
Excerpts from a Diary of a Chinese Canadian Girl During COVID-19

2020/1/23
Earlier today I saw the news on Weibo that a new virus has been discovered in Wuhan. The news report was like one of those scientific documentaries we watch in highschool biology classes, describing the unknown deadly potentials of this virus, and said that hundreds of people are already infected. I don’t think that virus would be as scary as the news describes it to be. There are new flu or cold viruses or even superbugs getting discovered everyday. So what? It’s nothing important. The last pandemic, the Spanish Flu, happened more than 100 years ago. Humanity is fine, we are fine. 

2020/1/24
In the morning I woke up to the rapid, unending message notification sounds on my phone. I unlocked it to see my WeChat exploded with Mother’s texts. “Did you see the news? Did you look at the number for the confirmed cases? They are climbing up so fast, and Wuhan has already gone into lockdown. You have to buy the alcohol solutions and N95 masks right now,” along with a whole bunch of links to news articles about the virus, and Amazon links to buy all kinds of disinfecting and medical supplies. 
Not just my WeChat, every single one of my social media apps are filled with the same exact news. People are dying, patients are not getting treated, hospitals are overwhelmed, and no one knows how to treat this virus. The Duke WeChat group is also covered with news reports and debates, criticizing the Wuhan Provincial Government for covering up the shocking numbers. Some of my friends started a Chinese International Students’ Fundraiser to gather medical supplies, N95 masks, and money to aid Wuhan, spamming my Moments feed. Even the Subtle Asian Traits group on Facebook already has memes and posts about how Asian parents are starting to panic, just like my Mother. I feel a bit disoriented by this sudden shift of atmosphere. It’s hard to describe this feeling — it feels like I know what happened — I saw the news last night — but I don’t know what exactly happened and I don’t know what to do about it. Everything is on the other side of the world, what can I do about it? I replied to Mother after procrastinating that I will buy the masks sometime during the weekend. 
Today is Chinese New Year’s Eve. I remember the last New Year’s Eve, when all my friends were all chattering about Red Envelopes, fireworks, and watching CCTV’s New Year’s Gala. My house was filled with firework-like decorations and Spring Festival Couplets that I wrote for us and our family friends. But now I’m lying in my dorm all alone, with no one excited for the New Year, with all the conversations repeating the same keywords, repeating the same numbers, numbers, numbers. 

2020/2/5
Almost two weeks and the masks that I ordered never came. I know this time this isn’t a package lost, but a package that will never come. The masks are already sold out. Stores are starting to go low on alcohol solutions and hand wipes. The Asians and Asian Americans are going into a panic of hoarding supplies and food. The conversations in the WeChat groups have shifted from criticizing the Chinese government to discussing places where we can still buy disinfecting wipes. 
All my Chinese friends canceled their plans for the Spring Break, and I did too. I’m not going back to Vancouver anymore; after all, traveling would simply be increasing our own risk, though there aren’t any cases in the US yet. Edna even started to wear masks to CompSci 201 lectures. We envy her — anyone with medical masks right now is jokingly called “the ones born with a silver spoon in their mouth.” Though the Griffith Theatre is a big auditorium already, we barely have empty seats when the lecture has almost three hundred attendees. Yet, when Edna showed up today and sat down beside our group like usual, some of our other classmates shifted their seats to the next row, forming a bubble of empty seats around us. 

2020/3/6  
Spring break finally came. Most domestic students still went home, some even went traveling. The East Campus, with its field of yellow grass from the winter, almost seemed deserted and abandoned. All us left behind are content with ourselves. We went to Target and Li Ming’s today and gathered up enough supplies and food, excited to make cooking plans for the break. We are so confident that we will be safe forever as long as we stay in this small Duke community. 
Yet, the WeChat group messages kept coming and updating. “What will we do when the domestic students come back? Who knows where they have traveled? What if they bring the virus back?” A new round of panic and chaos stirred. Whether in people who closely followed the news all along, or people like me who didn’t, the fear spread so quickly and deadly, leaving us lost and hopeless in the middle of a storm once again. 

