Commentary on A Young Woman Taking the Round Trip on the Metro Line 3
There are many reasons why I would like to translate this short story. Firstly, A Young Woman Taking the Round Trip on the Metro Line 3 is more than just a narrative about a single mother’s journey on a crowded subway line. It is a meditation on the challenges faced by urban dwellers in Shenzhen. Secondly, the story explored themes of parenthood, personal sacrifice, and the search for connection in a city that never stops moving. Last but not least, the story provides a valuable perspective on the emotional and social landscape of contemporary Shenzhen.

The novel A Young Woman Taking the Round Trip on the Metro Line 3 provides a portrayal of the lives of ordinary people in Shenzhen, a big city in China where urban migration, the fast-paced lifestyle, and the quest for a better future shape the daily experiences of its residents. The narrative, set in the urban spaces of Shenzhen, especially along the busy Line 3, offers insight into the lives of a single mom who commute from suburban districts like Longgang district to the city center. For many workers who choose to live in more affordable areas yet still have to travel to the city’s heart for work, this is a common reality, which makes Metro Line 3 one of the busiest and most crowded subway lines in Shenzhen.

The site of the novel, the metro, is a microcosm of urban life in Shenzhen. The train becomes not just a vehicle for transport. The overcrowded conditions during rush hour, where commuters are often pushed forward, as described in the novel, illustrate the loss of personal space, a common frustration for Shenzhen’s residents. This situation has become part of the daily routine of people living in the city. The characters in the novel, the young woman and her son, also complain about their uncomfortable experiences on the subway.

Focusing on a young single mother, the novel highlights the struggles of many women in urban China, especially in large cities like Shenzhen. The mother, who has gone through a divorce, is raising her son, Benben, on her own. To ensure his development and future success, she strives to enroll him in extracurricular activities, such as painting classes. This is a common dilemma faced by many parents in urban China, where pressure is high to provide the best education and opportunities for their children. 

The novel also addresses the emotional and social aspects of single motherhood. On the subway, she gives her phone number to a man. Yet the encounter remains unresolved, symbolizing the complexity of relationships in modern urban life. The fact that the woman’s potential new relationship remains unresolved highlights the uncertainty and emotional barriers that many single parents face as they try to rebuild their personal lives.

The young woman’s story is not unique to Shenzhen. In fact, it reflects the wider experience of many people living in rapidly growing cities, where the need to provide for a family often leads to a focus on practical issues, such as providing education, food, and security, sometimes at the expense of personal fulfillment. The mother’s frustration in feeding Benben, and her struggle with his reluctance to eat, provide a very detailed account of the ordinary challenges of raising a child. 

The novel was written by Nan Xiang, a literature professor at Shenzhen University, whose work offers a window into the normal lives of Shenzhen residents. Through its portrait of a single mother’s daily life, Nan Xiang reveals the emotional and lived realities of one of China’s most dynamic cities. While Shenzhen is often portrayed as a symbol of rapid economic growth and technological innovation, the novel focuses attention on the residents, their concerns, their aspirations, and their relationships. By translating the novel, readers outside of China have the opportunity to better understand the daily experiences of people living in Shenzhen and gain insight into the sociocultural pressures that shape their lives.

Translated text:
A Young Woman Taking the Round Trip on the Metro Line 3
Nan Xiang
The crowd surged forward like a tide, pushing the woman along almost by force. To make matters worse, the escalator was out of order. With a floral patterned handbag on her left shoulder and an easel on her right, she had to carry Benben's schoolbag in one hand while holding Benben's hand with the other to take big steps up the stairs.  Benben's forehead was drenched in sweat, and he looked like he was about to cry.  The woman, with her son, pushed and shoved through the crowd to reach the subway platform, just as the subway train arrived at the station. This Line 3 Longgang Line, from Longcheng Square where the woman entered to Shaoniangong where they would disembark, consisted of 23 stations and took over an hour, with the hardship of standing for the entire journey being self-evident. There were rare opportunities for seats, but someone would always offer their seat, especially since she couldn't let go of Benben, who was only five years old.

