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Eisenhower High School

Even the letters across the brownstone wall of the large one-floor
building seemred strange to Xu Ling. This was unusual for him.
He did not often put himself into strange situations.

He was not that kind of person. He did not like surprises, not
even on his birthday. Unlike other people of his age, he carefully
prepared for each new experience in life. He read books; he asked
others; and he thought about what he would do even before he needed
to do it.

He believed in being prepared so that he could be in control to
stop the risk of losing face; but the changes of the last fortnight came
too quickly for any preparation, for any thought, for any planned
control.

One night Papa came home from the plant where he was
manager and announced that the family was moving to America.
“Cultural exchange” Papa called it, and his eyes bumed with joy as
he explained it. They would live in Chicago for one year. Papa

would work at a plant, learning the American methods of business.

?
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Mama would work at home, learning the American methods of
shopping and keeping house. Xu Ling would study as a second year
student in senior middle school, learning the American methods of

learning.

i lE AR

As Papa explained it, the whole year would be an exciting
adventure for them all, an experience they would never forget — an
experience that would educate them — that would help them under-
stand themselves; and even more, what it means to be Chinese. As
Papa explained it, although their blood was filled with several
generations of Chinese traditions and culture, they wouldn't fully
know how all that historical blood made any difference in them day
by day until they experienced some other culture for comparison.

Papa’s explanation was reasonable, and Xu Ling might have

actually liked the idea of going to America for a year, except for the
‘ urgency. They would leave in two weeks, and that did not give him
enough time to prepare himself for all the changes.

He tded. He locked up Chicago and learned about the great
gangster, Al Capone; the great mayor, Daley; and the famous cow
which kicked over the lamp and started the fire which burned the
city; but that was all long ago. The only present fact he could find
was that the Sears Tower of Chicago was the tallest building in
America, and he was surprised by that fact because his book had told
them that the tallest building was the Empire State Building in New
York. He was now confused because he was taught the book is al-
ways correct, especially when it prepares one for the exam.

Xu Ling knew that he did not have enough information to pre-

Urgency—very soon
Gangster—the leader of thieves
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pare himself welt for the new experience of America, but that was
the best he could do in the short time he had.

As he discovered later, it didnt matter. They didn't even move
to Chicago. They only landed at the airport. They actually lived in
Rolling Hills, a suburb, a city near the city, and he would attend
Eisenhower High School, which was only a short walk from his
house.

It was ail too new, too different for him when after only three
short days, there he was, all by himself, walking toward the strange
building with the strange name filled with strange people all per-
forming strange acts and activities. He wanted to shout out telling it
all to stop — to stand still long enough for him to see it, to bear it,
to smell it, to taste it so that his mind could make a photo of it which
he could study later when he had time alone; but it didnt stop; i
didn't stand still. The world of Eisenhower High School hurried
busily along that morning, and Xu Ling had to take a part in it
whether he was ready or not.

§
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The building itself was different. It was pretty and well kepi,
but it was only one floor — one huge building occupying far more
carth than it needed to.

Xu Ling noticed no bicycles. He would notice that before others
would because his bicycle had been such a part of him for several
years — his freedom, his tool of research, the bridge that helped him
cross into the world of heing adult, Here, there were no bicycles —
| no students riding to school — no places to park a bicycle, and Xu
| Ling wondered how they all had arrived. Could they have att
| walked? He saw no one on the streets when he came, so how did all

| these people get here? It was a mystery he would have to solve later.
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In all the strange sights and scunds, Xu Ling gained confidence
from one fact. He knew the language. His English was good. He had
been a diligent student from the time he first began to study English
four years ago, and he made progress. Last year he was the first in

i 4 3% S

his class in English — not only on the exam but in conversation as
well. He was so good that even Papa and Mama said that they would
need him to help them with the more difficult words.

This thought gave him the confidence to walk through the door
into that strange and frightening building named Eisenhower High
School, and at that point, he met his first lesson in the real language.

“Preshman, sophomore, junior, or semior?” The man who
greeted him with the sentence was obviously a teacher. He was
dressed like a teacher, wearing a short-sleeved white shirt and a

necktie decorated with faces of smiling children. He was larger and

older than the others around, but not too much older — just old

enough to be a young teacher.

=@

Xu Ling could tell that the speaker was a teacher because of his
manner and attitude. He was polite, but not because he wanted to
be. He was polite because it was his duty to be polite, He smiled,
but the look behind the smile told everyone that his question was
important and should have an iramediate answer.

When Xu Ling paused to gather his thoughts, the teacher re-
peated, “Freshman, sophomore, junior, or senior?”

Although he did not understand a word, Xu Ling knew it was a
question because the voice went up at the end. “Pardon?” he an-

swered.

Sophomore — a second year student
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“What is your classification?” the official-looking teacher
asked.