2020/3/10
The official announcement that we have been waiting for finally came. After Berkeley, Harvard, and many other universities, Duke followed in the decision to evacuate students from the campus. 
All of a sudden everyone is fleeing from the place where we thought would’ve been our safe haven. All of a sudden, or maybe not so suddenly, all the turmoil and hecticness is around me. I am in the eye of the storm. 
Everyone is packing and ordering plane tickets, scrapping for masks and alcohol solutions and disinfecting pads and protective suits from store to store. Everyone keeps asking in the WeChat group, “Does anyone have any spare masks left? Any storage boxes? Can any upperclassmen recommend any storage place right now? Can someone drive me to this storage place? Is anyone interested in sharing a storage? Where is everyone connecting flights? Can we still connect through Canada or Singapore? Is anyone staying because we still don’t know how lectures are going to go?” Everything moves at a pace more rapid than a normal school day, everyone is more stressed than they are during exam week. 
For the past four days I have been rushed every day by Mother’s calls and texts to pack, to find a storage space, to rent a car and transport everything there. Every time she calls me, her words spit out from her mouth so fast like a machine gun shooting bullets. She tends to do that when she is stressed, but I know from her overly cold and logical sentences that she is trying to calm herself down as well. 
I let my mind wander off when I am trying to stuff all my belongings in a few cardboard boxes. I have been intentionally ignorant for most of this entire event. As a person who’s easily stressed, I try to separate myself from the situation and look at everything around me as if I am not a part of it. Plane tickets keep getting cancelled. The university’s dorm policies keep changing and changing. At one point we are allowed to stay as long as we filled out a form; at another everyone’s application got rejected and we are told to leave, and that our cards will no longer let us in our own room in one or two days. 
And xenophobia. A word that has been so distant to me all my life. I thought xenophobia is something that only existed back in the time, back when the Canadian Pacific Railway was still under construction, back when Jim Crow laws prevailed, and back when the fear of war and atomic bombs loomed over the world. But no, racism is still around us. It doesn’t only target black people like the stereotypical impression this word gives. Discrimination targets every single person who does not appear white. We keep seeing news that Trump is starting to call it “the Chinese Virus” instead of COVID-19. We keep seeing news that windows of Chinese restaurants in the Bay Area are getting shattered because Chinese people are “dirty and should be blamed for all of this.” Even in New York, the most bustling city in the country that emphasizes freedom and equality the most, we see the news that Chinese Americans are getting sulphuric acids poured at their faces— and not just the Chinese Americans are targeted. Korean Americans are getting pushed into subway tracks, and Japanese Americans are getting beaten up in the open streets because they appear Chinese. It’s so ironic that the people who wish to blame us cannot even differentiate between the East Asian faces. It’s so ironic that the people who wish to blame the Chinese are just hurting people who probably had generations of family in America and merely appeared Asian. 
It’s so ironic that when we talk about xenophobia in class, we think that it alienates people of different races, of different colour, but we never think that you can be discriminated against by your own people. My Chinese friends are pushed back by their own country. All over Weibo, people say to them, “Why do you worship Americans, share your knowledge in American universities, contribute your lives to American industries, and come back now that everything is crumbling down? Are you just bringing the coronavirus back to us?” They think that the international students betrayed them. That these so-called traitors don’t deserve the same protection that they are having, even though all of them share the same ancestral blood, or even the same last names. They think that the international students are ungrateful brats who abandon China when it's in turmoil and crawl back now that the US is, almost projecting their impressions of traitors who fled to Japan during World War II on us. But we are just powerless students trying to go home. They don’t know about the fear, the isolation, and the uncertainty which we experience. What does it feel like to be left in the middle of nowhere? What does it feel like to be kicked out by your school, by the foreign government, and even by your own homeland? What does it feel like to get your hopes up because you have finally gotten a plane ticket to go back home, only to get it cancelled again and watch both your hope and money get wasted away? My friends and I are privileged enough that we were able to have the time and money to prepare all the medical supplies way beforehand, to be able to afford plane tickets that are more than twenty-thousand dollars. What about those underprivileged? What about those who cannot go home because their home is in Wuhan? Where can be our destination and safe haven if no one, absolutely no one, wants us to stay? 