On the Shenzhen subway, who could remain indifferent to a five-year-old child without a seat? Look at the young mother standing behind him, her hair damp with sweat, her eyes filled with earnestness! She could remember the passengers who offered their seats in recent weekends, a girl with blonde hair who stood up without taking her eyes off her white iPad, another in a navy blue school uniform, carrying a heavy backpack, and an elderly man with white hair who, seeing her hesitation, said, "I'm leaving my seat, and two people can fit. Isn't that a good deal?" Before anyone else could react, he chuckled to himself.

Today, the one who offered his seat was a man dressed in black, perhaps forty or fifty years old, or maybe older or younger. His dark eyes were somewhat mesmerizing, reminiscent of someone familiar, inspiring an instinctive sense of goodwill. It's not advisable for fat people to wear light colors, and naturally, thin people shouldn't wear dark colors. Being on the thinner side, his black shirt, undoubtedly a name brand, clung to his body without a single wrinkle. He wore a milky white pair of trousers, a small finger-width diamond-shaped leather belt tightly buckled around his waist that wasn't very noticeable, and dust-free dark brown loafers. He also carried a high-quality yellow bag. A young woman who is slightly squeamish about cleanliness will always  take a second look at any man who loved cleanliness; Not to mention that this man,  after offering his seat to her and her son, stood in front of them, constantly being jostled by the subway's sudden stops and starts.

The young woman has some regrets in her heart, when the man in black gave up his seat, she sat while letting Ben Ben say thank you. Ben Ben but tight mouth does not sound. The young woman repeatedly urged Ben Ben several times, each time more impatient than each time, at last not only the lips harvest a line, even the eyes stretched into a bow. The young woman also way, running last night back a few Tang poems, read to mother. The child turned a deaf ear. To ease the awkwardness, the young woman guiltily asked the man in black where to get off the bus. He answered the Children's Palace. The man replied, "I've seen you both on the bus and in the Children's Palace. Surprised, she stared into the vaguely familiar face and recalled, Yes, I seem to have seen you too. From the small talk, she knew that he was doing an English training on the second floor of the South District of the Central Bookstore; He knew that every Saturday she took her son back and forth by subway for nearly 3 hours to learn art in a children's art training institution in the North. General strangers should talk about the end of the conversation, only to think that the subway is also the green car under the city, slow, how can it not stop? Once this conversation of strangers was over, the next best thing to do was to say goodbye, but it was another forty minutes before the young woman, mother and son, and the man in black came out of the Children's Palace together at Exit D, and the reason why they came out together was that when she got up, the easel somehow slipped into his hand. He originally wanted to hold hands with Ben Ben, unexpectedly Ben Ben refused. The embarrassment in her heart was the same as when the man in black gave up his seat and refused to thank him. 

The young woman felt a twinge of regret. When the man in black offered his seat, she sat down while urging Benben to say thank you. But Benben tightened his lips and wouldn't utter a word. She urged him several times, and each time, Benben became more impatient, until finally, not only did his lips form a straight line, but his eyes also tightened into a bow. The woman then said, "Benben, recite the few Tang poems you memorized last night for Mommy." But the child ignored her. To ease the embarrassment, the woman apologized to the man in black and asked where he was getting off. He replied, "Shaoniangong." He added, "I saw you both on the train, and I've also seen you at Shaoniangong." She was somewhat surprised, staring at his seemingly familiar yet unfamiliar face and recalling, "Yeah, I think I've seen you too." During their casual conversation, she learned that he worked at the second floor of the South Zone of the Central Book City, doing English training. For the man, he learned that every Saturday, she took her son on the nearly three-hour round trip on the subway to an art training institution for children in the North Zone. Having exhausted all the usual topics of conversation between strangers, she felt that the subway was like the green-skinned trains underground in the city, moving slowly, and wondered why they hadn't arrived yet. Once the initial conversation between strangers ended, the best arrangement would be to say goodbye, but it took another forty minutes before the young woman, her son, and the man in black finally exited through Exit D of Shaoniangong. The reason they exited together was not only because their paths were the same but also because, as she stood up, her easel somehow slipped into his hands. He originally wanted to hold Benben's hand, but Benben refused. The embarrassment that arose in her heart was the same as when Benben wouldn't say thank you after the man in black offered his seat.

