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“The London metropolis was like a washing
machine spinning at 1400 rpm.”

Take Care of Yourself
(Spoken to a Teochew Rhythm)

text—Yin Lo translation—Mary King Bradley
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A year ago, the pandemic erupted in Europe. Departures became a regular
occurrence as foreign residents left. Plane tickets were difficult to find. A friend
studying in the UK spent HK$30,000 for a one-way ticket back to Hong Kong
the following week. Worried, he asked me, “Yin, are you leaving?” I told him I

was not.

The truth is, where was there for me to go? I was shocked by his question,
as unnecessary as asking if a Hongkonger speaks Cantonese. Perhaps he saw
me as someone like him, a sojourner here, but how could I be? Before you can

make plans to leave, you have to have a home you can return to. I do not.

[ have lived in the UK for six years. I leveraged my youth and came in
search of freedom and solitude, my younger self suffocated by the tiny living
spaces and intimacy of interpersonal relationships in Hong Kong. [ came to a
country that has no vertical affiliations. Six years came and went, horizontal
affiliations increased, then decreased again until just before the lockdown,
when my last friendmily (a friend like family) left for the European continent
before Brexit. Everything I thought would endure forever was no match for

London'’s baptism.

The London metropolis was like a washing machine spinning at 1400
rpm. Unable to withstand the centrifugal force, the water in the wet clothes was
forced out and down the drain. I, however, was like the water in a big towel that
couldn’t be wrung dry. Hanging on with such tenacity was not an impressive

achievement, but it became the only thing I had to put on display.

At the start of the lockdown, my spirits were actually quite high. Spring
had turned to summer, and far from being full of panic, the air was saturated

with exuberant vitality. I had a side job in the retail industry, but the government

was subsidizing our wages so that we didn't have to work, and I took advantage
of the pandemic’s severity tojustify declining all social events. For four months
[ went back in time tomy university years, hiding in my own little universe
as [ explored the‘fantasy worlds of literature and film. My lofty ambition for
this “summer break” was to finish reading all the books sitting forgotten on my
bookshelves as well as to cross off all the films on a long list. By the end of the
summer, [ had even finished the ending of my novel's 100,000-word manuscript.
[ was reading and writing every day, going outside for walks—Ilife had never

been so calm and blissful. I had the illusion of being a full-time writer.

There was a brief period, though, in which I didn’t do even my weekly
shopping. News reports of Asians being assaulted or injured for wearing a
mask had been gradually on the rise. More than once the incidents felt like an
attack not just on some other person, but on me as well. Even if the assaults
were only verbal, it was enough to destroy the space in which I felt free to
operate. Sometimes the idea of not fearing discrimination would take hold of
me, or | would rehearse scenarios in which I fought back, but in the end, I rarely
overcame my cold feet. Like most things, those scenes played out only inside

my head.

After mask mandates were enforced on public transportation and indoors,
however, I stopped hearing about discrimination on the news. The media turned
its attention to the after-effects of the lung inflammation caused by the virus.
began to go outside again, but the summer’s enchantment was nearly exhausted.
Lockdown policies went hand in glove with England’s weather, and much
like the pairing of fermented soybeans and pickled tofu, became increasingly
difficult to swallow. The temperature plummeted, days grew shorter, and
nothing gave me any sense of joy. Every aspect of life was on endless repeat,

and utter boredom set in. [ missed interacting with people face to face, however
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dull and yawn inducing they might be; I missed sitting outside a café, smoking,
however expensive and swarmed with people. I also missed heading to a seaside
town for a stroll when I was feeling low, even though beaches in England are
always freezing cold shingle. I missed the normal, pre-pandemic clamor of city

life, but the undeniable reasons for this weren't clear until it was all gone.

The government did their utmost to get everyone to comply with the
rules and said the lockdown policies would be lifted with all due speed, but
time brought no absolution. We assumed the stoppages would be brief. Shortly
before Christmas, the lockdown alert was increased a level because of the
virus mutations. Once again, the government imposed restrictions. No eat-
in restaurant dining, and friends could meet only out of doors (in January and
February temperatures of 0-5°C). The government “banned” nonessential travel
for UK citizens. Even leaving the city was prohibited. The second citywide
lockdown was like a tiresome customer who has come round again and can

only be told “yes” to this, that, and the other thing until he finally leaves.