2020/3/13
Tonight, we played our last game of Mafia. We used to play this game in the Trinity common rooms every weekend, usually having at least fifteen people at a time. Tonight, there are only so few of us left on campus that we barely made up a seven-people game. No one can focus on the game. It kept getting interrupted by calls from our families, by debates about if we should stay because of summer research programs, or simply by pure silence. I sat there and somehow felt a chill down my spine even though it was a very warm day. I somehow had a feeling that we will never be able to get together and play Mafia like this again. We sat there looking at each other, probably all coming to the same realization that our freshman year is over in such a tragic and abrupt way. I suddenly thought, “My freshman year isn’t supposed to end like this.” I thought I would’ve taken a long time to pack the belongings in my dorm, to have some time to be nostalgic about never having to live on East Campus again. I’m excited about the activities for LDOC, though I don’t even know what was going to be there. I thought all my friends would take a picture in front of the chapel together. My freshman year isn’t supposed to end like this, not with us all separated without a notice, not with everyone’s future and lives and wellbeing undetermined. 
We soon stopped playing Mafia and started to discuss which flights we are taking to go back home. Luckily, they all got flights from Chinese airlines so that no one would get discriminated against for wearing protective gear. For the first time now I finally feel the difference between me and my friends. I’m not Chinese. I hold the Canadian passport and I have spent more than half my life in North America. Living in Vancouver, where the Chinese community is very prominent, I never felt that there is any difference between “Canadians” and “Chinese”. We are all Canadians, and it’s only normal to see people of different ethnicities and from different homelands in Canada because Canada is an immigrant country. But the US is as well, and in the US we have already seen those horrible things happen to my fellow Asian North Americans. My friends don’t have to fear getting discriminated against, but I still have to fly on an American flight. I still have to debate with myself for a long, long time if I should wear a mask when I’m on the plane because I have to fear the despised sights at the airport,  fear that I might get beaten by someone,  fear that I will be hated for just because I appear Asian and I am wearing a mask. I fear that someone who sits beside me would think that I am ill, would think that I am dirty, and tell me to get off the plane. I fear that I will get my Uber ride rejected because many upperclassmen were already rejected by drivers when they saw that their riders are Asian and wearing a mask.  

2020/3/16
I am home. Safe. No one sat beside me on my flights, or when I was waiting in the airports. Luckily no one said anything or did anything to me. I wonder if my worries were just a bit over the board. 
My mother is worrying even more, although she has been home the whole time. She no longer has to worry about my safety, but her spirits are not lifted at all. She is afraid constantly that if this pandemic continues in North America, a food crisis will hit us one day because we can no longer import food. Starvation wouldn’t be a problem for us; we both don’t eat much or consume much energy anyway. What she is afraid of are crimes. She fears that people will no longer shatter the windows of restaurants and shops but shatter the windows of homes. She fears that people in desperate times will turn to crimes to find food, money, and supplies, and when it does happen me and my mother alone will not be able to fight back. She fears that something will happen to my grandparents back in China and she can’t even go back to meet them for the last time because of China’s newest travel policy which bans foreigners from entering Chinese borders. “This is wartime,” she says, “This is World War III. There are no tanks or ships or nuclear bombs. It’s humans turned on humans. Not for resources, not for ‘ethnic cleansing,’ not for better territories. It’s simply humans turned on humans because of the selfishness and xenophobia which exists in every single person. It’s the fault of being human.”
At one point I tell her that her fears are nonsense, that a food crisis wouldn’t happen so easily and that we will be safe in our homes. At another point I believe her words myself. But I try not to think, I try not to speak, I try not to read the news so that everything would be the problems of another world. 
It’s as if I’m living in history books, except the numbers for “confirmed cases” and “deaths” aren’t final and printed, and only doubles and triples every day. Except the text and descriptions aren’t distant from me but happening all around me. But all of this, in the future, would probably just be summarized by a few lines and some numbers that high school students have to memorize like every pandemic has in the past. And all of us common people, all of our struggles and emotions, are lost in the abyss between the lines of texts.  