They bid each other farewell at the foot of the Central Book City building. It was she who summoned the courage to ask him to leave his phone number. A glimmer of honest cunning flashed in his eyes as he said, "You tell me yours, and I'll write it down and send you a text message."

After she told him her number once, he repeated it and memorized it, waving goodbye to Benben, who remained stubbornly silent. Leading Benben towards the North Zone, the woman suddenly felt a surge of anger and snapped at Benben, "You're not a good kid. You don't know how to be polite!"

Bringing Benben to Jiajia Art was recommended by a friend whose daughter had trained here for half a year before starting school. As soon as they arrived, the glass door was opened by Miss Xie with a big smile, and the easel was taken from her hands. After all, children's training is not a school class, parents come one after another. The young women arrived early, usually, and those who lived far away were often the first to arrive. the good thing is that although the sparrow is small and complete with five organs, there are still life, sketch, oil painting, traditional Chinese painting, paper cutting, wheat straw reed rod, clay figurines and more. Benben loves it here even more than kindergarten! As soon as he enters, he eagerly rushes to the clay modeling area, where a pile of colorful clay inspires his imaginative and heroic journeys to heaven and earth! Even if he molds a Boeing 777 that looks like a winged caterpillar with a completely twisted nose and tail, the teacher praises him endlessly, saying that encouragement is key and not to stifle the beautiful imagination of childhood! Teacher, how dare you praise him like that? If you had a ticket to board a Boeing and what was waiting for you was a crooked, gap-toothed caterpillar with wings, would you still have the courage to board?

The reasons for learning art are manifold: one, the child enjoys it; two, it gives the child somewhere to go on weekends; three, it unconsciously follows in the footsteps of millions of city "child slaves," taking children to training institutions in all directions; and four, it's related to her life's emotional journey, having encountered a painter who left a deep impression on her... While Benben was engrossed in playing, she took out a thermos lunch box from her pocket and quietly went outside the door. Outside the door is Hongli Road, bustling with traffic, with the lush green trees of Lianhua Mountain across the street. The overhead pedestrian bridge shades a large area of the sky. During the hot summer, even the eaves provide some shade. She ate a sweet potato, a potato, and an egg, then drank some water and felt full. There was another portion for Benben. Persuading Benben to eat is the hardest thing in the world. Every time, it's a mix of coaxing and deception. Even though the door is just a short distance away and is the only exit from Jiajia Art, she remained vigilant, constantly glancing back.

Raising an only child is difficult. Try having another one and see if it's any less stressful—this was what the painter told her when they were together. Another reason is that being a single mother intensifies the involuntary anxiety.

Her relationship with the painter initially began because of his wisdom. Every sentence he said was profound. After they broke up, when she reflected on it, she found his words even more insightful! The stress of raising a child is universal; how many mothers in Shenzhen or other Chinese cities aren't constantly worried and exhausted? Once, she accidentally attended a reading club for young women in Huaqiao City, where a mother of two children shared her feelings: When she only had one child, she was constantly on edge, afraid that the child would disappear from her sight. Later, when she had another child, she was busier but felt more at ease. That reading club, exclusively for middle-aged and young women, apart from reading the Bible, also offered tea ceremonies, flower arranging, art, and even baking! Unfortunately, she lived in Longgang and couldn't go again after that.

Stepping inside, she stood by the table in the corner and used a fork to cut a boiled egg into several pieces. Quietly approaching Benben, she tried to feed him while he was engrossed in painting. Benben only ate two bites before tightening his lips. There were still four pieces left in the lunch box. The woman said, "Just one more bite." Benben gave his mother an impatient look. She begged, "Just one more bite." Benben held up one finger, meaning no more, and reluctantly opened his firm lips just a little. 

