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Chapter 1 Unforgettable City

In the spring of 2018, a severe typhoon hit Qingdao City, Shandong Province,
China. | was lucky because | came back there only in June, but nevertheless, in
my memory, back then Qingdao was still bathed by showers time after time.
The trees broke under the gusts of wind, the streets were periodically flooded

and Chinese internet was flooded with eerie photos and videos from the


https://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-tw/%E9%9D%92%E5%B2%9B%E5%B8%82

scene. Qingdao is a coastal city and one day the people there even witnessed
rain of sea creatures. | still remember a photo taken by one unfortunate

Chinese driver — an octopus landed on his windshield.

y and carefree days. After a year in Russia, | was happy to be back to the city
where my acquaintance with China began, and this thought just infatuated me
at first.

Before that, | took a Mandarin one-year-course at a college located in
Chengyang district. It was a place very and very remote from the city center,
and therefore my memories of Qingdao by that time were limited mainly to
Chengyang. To get to the downtown, we had to spent about two hours in a
bus. The metro still haven’t been built, and this made it hard for everyone who
lived on the outskirts. We got out to town from time to time on weekends, but
it didn't happen every week. Basically, we drank beer somewhere on campus,
gathered in someone's dorm room in order to watch some idiotic Russian TV
shows, or went to Xifuzhen - a small island of civilization where we could find
our favorite barbecue eateries and, once again, beer.

We, the guys from Chengyang, seemed to always stay away from all those
things that Qingdao was so famous for, and also almost none of us knew any
other foreigners living in the downtown, although it were those people who

originally created the entire Russian-Qingdao community.

So, in the summer of 2018, | turned into a big city girl - | came back to Qingdao
to start working there. | have been preparing for this crooked business for one
year. Of course, preparation meant savings. | didn't manage to save a very

impressive amount, but nevertheless, the money should have been enough at

least for the first time. | possessed the results for Mandarin proficiency test, a



university diploma translated into Chinese, a six-month business visa (pay
attention to this phrase - a business visa), one way tickets to China, a
reservation in a hostel for three days, a realtor's contact for the subsequent
renting of an apartment and one suitcase with my stuff. That was all | had
when | returned to China on June 4th, 2018. In March of that year, | turned 23.

After a week of throwing around and looking for housing, | settled in an area
called Laoshan. During a year of study in China, I've been to Laoshan only once
- to wander along the Shi Laoren beach, which was considered the best and
cleanest in the city. So it happened that later | came to that beach almost

every day - my new house was only ten minutes away.

By the way, what was my house like? Looking ahead, | will say that in the nine
months that | lived in Qingdao already in the status of a working person, |
changed three places of residence. Place number one turned out to be a small
but cozy room in a three-room apartment, which | had to share with a Chinese
IT guy who introduced himself to me as Sam. | had no idea what his Chinese
name sounded like, just as he probably didn't fully understand what my full

name was.

When we (consisting of a real estate agent, my friend Vincent and myself) first
came to that place, just for viewing the apartment, Vincent said to me in an

undertone in his perfect English:

- Look at this poor creature, he is about to faint.

In fact, while the three of us were hanging out in the room that was intended
for me, Sam stood in the corridor, leaning against the wall, not even crossing
his arms over his chest, but putting them behind his back. I'm sure he wasn't

ready for a white girl to appear on his territory.



- You must seduce him, - continued Vincent, who could sometimes be too
venomous and joke in a rude way, - so then you will not have to pay for

accommodation.

| chuckled, being absolutely sure that my potential flatmate did not understand
a word of English. But just a few minutes later, Sam demonstrated the
opposite when | tried to have a conversation with him in Chinese. “l work for

Microsoft,” he answered me in English. “I lived in America and also in Europe”.

