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Just past the metro tunnel that links downtown Taipei to the damp outskirts of Mucha are jagged rows of polished stone lined up and down the side of the hill like monoliths, and if one squints just enough, one can imagine the sight is an amphitheater filled to capacity with nonplussed patrons. He stands at the bottom, at the gated entrance, staring at these inquisitor-like gravestones, and on cue, the afternoon sun slices through the dissipating storm clouds, landing full on his face. Let my people go! he is tempted to shout. 

Meandering up and down the hill are families come to pay respects to late relatives. The coming of Ghost Month (he had forgotten) has brought thick crowds today. Children cradle bowls of fresh fruit or baskets of flowers in their arms. In turn, the living step forward, deposit their gifts, make their little ritual bows, and stand a few moments, the kids restlessly scratching at themselves or hopping from foot to foot, the adults standing silent, eyes closed, inhaling the wisps from incense sticks. Some gravesites have been swept, plates of food and the ashes of burnt spirit money neatly gathered in a corner, while others have collected leaves and loose debris that have been swept over from other sites. Much like life, he muses.

How long has it been since breakfast? He had visited a Starbuck’s out of habit rather than preference, and the whole time he was there he had calculated prices in his head without making a purchase. A NT$90 latte, how much is that in U.S. dollars? Just under three? Is that equivalent to the current price back home? A monthly salary of NT$48000 is about $1600 back home, if you save up for three months you’d be able to afford rent on a one-bedroom in Austin for how long…? Every purchase is a comparison, a stab of homesickness. So far he has resisted the temptation to open a bank account at the local post office and buy a personal chop that will allow him to stamp his Chinese name on every official document and withdrawal slip, his identity cemented on the underside of a chunk of stone. Maybe the day will come when he will buy something and not have a single thought of U.S. currency, and that frightening yet lib-erating moment will signify he has no home to return to.

He shuffles through the crowds, smothered by the buttery fragrance of flowers. In downtown Taipei, underneath one of the highway overpasses, a flower market is open on the weekends, and the bouquets seem downright bedraggled, jammed together on carts and display shelves, hot artificial lights shining on them. And yet, even with the dulling stench of the highway above, one can still smell them. People preserve corpses, why doesn’t anyone preserve smells? he wonders.

It takes time to find Mr. Chen’s gravesite~although he can read some Chinese, the act is laborious, and so many of those characters are so similar, a stroke or two separating a name from a curse. The higher one climbs on the hill, the better the feng shui, and there is clear delineation between the workmanlike slabs near the bottom and the more polished, white-marbled monu-ments up top. Mr. Chen’s gravestone is located at what might well be the equator: a simple gray stone seques-tered among many, thin and shoulder-high, no photo, only his name and dates of birth and death etched in, the latter rendered in Taiwanese years, dating back to the founding of the original Chinese Republic. From the year 29 to the year 87. Fifty-eight years old, not a bad run. C.J.’s father had died at 53 of a heart condition, and his father before him had died at 52 from the same congenital disease. No doubt about it, 31 years from now (he had generously allotted himself one extra year of life, to 54) he will be following their hallowed path. All praise Buddha, he muses silently to himself as he kicks away some of the dried-up leaves that have gathered at the foot of the site. He doesn’t believe in an afterlife, he doesn’t necessarily believe in life. It is like a switch~on position, off position, and with a single click, lights out. Around him, the cicadas buzz in surround sound.

Who are you? 

An elderly woman has waddled up to him, a modest bundle of flowers in hand, the stems uneven and scotch-taped together. To ward off the afternoon sun she has opened her pitch-black umbrella; Doesn’t black absorb heat? he wonders. Her stringy hair is a rich and all too-artificial shade of brown. The family flatness of her face, the shape of her eyes, all unmistakable. Immediately he thinks back on the files he has read, the blunt paragraphs about the deceased’s mother~unemployed, living in retired military housing (late husband was in the Nation-alist Air Force) in downtown Taichung, three hours south of Taipei, scheduled to be moved to subsidized housing by year’s end, the old home demolished.
 
Excuse me. Are you Mr. Chen’s mother?

Yes, she says. She breaks into the Taiwanese dialect as if willfully attempting to confuse him. 

Sorry, my Taiwanese~

You don’t speak it? she says in jowly Mandarin. Who are you?

I was told you’d be here. I represent the American insurance company that~

You? She looks him up and down, snorts in a friendly manner. Tryin’ to get me to agree to the payout, eh? The greedy little pig got you hooked, eh?

Pardon?

In slow motion, she bends and places the flowers at the foot of the gravestone. Gathered tightly around her bare wrist are Buddhist prayer beads. She then retrieves an unidentified object from her purse that is swaddled in napkins. When she sets it down next to the flowers, the napkins unfold of their own accord, as if hungry for sun, and C.J. sees green onion cakes, fresh scallions gathered just under the surface of the skin in uneven blotches. His stomach gurgles reflexively.

The elder Mrs. Chen closes her eyes and places her palms together, and for a short moment there is something settled and graceful about her, and then she turns away from the stone. He was picky about green onion cakes, she mutters. When he was a child, I’d make ’em, and he’d always push ’em away at the table. Said I couldn’t make them right. Never shy about telling me what was wrong with my cooking.

Mrs. Chen, I’m sorry about your son. I’m looking for information~

That bitch wife of his, she’s never cared for him, just cared about his money. The prayer beads around her wrist rattle in agitation as she plays with them. But that’s the funny thing, it got so he had nothing left. You know he used to run a magazine?

I saw some data~

The elder Mrs. Chen is no longer listening to him. He stands with her under the canopy of her umbrella, both of them looking down the hill, their backs to her son’s gravestone. Allen told him once that the Chinese have a very specific notion of relational space; if your back is turned on something, it might as well not exist. The illusion of privacy is enforced. Below them families per-form their routines as if stage-managed, deliberate in movements and silences: approach, bow, reflect, depart.