Entering the room, she stood by the table in the corner and used a fork to cut a hard-boiled egg into several pieces. She quietly approached Benben while he was engrossed in drawing (playing) and fed him a piece. After just two bites, Benben pursed his lips tightly, leaving four pieces still in the lunch box. The young woman said, "Just one more bite." Benben glanced impatiently at his mother. The young woman pleaded, "One last bite." Benben held up one finger, meaning no more, and reluctantly opened his firmly closed mouth. The young woman, like smuggling arms on the battlefield, managed to stuff another piece in. From then on, his mouth was tightly closed, like an impenetrable fortress. No matter how clever or tricky you tried, you couldn't get another bite in! Miss Xie couldn't bear to watch any longer and walked over. While praising Benben for sculpting a tall and mighty lion, she took the young woman's hand, intending to continue the assault on the fortress. Benben muttered, "It's not a lion I'm sculpting, it's a monkey!" Miss Xie flattered, "This black monkey looks like a snub-nosed monkey. Snub-nosed monkeys are very precious!" Benben turned his head and said, "It's a macaque I'm sculpting!" In the end, Miss Xie didn't get a chance to please him and then attack again.

The young woman sighed and took back the lunch box. Miss Xie comforted her, "If he doesn't want to eat, it means he's not hungry. When he's hungry, he'll eat naturally."

The young woman folded her arms and walked around each table, looking but not really paying attention. She kept checking her phone, but there were no new messages, nor any missed calls.

Later, she took out a book she always carried with her and started reading. This book was also a gift from the painter in the past, but it was not solely authored by him. The painter only had one essay included at the end, discussing whether traditional Chinese painting should emphasize brushwork and ink. When she first read it, the young woman thought the question was so boring. Asking whether traditional Chinese painting should emphasize brushwork and ink was like asking whether to add clothes when it's cold. It is so boring! As she read on, she found it more and more interesting. It contained painting theories from more than ten painters, each speaking their own mind, arrogant and overbearing, yet playful and cute, accidentally hitting the mark and forming their own unique theories. The painter she had been with was one of the editors of this book, so his essay was placed at the end. This was what he had told her. She asked, "Why is it like this? I think yours is the best and most reasonable!" The painter chuckled, "In your eyes, what's reasonable is the best." She said, "When you write articles, you all think you're the best in the world, but when it comes to ranking or taking action, you all shrink back, pretending to be heroes on the beam!" She also said that reading the artists' painting theories was like finding a path in a place without reason, and the carpet laid on the path became the reason. The painter exclaimed, "If you wrote an essay about painters, it would definitely be unique." The painter's two eyes were as black as two deep pools. No wonder his paintings were beautiful and his articles were also good!

Original text:
乘3号线往返的少妇
南翔

　　人流潮水一般朝前涌，少妇几乎是被人群推着朝前走。偏偏自动扶梯又坏了，她左肩一个花格子挎包，右肩一只画架子，一只手提着奔奔的书包，另一只手还得牵着奔奔大步朝上跨。奔奔额头上汗爬水流，一脸哭相。少妇带着儿子左冲右突挤进地铁站台，地铁列车刚好进站，这条从双龙始发的3号龙岗线，从少妇进来的龙城广场开至母子落车的少年宫，总共23个站，时长一个多小时，一路站立的辛苦不言而喻。上车有空位的机会极少，座位却总是有人相让，毕竟她手里一刻不敢松开的奔奔才五岁。
　　在深圳的地铁上，有谁会对一个五岁的无座孩子无动于衷？君不见他背后还立着一个云鬓汗湿，双眼殷殷的年轻母亲！她能够记住最近这几个周末让座的乘客，一个黄毛的姑娘，起身之时，眼里还没有离开手中白色的ipad；再一个着海蓝色学生装的男仔，手里是一个沉甸甸的双肩背；还有一个白头发的老者，见她犹豫，他说了一句，我一人离位，可以安插两个人，合算不合算？没等周边反应，他自己先乐了。