You could see how shy he was. But despite this self-presentation, it became
clear to both me and Vincent that Sam's English was so-so - this phrase was
obviously learned by heart. We came to the conclusion that the word “seduce”
most likely was missing in Sam's vocabulary, and therefore there was no need

to worry that he could undersetand what Vincent was talking about.

| spent a month in that apartment - it was Sam's will, not mine. On the day of
signing the contract, he voiced a strange condition that actually surprised me
rather than alerted. Sam (to Vincent’s and my amusement) expressed his fears
that here in China | could possibly plan to do something illegal. In this regard,
the contract was signed for only a month, but at the same time with the
prospect of extension - in case if | can find a job and be stable and solvent. |
heard Sam discussed this with my real estate agent, although later he tried to
convince me that in @ month his family would be arriving in Qingdao with the
intention to stay in his apartment. When | told anyone that | live together with
a man, everyone advised me to be aware and take care of myself. But Sam was
even more afraid of me than | was afraid of him - it seems to me that such
feelings can be experienced by a person with arachnophobia noticing a spider

in his bathroom.

How was the month spent in an apartment near the beach? It didn’t go as my

dear flatmate would like to - running ahead, I'll tell you that at the end of the



day Sam still kicked me out of the apartment. Actually he had reasons to worry
about my ability to pay - for the entire month of June, | never found a job. And
it was not about my bad luck - frankly, | simply never searched for it, simply

being engaged in leading a fast life.

My story begins with that apartment in Laoshan, near Miao Ling road. Among
the seemingly endless stream of sunny and carefree days, going to bars and
meeting friends some of whom still stayed in my Chengyang College, one date
stood out. June 23rd, 2018. It all started that day.

My best friend Dan, also Russian, was finishing his second year of study at our
alma mater. His future was determined - after our college, he entered a
bachelor's degree at one of the universities in Shanghai. This meant that after
our short reunion in Qingdao, we were to part again, if not forever than at
least for a long time. | tried my best to spend with Dan as much time as
possible before he left, even though we lived an hour and a half away from
each other. | often came to our campus for the whole day, stayed with Dan for
the night, and in the morning we had breakfast together and drank liters of
coffee, sitting on the windowsill in his room. For some reason, Dan did not
have a roommate and the room was completely at our disposal, so we could
safely smoke out the window, laugh out loud and discuss any idiotic nonsense,
being not afraid that someone would condemn us for our stupidity. | loved his
sense of humor and penchant for judgment. Now | am ready to take on a great
responsibility and confess my love for gossiping. | love gossips. | am convinced

that almost everyone adores them. But not everyone is able to admit it.

Due to the fact that | spent a lot of time on my (already former) campus, |
could not help getting to know a couple of people who arrived there after my
graduation. One of these people was the girl called Lisa, who played the role of
Dan's best friend after my departure. It's funny, but wherever Dan was, he

always had some kind of "one best friend." In our first year in China, | was



honored to become one. Perhaps due to the fact that | was his first bff in

China, we managed to maintain our friendship to this day.

Lisa was younger than me, but a little older than Dan — which means at that
time she was about 20 years old, maybe 21, | can't say for sure. But her age is
not so much important as the fact that on the twentieth of June Lisa
celebrated her birthday. And since that summer | got to know her, | was invited
too. Lisa's birthday was not planned to be celebrated exactly that day - the
students decided to wait for the Friday night. The venue was a bar called
Cherry - perhaps it still exists to this day. The year I lived in Qingdao as a
student, it was not even opened.

Cherry was a place almost indistinguishable from ordinary Chinese bars when it
came to atmosphere. However, its distinctive feature was the music - all
foreigners praised it. | also liked it - in Cherry they played tracks that were in
the first positions in the Western charts, as well as hits that are familiar to
absolutely everyone who came from any country. In addition, there was a

small dance floor - usually occupied by foreigners.

When | close my eyes and recall that night, it seems to me that absolutely the
whole world was painted in two colors - red and black. Dark was the street
where we got out from time to time to get some air. Black was my short
summer dress, which smelled of cigarette smoke by morning. The Cherry sign
shimmered in red neon in the night, our faces in the bar glowed red, red was
the lighting inside, red turned out to be my eyes the next morning (obviously).
And dark red was Jason's plaid shirt the day we met. There will be two main

characters in this story - Jason and me---