She continues: A good entertainment magazine. Stories of the stars. He’d always have a TV guy over at his place, or a movie star. You know Brigitte Lin? He’d call her little sister. Shit, how many guys would have loved to call Brigitte Lin “little sister”? Magazine was shut down by the government, he was thrown in jail. Supporting the wrong politician, or they made something up, they did it all the time back then. So he gets out of jail, and what does he end up doin’? Working a printing press. Hard labor. She pauses to hack and spit phlegm onto the flagstones at their feet. So he marries this woman and her daughter, and soon his wife’s spent all his money, gambling at mah jong. So he finally has enough and leaves. Walks right out while she’s playing mah jong, and she doesn’t even care. Goes to America to get a job, but nothing works, and then America messes him up, he decides that he’s not going to work anymore and he spends three years in a Buddhist monastery. Can you believe it? He could have gone to one here in Taiwan, but he goes to one in America, in the country. 

She spends a few moments shaking her head at the enormity of it all. Maybe the air quality over there was better, C.J. thinks.

He says: And then he came back …

Yeah, he came back, because he was a new man, he understood people, at least he said that to me when I saw him, he was going to go back to his wife and they were going to start over and everything would be great. And he goes to his wife’s house and as soon he walks in, he sees her playing mah jong with her friends, gamblin’ her money away like always. Four years gone, and nothing had changed. So he walked out, and now he’s dead, and you know why? Because he’s worth more dead than alive. That bitch killed him, that’s for sure. Made it look like an accident and now she’s taking all the money he has left.

Mrs. Chen, have you talked to the police~

Of course I did! They didn’t care. No one cares about some poor guy and his poor wife and daughter. They investi-gated, no evidence, just a car crash, an accident, what can be done?

She raises a shaking hand up to her heart. Instinctively, C.J. places a hand on her back. It feels fragile, like a veil that could give way with the slightest pressure. She grabs his hand with a surprising iron grip. Thank you, she says breathlessly. Sorry to trouble you. One moment. He can feel her breaths as they escape in low, small gasps.

They stand like that for a short period. The volume of the cicadas intensifies, to the point that he half-expects a swarm to assault them. A dull ache has located itself in the back of his own head, toward the right. Hunger, no doubt about it. He can see the grease on the green onion cakes, resplendent in the sun. The old woman’s knees are bending. In the next moment she could be kneeling, and in the one after that she could be pitched forward before her son’s marker, her last breath disrupting the dust on the stones, and he would be the only one to mark her passing. And then what? Maybe stand sentry, the one living statue among these dead monuments, until the breeze was the air passing in and out of his lungs. That would be a refreshing change, this act of doing nothing.

But whatever has gripped the elder Mrs. Chen is passing, and she straightens, releases his hand. The umbrella is twisting about in her hand absently. So you’re from the life insurance company, she says.

Yes. Investigating the claim.

Good. Good. She gives him a motherly little pat on the hand. I don’t care about the money. My husband’s dead, I live alone, I don’t need money for anything. But don’t give it to that wife. She planned this all out. I know it. Leave my son a little dignity.

Do you know anything that might help get us more information…

She sighs. Wish I could, ten thousand times wish I could. But I’ve just got a feeling. Nothing else an old woman can do. She peers at him in appeal, with iron-gray eyes.

He hands her one of Allen’s embossed name cards. If you think of something, please call us.

What’s your name…?

Wang.

Mr. Wang. Thank you. Look after him, all right? It’s a big responsibility, but you’re the first person I’ve met who might be able to do it. She bows deeply, and the edge of the umbrella nearly strikes him in the forehead, but he takes an adroit step backwards to dodge it. Silently, he returns the bow.

As the elder Mrs. Chen departs two small children in tank tops and shorts scurry around her legs before being scolded by their parents. She doesn’t notice, doesn’t mind. Perhaps she is no longer there mentally, she has her body and her distant thoughts and never the twain shall meet. And what will she go back to? A home in Taichung reeking of mothballs, soon to be plowed into earth, reformulated as a concrete avenue. C.J. watches as she descends the steps to the bottom, the top of her black umbrella like a spinning hole, and disappears.

He pulls out his notepad, makes a few more notes~yes, this is more like it, this feels like progress~and then his pen comes to a stuttering halt on the paper as another wave of hunger hits him. All right, he thinks, this is ridiculous, just find a restaurant somewhere, but he must eat now, it feels as if his body will seize up if he doesn’t address this. A girl he was on the run with years ago always sank into a near-frenzy if she couldn’t have food after a decent interval, and there was a hellish road trip in which he fed her a dozen candy bars as they drove through the barren desert, miles and miles between rest stops, the supply of candy bars diminishing rapidly, the volume of her voice leapfrogging higher and higher as her hunger increased~

He grabs the bundle of green onion cakes in both hands and wolfs them down. A family visiting a nearby grave-site may be looking his way, he can’t tell, he doesn’t dare look in that direction. Still chewing mightily at the cakes (not bad, not enough salt but the scallions are fresh), fingers oily against the bouquet of napkins, he beats a hasty retreat.

§§§

Allen’s home is in the Mucha hills, comfortably set off from the main streets at the end of a twisting, climbing, well-paved cul-de-sac that would tax even the strongest of scooter motors. Allen’s home is located across the road from a basketball court painted tennis-green, surrounded by rusty fencing. Allen is a basketball nut, always angling for afternoon pickup games with the stringbean teens as they come home from school, posting them up with his ample belly and tree-trunk legs, gaining decent vertical altitude for a man of his weight, shooting baskets with tongue hanging out. He much prefers basketball here compared to the mainland. Rough place, China, he said once. Was there a few months ago, just playing pick-up basketball on the street, getting fouled and knocked down every second, and to them it’s just another day at the playground.