　　今天让座的是一个黑衣男人，四五十岁？更大或更小皆有可能，他这样的面相属于最不好揣度年龄的一类。眼珠很黑，眼神有些迷离。这样的眼珠和眼神，似曾相识，令人油然而生好感。胖人不宜穿淡，瘦人自然不宜深色。偏瘦的他，一袭黑色衬衫肯定是名牌，一丝皱褶也没有地无声地服贴在他身上。下身却是一条米白色西裤，一根小指宽的钻石菱形纹皮带，扣紧毫不显露的腰身，一双深赭色的无带皮鞋一尘不染，肩上还有一只质地很好的黄包。略有洁癖的少妇对任何一个爱干净的男人，总会多打量几眼；何况眼前这个男人，给她母子让座之后立在面前，屡屡被骤停骤起的列车拨弄得跌宕起伏。

　　少妇心里有一些遗憾，黑衣男人让座之时，她边坐边让奔奔说谢谢。奔奔却绷紧嘴角不发声。少妇连连催促了几次，奔奔一次比一次更不耐烦，最后不仅嘴唇收成了一条线，连双眼也绷成了一张弓。少妇又道，奔奔昨晚背的几首唐诗，给妈妈念念。孩子置若罔闻。为了缓解尴尬，少妇歉疚地问黑衣男人到哪里下车，他回答少年宫。男人道，在车上我见过你俩，在少年宫也见过。她有些意外，盯着这张似熟非熟的脸回忆道，是啊，我也好像见过你的。闲聊中，她知晓他在中心书城南区二楼做一个英语培训；他知晓每周六她带儿子来回乘坐近3小时的地铁，在北区一个少儿美术培训机构学美术。一般陌生人该聊的话都聊完了，才觉得地铁也是城市地下的绿皮车，慢腾腾的，怎么还不到站呢？这种初识者的谈话一旦结束，接下来最好的安排就是再见，却是又过了四十分钟，少妇母子与黑衣男人才从少年宫D出口一道出来，之所以一道出来，除了顺路，还因了她起身之时，画架不知怎么就滑落到了他手里。他原本想与奔奔大手牵小手，未料奔奔拒绝了。她心中浮起的尴尬，跟黑衣男人让座那会儿奔奔不肯道一声谢，一式一样。

　　便在中心书城楼下道别，是她鼓起勇气要他留下电话；他眼里闪过一丝朴实的狡狯道，你报手机，我记下，给你发短信。

　　她报了才一遍，他复述一遍，就记下了，与奔奔拜拜。奔奔依然固执。牵着奔奔往北区走，少妇心里陡然有些火，没好气地对奔奔道，真不是一个乖孩子，一点不懂礼貌！

　　带着奔奔来佳佳美术，是一个朋友介绍的，朋友的一个女儿学龄前，在这里培训过半年。刚到门口，玻璃大门已被满面笑容的小谢老师拉开了，画架被顺手接了过去。儿童培训毕竟不是学校上课，家长来得陆陆续续。少妇到得早，通常是这样的，住地远的，往往先到。佳佳美术，好就好在麻雀虽小五脏俱全，有静物，有素描，有油画，有国画，还有剪纸，麦秸苇杆，捏泥人……奔奔喜欢这里，更甚幼儿园十倍！一进门，他总是摩拳擦掌直奔捏泥而去，一大堆五彩缤纷的泥土，能够激发他上天入地的想象与豪情！即便一架波音777捏得像是一条长着翅膀的毛毛虫，机头和尾翼完全扭曲，老师也赞美不迭，说是鼓励为主，不要扼杀了童年美好的想象！老师你也真敢夸，要是你捏着一张机票上波音，结果停在面前的却是一条挟带翅膀、歪歪扭扭、呲牙咧嘴的毛毛虫，你还有勇气上去吗？