Freedom is fragile. With a single order, our ostensibly democratic society
was gone in an instant. Businesses were no longer free to operate—restaurants,
bars, cinemas, and all “non-essential” shops shut down indefinitely. In.one small
town, a card shop opened for business and was fined £18,000 (approximately
HK$200,000). The short news article said the husband-and-wife shop owners
had flouted normal behavior. One of the owners was quoted as saying, “We
have a God-given right to earn an honest living.” But God has long been dead

and nihilism spreading for at least a hundred years.

The British farce continued. My eyes were being opened daily, the cost of

freedom being one example.

My Irish flatmate used to work at an event venue but was now at loose
ends. He collected £1500 each month, watched TV or football every day, ate
a couple slices of toastfor lunch or ordered carryout. This had been his life for
close to a year. He claimed not to mind the ongoing lockdown because getting
something for nothing was brilliant. Some people longed for normal life; others

preferred handouts at 80% of their regular wages. Freedom absolutely has a price.

To feel dissatisfied with life is the onset of change. People need to mentally
adjust by adapting to the difficulties of daily life, yet they must also hold on
to their sense of how distorted things have become. Sometimes I really didn't

know if I should stay positive or complain to keep myself going.

August: London had been open for a month. To encourage spending and
stimulate the economy, the government was even offering a £10 discount to
eat in restaurants. As a result, [ made a new Hong Kong friend who became my
dining companion. We went to the same Japanese restaurant several times and
spent the Christmas holiday together. Although we appeared to be quite close,
of all the people I knew, she had the least substance. Our only shared interests
were Asian food and the reality TV show King Maker III, so once the show was

over and we had eaten our fill, we had nothing left to talk about.

She was my life vest, and it seemed I was her wastepaper basket. On the
days we didn't get together, she would send me a dozen unimportant messages
in a row. Some random examples: pictures of her Filipino takeaway order, a
black television cable box...(I'll stop there to avoid reader complaints about

wasted ink.) The only way I could handle this was to do nothing.

Feeling lonely in a group is generally considered the worst kind of

loneliness. Really though, feeling alone in a one-on-one interaction is far worse,
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because there's nothing to distract you and no choice of partner to engage you
in boring conversation. We frequently assume others will provide the solution,
especially people we don't know well, but others are never the solution. Only

another set of problems.

[ miss how relatively easy it was to make friends with similar interests
in Hong Kong. A person’s loneliness can be divided not only into stages, but
levels. In the UK, for example, there’s losing touch with other people who
speak your language and losing touch with the general public. Whenever
spiritual loneliness closes in, I look for someone who speaks my language. I
miss physical contact too, but this pandemic has made us so wary of strangers
that we are less willing to satisfy physical desire. Absolute trust—or love—is

required to risk Covid-19 for a kiss.

Finally, I came back to the manuscript of my novel, came back to myself.
The only interactions that have never resulted in feelings of depression or
discouragement are my self-interactions. That sounds like narcissism, but the
conversations I have with myself, the character interactions that come from my
pen, make me more willing to sit down at my desk every day and keep. my nose
to the grindstone. I don't actually enjoy writing. The process gives:me no joy.
From my point of view, writing is something [ must keep doing regardless, an
inseparable part of me. Only by writing do I stop to reflect, am I'able to sort out
all of life’s confusions. The novel is a medium that frees me from the limitations
of my experience and allows me to express my writerly curiosity about things.
In my novel, my protagonist’s relationship describes the disconnect of being
between two places because these peculiar times have in some fashion made

this struggle more apparent.

Picasso said, “Without great solitude no serious work is possible.” The

pandemic has given me solitude. [t's easy to see myself as a failure, as I am alone
in a foreign land, with no career, no money, no house, no life partner. I still have
writing, however. During this miserable time, I can at least go on writing—the

only possible way to give meaning to my existence.
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