C.J. has always considered Allen’s home to be half museum, half mausoleum~empty echoing halls, bedrooms with single rumpled futons in the exact center, a few scattered books like relics from a glorious age, and a single wall-length bookshelf in what could only be the living room, the shelves crammed with jazz CDs, rare editions and reissues that will never appear on American shores. The spines of the CDs are crowded with Japanese characters. The Japanese love their jazz, Allen assured him once. God, they love it. You walk into any jazz club in Tokyo and you feel nothing but love.

C.J. would be hard-pressed to say what it is that Allen does, exactly. He has never seen business letterheads, briefcases, neatly pressed suits, anything to suggest the man has an office life outside his home. And yet every time he visits, Allen’s cell phone is glued to his ear, or he has notes and doodles laid out in front of him like some mad inventor, plans for worldwide takeover that never quite come to fruition.

Today Allen is spread across the living room floor, Roman God of his domain, head propped on his elbow, his back to him, intently studying album liner notes. The remains of one cigarette pack have been stabbed into an ashtray just beyond his reach. His shirt is fully unbuttoned, allowing his generous gut to spill onto the floor, and yet nothing about him seems slack~somehow he always maintains his almond tan, the impression that he could spring up and perform cartwheels if he so wishes. Before him is the flawless silver block of his mini-stereo, orange LCD lights bouncing with every snare hit and tinkle of the piano. C.J. recognizes the music immediately: Herbie Hancock. Herbie is playing Tokyo next week along with Wayne Shorter and Ron Carter, and Allen has toyed with the idea of being there. C.J. is pleased with his own discernment, and then apprehensive~does this mean that someday he will be just like Allen, entirely comfortable within these walls of space and sound, not caring a whit about venturing into that god-awful pollution and traffic outside?

Hey, C.J. Allen rolls over to face him. He is dressed in his usual khaki shorts, his hairy legs pink with warmth. What do you have, and what do you say?
 
I talked to Mr. Liu and Mrs. Chen. Mr. Liu said he’ll contact us soon.

No problems? You trotted out the Peitou line?

He wasn’t happy, but he got the message. I also talked to the widow … who wasn’t too forthcoming.

Didn’t figure she would be. Want a drink? Got some Jack here. Here. Wait up. With a burst of vigor Allen is on his feet, his white ponytail bobbing as he hustles into the kitchen. C.J. follows him in.

Hi, C.J.

Carol occupies two chairs, one for her body and one to prop her legs on. She is dressed in a black tank top and jeans that have been cut off just above the knees. He doesn’t find her particularly attractive on the empiric level~short of makeup and thin-faced, she resembles any Taiwan girl on the street, perhaps a touch more dusky than most~and yet something about her manner, the languid bob of her short hair and the challenging look that always seems ready to take over her face, is intriguing. It is impossible to guess her age; most of her smiles suggest late teens, the way she carries herself suggests mid-twenties.

Hi, he says.

Pull your jaw up off the floor, Allen booms at him, thrusting a glass filled to the brim into his hand. Did you talk to the daughter?

Didn’t have the chance.

Well, you’ll have to make the chance, then, correct? Any idea how you’ll do that?

Um… He stammers for a moment, takes the oppor-tunity to have a nervous sip of Jack. Carol is staring at his arm, the one holding the glass.

What happened to you? she asks.

He knows she is referring to the scar that runs the length of his forearm, from the elbow to the bulbous bit of bone at his wrist. It has been a year since it was sliced open, and the angry, mottled wound has only recently given way to a more whitish hue of acceptance. 

I know how he got it, Allen volunteers, but I can’t say. State secret.

State secret? She says quizzically. Sometimes Allen’s flip-pancy registers with her, and sometimes it doesn’t.

He means it’s confidential, C.J. says.

Scars from a past life, speak no more of it, Allen finishes. 

C.J. thinks: We’ll speak no more, but there’s always more.

C.J. Want your opinion, Allen says. A contraption is on the table, a box-like shape, a collection of switches. Atop it is a small speaker that resembles a miniature mega-phone. With a magician’s flourish, Allen passes his hand in front of the device. The sound of chirping birds echoes through the empty room. It is similar to the sound one hears on the Mucha metro when the doors are about to close, but less shrill, more flute-y.

Sounds …C.J. is about to say nice but is struck by the horrible insincerity of the word. The birds continue their chirping, an impossible continuous loop, as if worms are forever being dangled just out of their beaks’ reach.

You’re wondering what this is. Allen is enjoying this little act of obfuscation. His head has the little wag it always does when he’s about to achieve liftoff. From my Tokyo trip last week. They use this device in the bathrooms over there. When you tinkle, it sets off a sensor, which sets off these birdcalls. So instead of everyone hearing your piss, all they hear is the soothing sound of bluebirds. Takes all the embarrassment out of the act, and the Taiwanese are cutesy enough to buy in. Patents, marketing, construction. What do you think? An opportunity, right?

Allen stares straight at him. C.J. hates this look, for he knows that no matter what he answers, his reply cannot possibly muster the same energy that Allen currently possesses, and in return the light in Allen’s eyes will shift to muffled disappointment, the thoughts clearly readable: This young man doesn’t share the vision, the drive, the ambition. C.J. looks over at Carol, but she is no help. She sits with arms crossed, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. A definite mid-twenties look.

Sounds~great, C.J. says. Yes, it is as he anticipated, even worse. Allen is looking down at the machine as if it is contagious, his mood going brown. With an impatient motion he lifts it off the table and sets it on the floor, the birds chattering one last time before going dead.

Well I think it’s promising, Allen murmurs. Anyway~ He lights a cigarette to show that he has moved on from toilet birdcalls. He is one of those rare infuriating people who can smoke two packs a day and hike for 20 miles straight without even a pause for breath. What’s your update on this Chen business?