　　学美术，一是孩子喜欢；二是给孩子周末一个去处；三是有意无意追随千百万城市“孩奴”的脚步，带着孩子奔向四面八方的培训机构；四呢，与她人生情感的驿站，遭遇过一个刻骨铭心的画家有关……趁奔奔玩得尽兴，她从兜里取出一个保温饭盒，悄没声息地来到大门外。大门外便是车水马龙的红荔路，对面是绿树成荫的莲花山。头顶上凌空而过的大天桥遮蔽了好大一片天空。暑热之际，屋檐下也透出荫凉。她吃了一块红薯，一个土豆，还有一只鸡蛋，再喝几口水，已然饱了。还有一份是留给奔奔的，劝奔奔吃饭，是天下第一难，每次都是连骗带哄。即使大门近在咫尺，且是佳佳美术的唯一出口，她还是很警觉，不时朝后张望。

　　独生子女难带，你再生一个试试，就不会这么紧张了——这是画家跟她处着的时候跟她讲的——再一个原因，你是单身妈妈，加重了不由自主的焦虑感。

　　跟画家的相处，最初就是由于他的智慧，句句都是经典；一拍两散之后，回过头来咀嚼，尤觉字字珠玑！带孩子的紧张，天下皆然；深圳或者中国城市里的妈妈，有几人不是日夜萦怀加之疲劳奔命？那次偶去华侨城一家小妇人读书会，一位两个孩子的妈妈感慨，以前只有一个孩子，时时提心吊胆，生怕孩子消失在自己的视线之外，后来又添了一个，忙是忙，心里却踏实了不少。那个清一色中青年妇女的读书会，除了主读圣经，还有茶道、花道、美术，甚至烘焙！可惜她住在龙岗，之后未能再去。

　　进得屋来，立在角落里的桌边，她用叉子将一只熟蛋切成若干块，悄没声息地来到奔奔身边，趁他画（玩）得兴起，朝他嘴里送。奔奔才吃了两口，嘴角就抿紧了，饭盒里还有四块。少妇说，最后一口。奔奔朝妈妈不耐烦地瞭了一眼。少妇哀求，最后一口。奔奔竖起一根指头，那是不可以再来的意思，勉强将坚扃的口齿城门半开，少妇像在战场上偷运军火，勉强塞进一块。口齿从此抿成了一道固若金汤的城池，任你花样百出，诡计多端，休想再下一城！小谢老师看不下去了，走过来，一边夸赞奔奔手里的狮子捏得高大威猛，一边接过少妇的手，想继续进攻城池。奔奔嘟哝道，人家不是捏的狮子，人家捏的是猴子！小谢老师恭维道，这只黑猴子真像金丝猴，滇金丝猴可珍贵了！奔奔一转头道，人家捏的是猕猴！到底没给小谢老师一丝一毫取悦之后再进攻的机会。

　　少妇一声叹息，接过去饭盒。小谢老师安慰她，他不想吃，说明他不饿；饿了，他自然就会吃了。

　　少妇端着双臂，围绕每张台子走走，看看，却是心不在焉。她不时看看手机，没有短信，更没有未接电话。

　　后来就找出随时带着的一本书来翻阅，这也是当年画家送给她的，却并非画家一人独著，画家只有一篇论文收在篇末，论述的是中国画要不要讲究笔墨。才读之时，少妇觉得这个问题好无聊啊，问国画要不要笔墨，就像问天冷了要不要加衣一样，无聊。读着读着，越来越觉得有味道。里面是十几个画家的画论，都是自说自话，凶焰万丈，不可一世；却又都那么顽皮可爱，歪打正着，自成一家之说。跟她处过的画家，乃本书主编之一，所以他的文章置后——这也是他告诉她的。她问，为什么要这样？我觉得你的写得最好，最讲道理！画家呵呵道，你眼里，讲道理的就是最好的。她道，你们写文章都是老子天下第一，做起事来，排起位来，又都往后缩，自以为以为都是梁上好汉啊！她还讲，读了艺术家的画论，就像是在没有道理的地方，趟出一条道来，道上铺就的地毯就成了道理。画家啊了一声道，你要来一篇论画家，肯定别开生面。画家的两只眼珠，黑得像两口深潭，难怪画画漂亮，文章也好！