“Pardon?” Xu Ling answered softly and simply although he
wanted to say so much more. “What is the meaning of the word
classification?” “Why are you calling me your son when I have never
met you? He wanted to say all that, but he didn't. He just stood
silently with his one word.

Just then, a girl walked up. “Freshman, sophomore, junior, or
senior?” the man asked her as he waited for Xu Ling’s answer.

“Junior, ” she said with an air of confidence that was almost
boasting.

“Take this envelope and go to the blue hall, ” the teacher said 10
her speaking pleasantly officially.

“Junior, " Xu Ling spoke quickly before the man could ask
again, He then grabbed the envelope from the man’s hand and fol-
lowed the girl. He still didn't know what it meant or where he was
going, but he knew he wounld make progress if he would just follow
the girl,

Soon they entered a hall with classrcoms on both sides. Al-
though the hall was decorated with rows and rows of doors which
opened into small closets called lockers, the walls above the doors
were painted light blue, the color of the sky, and Xu Ling understood
what the man meant when he spoke of the blue hall.

Junjor — As in China, secondary educalion in America is six years; but unlike
China, only two years of it is at the middle schoot {junior middle schoo!} and with
four years at high school. Thus, a second year student in America is only a
sophomere, but in the Chinese system a second year student would be a junior.
Although he did net understand why, Xu Ling made the right choice.
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“Welcome Juniors” read the sign at the gate of the hall. Another
teacher-looking person, this time a lady, sat at a desk.

“Name piease?” she asked in the manner of official politeness.

“Xu Ling,” he spoke softly, but he noticed that his voice
sounded several tones higher than it should have.

“Are you in the computer?” she asked without really looking at
him.

—— GEHAB

“Pardon?” he answered as confidently as he could.

“Is Xu your first or last name?" she asked as she began to type
into the computer.

Not understanding the question completely, Xu Ling cxplained
in as much detail as the official urgency would permit. “Xu is my

famity name. ”

“Last name is Xu. Well, you're not in the computer. I'm your

counselor, so Il just register you anyway. She spoke all the
strange words without offering any explanarion, and she began to
type. “English first hour; Algebra 11 second hour: PE third hour;
Chemistry fourth hour; and History fifth hour. That gives you a last
hour study hall. Here, take this sheet to the L D. station. Next. 7

Xu Ling didn dare ask her to explain any of her meaning. He
was too confused already, and he rushed to follow the girl who had
become his leader through all of this activity.

e

They entered a big room full of official people each working
rapidly doing many activities which all seemed so important, at least
to the person doing the activity.

Counselor — the person who helps students solve problems — much like the
class teacher, but she does not teach
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By then Xu Ling had decided that his best plan would be not
even to think about the activities. He would just follow the girl in
front of him, so he did. He waited, sat in front of a camera for a
photo, waited again, and received a card colored green and white.
“Eisenhower High School ID” the card told him. It had his picture,
his name, and the number Il in one comer. Although he did not
understand it all, he knew he was now a student.

He walked slowly toward the door looking at his new card,
thinking about the officials he had met, the questions he had an-
swered, and the activities he had completed.

There were so many other questions which had not been an-
swered. Where was his classroom? Whe would be his class teacher?
The woman had said that she would be his counselor, but was that the
same as class teacher? Then Xu Ling thought of the most important
question of all. When would he meet his classmates?

Suddenly a thought came to his mind. He didn’t want to spend
time with this thought, but it was there even though he tried to lose
it. It was more than a thought. Tt was a memory — a memory of
Hangzhou and of his school and his c¢lassmates. He was popular
among his classmates. He had been the monitor and the leader. He
eamned those positions because he knew whal he was doing, and he
was in control. But all that was so long ago and so far away just
now. “How long two weeks can be! ” he thought.

Before he let that thought go any further, he decided that he
might be able to have a conversation with some of his fellow students
in this new school. He might even meet a classmate, If he did, the
new school wouldn't seem so strange.

He spotted some boys grouped by the wall, and he walked to-
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802 Elmwood Drive
Rolling Hills, Illinois 63626

The letters and numbers on the mailbox told Xu Ling that he
was home again, but even those were strange to him. He
understood Elmwood Drive as the name of the street, and he
understood that the village was Rolling Hills; but the nurmbers
that followed were a mystery. When he asked the lady, who
brought them from the airport, the meaning of the numbers, she
answered as if she thought she was being very helpful, “That’s
your zip code. = Because he did not know what a zip code was,
her answer was useless.

Zip codes were not important today. Xu Ling was happy just to
be home. Even when home is a strange place, it is better to be home
than somewhere else. The house was part of the arrangement of the
cultural exchange, provided for them by the plant where Papa
worked, and everything about it was strange. It was large, but it was

all on one floor. There were many rooms, some with strange names —

Zip code — Each city has a code which tells the post office where (o send the mail.
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