The Chens… C.J. has laid his notepad on the table, but now Allen is pulling it over to his side, rifling through the pages. 

Dunno. I also met Mr. Chen’s mother. She seems to think the wife did him in. If you can’t read my writing~

Allen lets off a dissatisfied grunt. People aren’t usually that bold, he says. If they can get something without resorting to extremes, they’ll do it. My hunch? Mr. Chen’s faking his death, hiding out, waiting for the family to collect on the insurance.

But he’s been separated from them~

Less suspicious that way. For emphasis, he blows a smoke-ring. Think of the psychology. Guy leaves his family for four years, looks for a new job, searches for inner peace at a monastery, and what does he do in the end? Come right back to where he started. No, he’s whipped. Bet you his wife put him up to it. She as bad as these notes make her sound?

Worse, probably.

Mm-hmm. We’ll know more when Liu gets back to us. Burned body, wife was the one who identified it, body cremated, no evidence. Convenient. Murder or fake? Place your bets. He lights a fresh cigarette. Are you gay?

What?

Allen holds up the notepad. Well, there’s this letter here to some Hungarian dude …

C.J. takes an especially long swig of Jack Daniels, the rim of his glass touching the bridge of his nose, all the better to hide his eyes. That’s for Mr. Wang, he says.

Ah, Mr. Safety Glass. Your father know him, Carol? Carol is now in Allen’s lap. His hands rest on her arms, as protective as a nursery school teacher’s.

Probably, Carol says. She wrinkles her nose~a stray bit of ash from Allen’s cigarette has landed on her knuckles. She wrinkles her nose but does nothing. C.J. recognizes the type: she disapproves of his smoking but respects his sovereignty as an independent human being enough to let him do what he pleases.

Her father knows everyone, Allen continues. You ever meet him, C.J.? Tough mother. When we had the Presidential election back in 1996, he was organizing all the local taxicab drivers for the KMT and Lee Teng-hui. So what does he do when he finds out that a rival taxi company is organizing for the DPP? They rumble it out, right in the middle of town. West Side Story. Epic. Yellow taxis going against green taxis. People breaking out baseball bats and lead pipes. And the yellows kicked the greens’ asses in the end. And I am forever indebted to Lee Teng-hui for winning.

How’s that? C.J. asks.

The KMT wins, Carol’s father gets a nice payoff, so he can afford to send his daughter to the bushiban, where we met …

Oh yeah, C.J. thinks, I forgot about that. Among his many sideline jobs, Allen has been a part-time English lit instructor at a high-priced cram school. No doubt populated by the two types that populate any expensive bushiban: studious and spoiled. Maybe Carol and Mr. Wang’s daughter met each other somewhere in there. What a conversation that must have been.

A juddering beat inhabits the air, trumpet riding cool on top. Bebop-era jazz. Miles Davis, C.J. guesses. Allen is on his feet, the tune still pulsing from his cell phone. Yes, the guess was correct, it’s “So What.”

Sorry guys, Allen says. I think this is Liu. Be right back.

He sails out of the room, leaving C.J. and Carol alone. In the living room, Herbie Hancock has died down to an almost subsonic pattering of bass. C.J. is not used to this kind of quiet. He has come to expect noise everywhere, in every thin-walled building, every square inch of street, even out in the parks where the old people blast their boom boxes so they can practice their tai chi and social dancing. This is something foreign and vaguely threat-ening, as if he is receiving a perk that will be paid for later in blood.

Carol gives a wry little smile of forbearance. More drink? she asks in English. To Allen, she always speaks Chinese.

No thank you. He sees that she has a new set of press-on nails~these are an aquamarine blue, with sprinkles that dance in the light.

You staying here tonight? she asks. 

Don’t think so. You?

I always stay here.

Your dad doesn’t worry?

He doesn’t know. My family has empty apartments all over the city. I could be at any of them.

But you like it here better.

I like Allen better. 

C.J. can hear Allen in the distance, yelling into the phone ~What’s that? Yes, I know, I heard about it! He thinks: What self-confidence it must take to be loud and annoy-ing, and not care about other people’s reactions.

Do you know Georgia? Carol asks.

The state? Yeah.

I’ve been talking to Allen about moving there someday.

Why? It’s hot.

Hotter than here?

Well~about the same, actually.

Yes. I like that. And I like the Ray Charles song. Her legs are writhing. Actually, she is wriggling. Out of her jeans.

Um… He doesn’t know what to say next. Once again he raises glass to lips, rim to bridge of nose. When he brings it down, he sees that what he assumed was a tank top is the top half of a one-piece bathing suit. About her waist is a feathery-light banner with the burgundy and gold colors of Lucky Star beer.

I’m working at the restaurant tonight, she says, eyes narrowed in amusement. You’re enjoying this, C.J. thinks. 

I see, he says. He was at such a restaurant when he first arrived in Taipei and was introduced to Allen. A set of nubile young women were lined up at the front door, dressed in matching red swimsuits, still short even in their four-inch platform shoes, handing out keychains and placemats for the beer companies, not even allowing themselves smiles as they greeted visitors, for a smile might be sending the wrong message.

Why do you work there? he asks. Do you need the money?

She shrugs. Just something to do. Like what you do for Allen.

Is it the same?

She laughs. You’re strange. Very American.

He doesn’t ask her if that’s a good thing. More American than Allen? he asks.

Allen? She puffs in her cheeks in consideration. Allen is very American. And very Chinese. Very everything. You’re wet.

What? The CD player in the next room is on shuffle, and Stevie Wonder’s “Sirduke” is up. The sudden belch of horns startles him.

Your clothes. You were in the rain?

Just driving around. No big deal.

Allen has some clothes. I’ll get them…

Don’t worry about it.

