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Twilight in Lisbon’s Chinese District

After several days in a strange place, | am exhausted. | crave food with familiar flavors and find
myself attracted to Lisbon’s Chinese district. Taking a safe gamble, | type “pho” into my phone. |
find | am less than a mile away from a place that serves the globally popular Vietnamese noodle
soup.

I am tired. My legs ache. | fantasize about teleporting to dinner and consider splurging
on an Uber. But my daydreaming is enough to propel my sore legs, which still have a few miles
left on them, toward the Chinese district where dinner waits.

The setting sun drenches the streets in amber. | walk in some liminal space where cool
shadows dance with dazzling shards of sunset. There, | go from being an anxious tourist to a
local who feels free and at home. It has been a really long time since | felt free or at home.

As hungry pigeons touch down, a plump woman who looks Chinese pulls down the
shutter on her shop. She is finished for the day. Groups of men who look Arab, having worked
for hours, now engage in laid-back debates on the street. Some of the debaters are less
laid-back: A man with an intense face yells at clamorous children running by. Strolling tourists
take in the languid state of the locals with curious sidelong glances.

A hungry visitor about to wrap up my vacation and fly home, | take everything in as |
stroll. The aura of the street, the smells, the breeze that starts out mild and warm but turns cold
and insistent, chilling my entire body -- all of this washes over me, and then | am suddenly
there, at the restaurant.

The review said the place was tiny, but it seems a normal size to me. | hazard a guess
that any noodle shop in the Chinese district must be run by Chinese immigrants, even if it
serves pho. | am greeted by the owners. Chinese, as predicted. Their warm welcome as they
show me to my table, as if | am a regular or one of their own, is not at all a surprise.

Where | live, | never have a problem communicating with Chinese people, so | look at
the menu and order with confidence. The waiter replies in Chinese. | respond in English. The
waiter switches to Portuguese and adds hand gestures. | don’t understand a word, but |
communicate that | want the Number 1 noodles, spring rolls, and a glass of wine. The waiter
confirms my order--or so it appears. He nods to reassure me: All is well.

‘Abrigado!” he says. Thank you in Portuguese.

How strange.



As an immigrant in America, | meet countless other immigrants whose circumstances
are similar to mine. So | wonder at these fellow Asian people, who seem similar to me, that they
could have migrated to a country that seems so much more “foreign” than America? If
immigration were a sport, they would be considered the more daring, more impressive
competitors by far, even though we are all Asian and from somewhat similar cultural
backgrounds.

And how is it that in this unfamiliar country, | can speak English and they Portuguese
and we still understand each other, even though we don’t comprehend a word of what the other
is saying? | think it is because we all simply try to understand one another that our effort is
rewarded.

But | suppose | only have a basic understanding of what they are saying, and they
probably look at me and think that too. But it's enough.

Yearning for an unknowable camaraderie--a constant struggle against loneliness--feels
like my fate. | fight an eternal battle to find a sense of belonging, and | always have to
compromise or else feel alone. | feel barely alive. | think of nasturtium, that bright red flower
signifying victory in battle. In the midst of this darkness, is there even a single red nasturtium
proudly in bloom, or is a foreigner always crouching, scrounging to find the smallest red buds?

With all my heart, | wish the restaurant people well.

Perhaps they look at me and wonder, How did she happen to come here for a meal?
Where is she visiting from, and where will she go from here? We hope she enjoys the food, and
we hope she senses our hospitality. But even if she doesn’t, that’s fine.

The pho arrives. | squeeze lemon over the steaming broth, then add Thai basil, mung
bean sprouts, and some hot sauce. | take a sip. A rush of comfort comes over me as the warm
broth trickles down my throat. In this unfamiliar restaurant in a foreign country, where my insides
are warmed by Vietnamese noodle soup, | feel as though | have stopped with good friends, the
kind of friends with whom | can sit in silence after a long day to raise a cold glass of soju.
Somehow, these strangers--who of course have not served me a drop of soju--feel almost like
drinking buddies.

As the sun goes down in Lisbon’s Chinese district, | have my Vietnamese noodles made
by Chinese immigrants and drink a no-name wine, all while a Chinese server watches and
warms the side of my face with her gaze.

In the back alleys of Lisbon’s Chinese district, a weary pilgrim makes her way back to
the hotel.



