of a
Japanese Peruvian fusion place for 3 days. You
go to Hawaii to learn the tribal language for a
curatorial project; you attend Jacques Lecoq’s
masterclass at the Festival d'Avignon to eman-
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cipate your body. Exhausted. You are a weary
former Brooklynite, a healthy punk retired from
the hipster circle. Now, the most you can do for
your artist pursuit is to hang at speakeasy spaces
like Accent Sisters, where there may be more
staff than customers. You are late. The staff could
be later. The ghost in the store tells you the key is
in the box next to the door, and once you dig out
your intestines, the lock will automatically open.
You ask Accent Sisters, how many sisters do you
have, to which they reply, go ask a snake how
many lives it has, ask a zombie how many legs it
owns, ask a woman how many women from the
past her one life carries.

*

You don’t broadcast shows, only recycle breaths,
sounds and temperature. You are the used radio
of this Chinese bookstore. Sometimes, the atmo-
sphere is crowded with advancing footsteps and
the desire to express; sometimes, not a single
person for a whole week, the spiders grow to

3 meters wide. Amid the jumping incisiveness
and prides that are ready to collapse at any time,
you search for a discernible frequency or wave-
length. Just now, a marketing assistant from a
Korean sauna startup sat next to you. She was
busy meeting deadlines, making introductory
pamphlets for her Northeastern boss. The bold
fonts on her PowerPoint read, “Why Should You
Go To New Jersey For Sauna?” Leaving, she
took with her a second-hand Russian novel
which belonged to winter, along with an inde-
pendent booklet beside the novel, titled Manual
for a Worldwide Manuke Revolt. They say it's the
best-selling book at the store.

n s B hbi n|verS|ty She has
oIIectlons |hell1.d|ng Chantlng

Inws:ble Tel AVI

The Buddha machine chants repeatedly, “that
is why the Prajna Paramita Heart Sutra is spo-
ken, recite it this way: gate gate paragate
parasamgate bodhi svaha.”

Accent Temple is located on a street in
Lower Manhattan. Everywhere there are cock-
roaches, the street is full of graffities. Next door
stands an avant-garde vinyl store with over thirty
years of history, although those avant-garde
enthusiasts have aged, their hair is white, only
the lightning bolts on their foreheads remain.

Beside the vinyl store, there is a hair
salon that resembles the Dreamy Lisa Salon.
The barber guy often steps out during breaks
to smoke his vape. Savoring the mint taste, he
sends WeChat messages to the girl he met in
a bar over the weekend. The basement of the
salon houses a massage parlor. The masseuses
bring up a man who once won a lottery. Ever
since then, he comes every day, always request-
ing two girls at one time. Across Accent Temple,
assorted small eateries, cheap delicacies tucked
in every corner. 1-dollar Japanese style cheese-
cakes, 5-cent pineapple buns, even the leader
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of the Hongmen has once enjoyed a whole roast
duck for just 8 dollars here.

A shop assistant dressed in light gauze
asks: “Traveler who's come afar, would you like to
draw a fortune stick?” The customer examines
the cylinder container as if it's a joke, shakes it,
and reads, “thirty-nine.”

The assistant flips through the bamboo book with
her long purple nails, presses down a moss-cov-
ered stone, and walks into a hidden passage
behind. A big wooden cabinet at the end of the
passage. She opens the drawer which is labeled

“thirty-nine,” and takes out a dark brown piece of
paper. Facing the North Star, she recites: “a fine
lady seeking a husband: thousands of schemes,
all go in vain, better to stick to the old ways.”

At this moment, Yoyo comes out of the passage.
She is a sound artist who has rented the inner-
most room in the basement. To use her own
words, she lacks sunlight and oxygen all year
round, like a cockroach. She does all kinds of
part-time jobs—delivery worker, bar singer, drama
actress, and so on. At night, she recites poetry

in a maroon theater. To prepare, she writes down
her verses on the glutinous rice papers, folds
them into many paper-moons, and puts them into
a black box. Holding a double-headed cotton doll,
she would draw a line from the box during the
performance, read it out loud, and swallow it. She
swallows until she feels like vomiting.

Yoyo sees Accent Temple as a healing cave. In the
cave, she Kills time, she consumes her desires, let
calluses grow out of the dim time, wrinkled veins
protrude from her hands. She beats the air with
bare fists, resists the tyranny of genes. She has
also spit tears and smoke rings into her lovers’
mouths. And now, she enjoys better the sounds
of self-dissolving bubbles, the scent of cinnamon
burning next to the rusty Buddha statues. The
dome of the hidden passage is covered with
graffiti by artists who briefly stopped by and are
mainly images of deities and monsters in a con-
temporary context: the goddess Guanyin riding
on the Statue of Liberty, the Kitchen God roasting
suckling pigs, Guan Yu driving a taxi, Buddha
doing live streams, a snake demon lifting dumb-
bells. In fact, there is another door at the end of

the hidden passage, which could only be opened
by Yoyo. It leads to a courtyard that doesn’t
belong to anyone. In the middle, a deserted well.
Yoyo’s presence makes all the staff feel safe. She
is as if a land deity who resides in the depth of the
temple, a guardian of time.

Likewise a time guard is a mynah bird in Accent
Temple who speaks only Buddhist scriptures. A
New York mynah who has mastered Chinese.

He chants from time to time: Form is empti-
ness, and emptiness is form. Nonetheless, many
graceful ladies have decided to become nuns in
Accent Temple. The reason is unclear. It could be
because Accent is the only temple in New York
that allows the donning of transparent gauzes.

Sartre once said, life is suffering, all hope is lost.
No, Sartre has never said it. Neither does the pan-
theon of Accent Temple include Sartre. There’s
only Beauvoir. And of course, also Niiwa, Li Qing-
zhao, Gu Taiqing, Chen Hengzhe, and so on. Gods,
myths, post-humans. To tear apart is to under-
stand, to destroy paradise is to create paradise.

During the day, nuns at Accent Temple meditate
and recite scriptures, it's so quiet here that even
the falling of ashes could be heard. As night falls,
the lanterns at the entrance turn purple blue,
guests fill the house, which include seductive ori-
ental tarot readers, successors of “Branch Beats
the White Chimpanzee”, descendants of Mon-
key King, they gather and release the blood-red
balloons adorned with written verses to the ceil-
ing of the Buddha Hall. The tea master brews tea,
roasts chestnuts, while the bartender mixes a row
of martinis. Tea and alcohol, they drink and drink,
suona, shakuhachi, dj, loud gongs and drums, the
sizzling sounds of roasted bodhi and wolfberries,
brief laughter like tides after tides, some say they
dedicate themselves to the 18th century literature,
some say they will reestablish Kaminsky’s Deaf
Republic, some say they will create, they must
create. All are like a dream, an illusion, a bubble, a
shadow; Like dew, or a lightning.
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