You need new clothes anyway.

Do I?

She laughs. Sorry. I don’t mean to…

No, you’re right. It’s not something I think about, that’s all.
 
I think brown would look good on you. And no more polo shirts, okay? You look like a mainlander!

Okay, sure. It is hard for him not to look at her legs. They aren’t particularly pretty legs~a bit squat, knobby-kneed~but he can’t see even the hint of a blemish on them.

I’ll get some clothes. I’ll be right back, okay?

Okay. But let me return the favor.

You don’t need to…

I want to. How about dinner. Tomorrow?

Again the left side of her mouth curls up. Well … tomorrow …

What tomorrow? Allen is bustling in, reclaiming the physical domain of the kitchen, pacing to the fridge, pouring himself a fresh glass. 

Nothing, Carol says. She leans in to give him a quick peck on the cheek as she exits. 

With a growl of contentment, Allen cha-chas the refrig-erator door closed with his butt. Interesting stuff, he says.

Nice girl, C.J. says in as neutral a tone as he can muster.

I’m not talking about Carol. You thought I was talking about Carol? Allen is three steps away from him, two, one. What’s going on with you and Carol?

Um…

Allen laughs and gives him a rough slap to the shoulder. Just playing, man. Although she is fine, believe it. I can never go back to American women. You know why?

No. But I’m sure you’ll tell me, he adds under his breath.

Taiwanese women are unburdened. Simple as that. He ignites another cigarette with a certain willfulness that suggests another speech is coming. My first and only wife? Great in bed, and a complete lunatic out of it. Probably sexually abused when she was a kid. To her, men were all pigs. Oh, she would say, “Not all men,” but she’d say it in that way that you knew, yeah, you mean all men. Then she’d go on and on about her theory that men only mature up until they’re 14, and then they start devolving and pretty soon they’re acting like 8-year olds for the rest of their lives, and if a guy doesn’t help a woman when she’s climbing out of a bus with a box, it’s just another indication about how self-involved men are, and a sure sign that humans have lost all connection to each other and that we’re all screwed, all that neo-hippie Burning Man bullshit …

A vaporous cloud of smoke billows from Allen’s nose and mouth. He takes a long breath and finishes his glass in a single gulp. Hell, works me up just talking about it …

Yep, C.J. says, not unkindly. He raises his glass and the two of them clink. In a timely bit of coincidence, the lazy string opening of “Georgia on My Mind” wells up in the next room.

But women from around here, it’s different. They know the world’s fucked up. They can handle it. They deal with it without getting you involved. They understand com-promises, lower expectations. Don’t let my Charles Atlas physique fool you, I’m pretty much like any other goober out there. But they don’t care. Give ’em a few laughs, have a good time in and out of bed, everything else falls as it may. How long you plan to be here in Taiwan?

I don’t …

Well, you can’t go back to the U.S. for a while, I assume. Three years, maybe? Four?

Maybe.

That’s about the edge. The point of no return.

How’s that?

You stay here long enough, you don’t leave. I know, I’m a lifer. You get too settled, America becomes this weird …  thing … He waves his hand airily. You should settle down in Taipei, get a girl, make a decent living, it’s just as easy here. Easier. Plenty of opportunities for us. The lao wai man with a plan and his ABC front man.
 
Hmm.

Silence falls upon them for a few moments, and just before it passes the threshold of discomfort, C.J. asks:

Was that Liu on the phone?

Mmm! Yes! Turns out the police records on Mr. Chen’s death have gone missing. What do you say about that?

Misplaced maybe?

I’m sure that’s what the widow and daughter would like us to think. Maybe they paid off the appropriate folks to “lose” them. But it does leave us at square one. What’s your take, C.J.? Where should we go from here?

Allen clasps his hands together, rests them on the table, leans forward with his restless eyes locked on C.J. All at once, C.J. remembers why he dislikes the man. He remembers their first meeting in that loud restaurant, the one foreigner in the crowd. Allen had made the initial approach: They tell me you’re a fellow American expat! My name’s Allen. What are you doing here in Taiwan? C.J. had responded with what he thought was perfectly fine equanimity: Oh, I haven’t decided yet, I’m just here to see what’s available. But in the midst of giving this answer, he noticed Allen’s eyes had clouded over. C.J. had lost his interest. Without even an acknowledgment or reply, Allen had floated away, drawn into another conversation, that’s it, done with you, bye. And yet he had returned later on, because he had heard the story behind the scar on C.J.’s arm, and with a wolfish grin he had wrapped his arm around the young man’s shoulders and said, I understand you’ve had some trouble lately and can’t get a work visa. Want to help me on something? 

C.J. knows it is about to happen again. He will be prompted for an opinion, a burst of brilliance, but his version of brilliance will be found lacking. Allen must have read in some cockamamie book about how to be a better corporate leader that a happy employee is an employee that is allowed to hang himself with his own rope. Thus, an employee must be encouraged to have opinions, set forth plans and hypotheses, enjoy the impression that he is in charge of his own destiny. And it is the boss’s duty to listen to all this with kind visage before trashing it in favor of his own thinking, for that is the boss’s awesome and lonely responsibility.

Hell, C.J. thinks. This is no different than working in an office.

Out loud, he says: Unless the records turn up, I guess we’ll need to keep investigating the Chens …

No good~already Allen is looking at some distant point over C.J.’s left shoulder. You’re forgetting that we have to wrap this up quick, he says. If we can’t figure this out by the weekend, they’ll have to pay out the insurance. And we get nothing.

Nothing? No one said …

It was all contingent on us finding evidence to the con-trary. And I promised them we would. Because I was confident in your abilities. Again the hawk-eyed look of the tough but fair boss. C.J. suddenly feels like vomiting. It occurs to him that Allen enjoys living in this silent house because the only voice around here is his.

Um, he says, about that, how much money are we …

We’re on the hook, C.J. Time to step up our game. Okay, here’s my suggestion. I’m going to phone Mrs. Chen and tell her the claim has been delayed because our investigation has turned something up. Get her willies up. And then we wait and see what she does. Surveillance detail. Camp out at her place, see if she meets anyone or does anything. From tonight onwards. You up for it?

Thought so, C.J. thinks. You make a phone call, I pull all-night surveillance.

C.J.? You in, bud? If you have a better suggestion …

I don’t. I’m in.

Can I get in too? Carol has arrived with a bundle of shirts and pants just as Ray Charles drawls, Georgia on my mind … She mouths the words. Her lips are freshly coated with lipstick, in fulsome cupid style. I was telling C.J. about Georgia, she says.

Oh yeah? Allen says. Well, what’s there to do in Georgia except get gunned down in Atlanta, so let’s not think about it, shall we?

I’m giving C.J. some of your old clothes. Is that okay?

Sure, babe. He pinches her hip, right underneath the Lucky Star logo. I knew I could count on you, C.J. Can you start tonight? ASAP?

First I should check in with Mr. Wang …

Really? You have to?

Sorry, I have an errand to run for him. I don’t think it can wait.

Allen gives him another one of those looks that says, I’m disappointed you can’t reshuffle your priorities, but then again, you can’t be expected to equal my standards. With infinite patience he pours C.J. a last whiskey. Once we solve this thing and get our money, I’ll expect you to work full-time for me, okay? I won’t hear a no from you. We’ll get you out from under those safety glass fat-cats. He cocks his thumb, points his index finger in C.J.’s direc-tion. C.J. pointedly ignores the gesture.

I’ll try to be there after 9 tonight, he says. Maybe I’ll be able to check in on the daughter. Still haven’t heard her side of things.

See? Allen whispers loudly into Carol’s ear. I told you this guy was good.

You say that about everyone, she replies. 

Need to change, C.J.? Use my bedroom.

Thanks.

You’re not mad, are you, C.J.?

No, no. I’m fine. This line of conversation is annoying him, he feels more petulant and ungrateful with each passing second.

We’re in this one together. We have our sorrows and joys, and should our sorrows and joys meet, then all the better. Right? Allen gives him a friendly clap on the back. 

Right. C.J. grins, and he has no idea if it is convincing. He turns heel and heads upstairs to the bedroom. Once there, he closes the door. A full-length mirror is mounted on it, and his stooped image glares at him. It is as if talking to Allen has trimmed a good five inches off his posture. For some reason he is imagining a scene in which he walks through the front door of this house every night, tie loosened about his collar, armpits dark with sweat, briefcase in hand, ready to report on the day’s activities to Allen, and Allen greets him with a sardonic Welcome home, dear! And somehow this scene has already played itself out for years.

Jesus, he mutters to himself. Carol has provided him with various slacks, a few short-sleeved shirts. The slacks are the drawstring type, size 38 (he is a 31), and he pulls hard on the string to tighten it round his waist. Just like an amphibious boat, he muses, looking at himself in the mirror. The shirt is brown silk with three buttons. He leaves all the buttons undone so that the shirt splits open down to the center of his breastplate. The bottom of the shirt hangs loosely down his thighs, with no fat to cling to. The overall effect is one of proper decadence and corruption.

Should our joys and sorrows meet, he says, approximating Allen’s drunken slur, then so much the better, eh?

He can hear Allen and Carol talking downstairs. Allen’s voice rises as he punctuates some joke, and she responds with a hysterical giggle. C.J. has never seen her giggle in person; he wonders what her face would look like at such a moment.

Like the rest of the house, Allen’s bedroom is a strange mix of spartan furnishings and clutter. A rumpled futon is in the center of the room, caved in where Allen and Carol have slept. Folded-up newspapers and magazines are everywhere.  Along the far wall is a set of rattan dresser drawers. That’s the difference between here and home, he thinks; none of the furniture feels solid. No oak or cherrywood so heavy they’re like facts of life. 

A few eight-by-twelve photos are scattered on the dresser~photos from Mr. Chen’s funeral. There is Mrs. Chen, dressed in somber colors and not-so-somber mascara, a portrait of her husband erect on her lap as she accepts condolences. Next to her is daughter Annie, always next to her, in all the photos, and yet none of them seem to have a clear shot of her. In one her hair hangs down, hiding her face, and in another, she is turning while the picture is being taken, a single eye in focus even as the rest of her is a windswept blur. 

One of the dresser drawers is open, and he peers into it. Lingerie items, some black, some off-white and drab, obviously purchased on the street. He opens the other drawers, one at a time, and hunts. More clothes, random souvenirs from other countries. A wood mask from a southeast Asian country, a smiling face carved on one end and a frowning one on the other. Various chains and trinkets that make pleasing clinking noises as they shift in his hands. More shirts, more pants.

Eureka~one of the bottom drawers slides out less easily than the others, burdened by something weighty. He pulls the drawer all the way off the runners, very slowly, the latticed wood croaking. Inside are collated manila folders, names on each tab. Within seconds he has found the folder on Liu, and he draws it out. At the back of the drawer, divorced from any folder and settled on the bottom, are a smattering of CDs in scratched-up, unlabeled cases. He takes the top two off the pile and reads the scrawled writing on the discs: Spring Festival 1997. Spring Festival 1998.

He bundles the folder and CDs within his old clothes, returns folders and drawer to their original position, pulls out the lingerie drawer back to its original position, and with a nod of satisfaction~You'd make a good thief after all~he departs the bedroom.

§§§
*****
The garbage truck has a singsong music-box tune to proclaim its arrival, much like an ice cream van back home. Crawling down the street at a snail’s pace, it never accelerates, never stops. Taiwan can be inexact when it comes to schedules and timeliness, but the garbage trucks are implacable. If they come to your neighborhood at 7:23 p.m., you can rest assured that they will come at 7:23 p.m. every day. If you are not there at the curbside at that exact moment to throw your garbage in, joining the other homeowners and renters on the side of the street like a mass of robots, you are reduced to running after the truck, lumpy bags in hand. If you are half a minute late, you are out of luck. Wait until tomorrow.

Even in the ritzy neighborhood in Pishan where Mr. Wang lives, the garbage trucks run their dingy course. Here, though, servants and maids are stationed at the front gates of homes, dressed tidily in whites and blacks, garbage bags plump and neatly tied at their feet. As the trucks pass by, they throw the garbage in with a minimum of fuss, each waiting until the other has finished, all the way down the line, enacting their own courtly dance.

As he arrives at the Wang residence, the sun is setting, and there is just enough light to make out the behemoth outline of the garbage truck tune as it turns off the street, its dainty little tune receding with it. A single tree on the sidewalk (a rare treat, seeing trees here) casts gargantuan shadows. Not too far away, someone is setting off firecrackers, another custom for the first day of Ghost Month. The sounds are more felt than heard, like pulses under the skin. On the pavement before Mr. Wang’s gate is the day’s offerings to the dead: a bowl of smoldering spirit money, joss sticks crumpled into ingots, paper cut-out representations of items that will likely prove useful to those in the next life -- watches, televisions, cars, cell phones.

He is received at the front door of Mr. Wang’s house by a blast of air conditioning and the Filipino manservant -- every time he comes, the man opens the door, his face obdurate in its refusal to show any sign of emotion or helpfulness, and points to the plush little sofa in the main hall where he is to wait for Mr. Wang. Now that C.J. thinks about it, every Filipino doorman he has ever encountered wears the same mask-like expression. What’s the cultural history behind that look, he wonders. 

The clock in the hallway reads 6:30. Mentally, he is calculating traffic and distances -- from here to the Chens’ house, probably half an hour. And he needs to fill up his scooter in case tailing is involved. Twenty after eight at the latest, then. Less than two hours to draft an email. That would be some sort of record.

C.J.!  Mr. Wang is descending the stairs. He wears his vest but the jacket is off and his sleeves rolled up. C.J. recognizes this look, the man is in combat mode, and as a sort of confirmation, he can hear his hard-soled shoes on the steps, slamming down with martial rhythm, one-two, one-two.

Without a word C.J. is ushered into Mr. Wang’s study. Mr. Wang has a Ph.D. from an Ivy League institution, and his study is perfect in its replication of a university dean’s wood-paneled sanctum. A globe of the world the size of a beach ball occupies the center of the room, continents rendered in shimmering crystal, the orb itself composed of the same material that makes up Mr. Wang’s safety glass. 

You doing all right? Mr. Wang has seated himself behind the desk. A single lamp burns on it, and C.J. is reminded of backroom deals in old gangster films.

Fine, he replies.

New clothes. It’s a good look for you.

Thank you. C.J. has buttoned up his shirt and tucked what he can of it into his pants.

Sorry for being short with you on the phone earlier. I was out of sorts.

No problem. At least until the next time, he thinks.

Shall we get down to business? I want to get this taken care of tonight.

Sure. Just so you know, later tonight I have to --

We have to be firm with this Hungarian boy. We were too polite with him the first time. That’s my fault. No uncertain terms. That’s what they say in America, right? Legalese. No uncertain terms.

Gotta get through it, C.J. thinks, gotta get through. He already has his notepad out. I was thinking, he says, that we could start off, Dear --

No! Mr. Wang slams his fist down on the table, all comportment lost. No more pleasantries, no more first names. We’ve wasted too much time. You understand? Play is over.

Okay. Then how about “sir” or “mister” –

Yes. There you go. That’s what I mean. Mr. Wang rubs a handkerchief across his perspiring forehead. Sir, I received your email this morning. You -- How to say it? We want to say that he did not understand our message and we are going to explain this time.

Something like … Apparently you did not understand the intent of my earlier email.

C.J. …Mr. Wang swivels from left to right in his chair, eyes rolling. His hair has been arranged in a combover, but the trials of the day have pulled some ragged strands down across his forehead. You’re not getting it. No “apparently” here. He does not understand. Period. We must make him understand. Sharp like knives.

Okay, Mr. Wang.

Mr. Wang is staring at the center of C.J.’s chest, absorbed in thought.

Mr. Wang --?

Very mildly, he says, You have a college education, C.J.? Of course you do. You write all those college entrance essays, you went to college.

Yes. He doesn’t add that he never graduated.

Yes, very good. I’m sorry. You hungry? Want dinner? Mr. Wang activates an intercom and barks a quick order. We have some leftovers.

That’s all right, I can’t stay too --

You’ve never met my daughter, right? You should. Let me get her. I think you might have similar interests. She has a good head for business, very industrious, like you.

I don’t think your daughter --  

The door to the study swings open and the manservant rolls in a cart of fried chicken. Virginia-style recipe, Mr. Wang explains. It’s good, eat, eat.

Thank you, C.J. says, but I don’t --

Where’s my daughter? Mr. Wang asks his manservant. I asked for her to come down.

She is not here, the manservant says, and C.J. is pleased to note the man’s mask-like countenance has not changed a whit.

Where is she, then?

She left a few hours ago. She took her car.

Dammit! Why didn’t you say -- Mr. Wang explodes out of his chair. She could be going to meet the Hungarian! Maybe she’s flying out of the country right now! Get in touch with the airport. C.J., you write that message. You know what I want. Tell him this is our last communication, you cannot speak to my daughter any more, no arguments, this is the way it is, do not attempt to contact our family ever again. Strong, firm. Understand? Stay here, I’ll be back.

Mr. Wang all but pushes the manservant out of the room, shouting in the man’s ear the whole time. The door slides closed, followed by a single distinct click. 

Son of a bitch, C.J. says out loud. He locked me in.

With a deep sigh, he rises. Methodically, he walks along the walls of the room, noting the books on the shelves (unremarkable, mainly manuals and study guides for his daughter), the various bric-a-brac (apart from the globe, nothing seems even remotely valuable). A single window is behind the desk, large enough to pass through if he so wishes, but he would have to knock out the screen beyond the glass.

Mr. Wang’s computer is in idle mode, and he clicks the mouse to activate it. The desktop image is one of his daughter and himself, taken a few years before at a park, back when her glasses were of older style, all dark frames and heavy lenses, and his hair was more plentiful. Folders, all labeled in Chinese, technical terms he has never learned. Corporate secrets, perhaps, but they do not interest him. The computer itself is a standard tower with two CD drives. The sight reminds him of the VCDs Liu gave him at lunch. Look for anything that has to do with me, he had said.

He digs into his knapsack, finds the folder labeled Liu he has spirited from Allen’s home. Inside are official-looking documents on heavy rice paper, signed with the ever-present chop stamps. These particular stamps are wide and boxy, with the image of a government building and Chinese characters circling above it like a halo, very official. Another document contains Liu’s passport photo from years before. Jesus, he was actually pretty thin then.

He tucks the folder back into his knapsack, brings out the Spring Festival 1997 CD, inserts the CD in the computer. The disc contains a single video file, and he opens it up.

The video is shot on a cheap camera, fading in from black in striations. It is Allen’s bedroom, and Carol sits on the futon, completely naked. Her nipples are much darker than the rest of her body. The camera has been set on a tripod and it jiggles a bit as the person who activated the recording moves away. It is Allen, also naked, and he plops himself down on the futon, next to Carol on her right. His penis is barely visible through the thatch of hair at his groin, under the dip of his belly.

You feeling okay? he says. You ready? The camera-mounted microphone seems to be picking up every ambient sound in the room -- it is like Allen is speaking in the midst of a waterfall.

I don’t know, she says.

It’ll be fun. It’ll be fun. He seems to be in no great hurry as he places an arm around her shoulders, solicitous and gentle. He gives a sly little point to the camera. What’s wrong? Are you nervous?

No. She smiles, shaking her head rapidly.

Then what? What?

I was thinking about kids.

He gives off a low whistle, with a hammy raising of the eyebrows for the benefit of the viewing audience. Maybe this isn’t the best time to talk about that one…

What do they call it? Babies of white and Asian people?

Eurasian.

Eurasian. Eurasian babies are so cute.

Sure, when they’re young. His fingers are tracing the outline of her breasts. But when they grow up, nope. Complexion problems, many are overweight. Just not a good mix.

You don’t want kids?

Never say never. But I don’t burden anyone with such thoughts.

You don’t burden yourself.

Absolutely. This isn’t about burdens. This is about flying. You want to fly? 

Maybe. 

Now his hand is at her chin, lifting her face so her eyes meet his. Shall we get started?

I don’t know. This is funny.

Funny and fun. Relax. It’s okay. Relax. His head goes behind her back and he does something there to make her laugh out loud. Finally, C.J. thinks, now I know what she looks like when she giggles.

He hits fast-forward, and their heads go spastic as the time goes by -- five minutes, ten, fifteen. Still nothing, they are sitting in bed, they are trading pleasantries, they are still naked, and there is still an hour and a half to go on the video.

What are you doing? he asks himself in disgust, and ejects the CD. He has no doubt that Spring Festival 1998 is more of the same, maybe even with a different woman. And there you go, Mr. Liu, he thinks. You wanted something, now you have it. Carol’s tough-mother father won’t be too pleased to see her hanging with a middle-aged lech.

He takes out one of the VCDs Liu gave him and inserts it. This one has slightly higher production values -- just slightly. There is a brief title card, written in busty valentine font: Private Sex. The scene is a faceless hotel room, the view changing between two cameras: one presumably hidden behind a mirror and facing the bed, the other mounted on the ceiling above the bed. A man and a woman are on the bed, undressing each other in leisurely fashion, and yet there is something businesslike about what they are doing, as if sex is something that must be performed within an allotted time frame. Preliminaries and foreplay are taken care of within minutes. Soon the two bodies are atop each other, trying different positions, the woman groaning in quick gasps of breath, the man silent save a grunt or two at strategic moments.

The VCDs were taken at the hotel at the corner of Chunghsiao Road and Fuhsing Road, Liu had said. Well, it all made sense now. He fast-forwards to come upon another scene -- same room, different couple, another variation on twisted limbs and odd vocalizations. This time they end up facing the mirror as they reach climax, as if they are aware they are being filmed and are posing. This is followed by yet another couple, a young one this time, probably not more than 16 or 17. Much more fumbling this time, the woman flat-breasted and doing most of the work, the boy’s face contorted in almost comical expressions. The ceiling camera takes in the sight of the boy on top of the girl, her legs sticking out the side, her ankles and feet limp, waving about like a crab’s legs as he thrusts into her. His head is above hers, her face is hidden. And then, very slowly, her head cranes to the right, little by little, until it is out from under the boy and visible in the camera. The face looks familiar, he thinks; of course it is difficult to make it out under the dirty-yellow lighting, past the limited resolution of the source tape… but it must be. It looks just like --

The door to the study swings open with a single obscene creak of the hinges. Standing there is Mr. Wang’s daughter, peering at him through her rounded glasses, her hair out of her standard ponytail and hanging down, the blank look on her face a match to the face on the computer screen, even as the girl in the video opens her mouth to make an exclamation that doesn’t come.

[To be concluded in the next issue of Caveat Lector.]
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