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				Prologue

				My greatest
					fear was about to become reality: sober dancing.

				I stood atop a set of stairs at a faux-Italian
					outdoor mall in Beijing, my face in full makeup and my hair styled in the weird,
					poofy way of urban Chinese, wearing skinny jeans and a short-sleeve black shirt
					unbuttoned halfway down my chest. Beside me was a small-time pop star from
					Shandong province named Marry (two r’s), rehearsing
					the upcoming shot in a flowing white wedding dress. Next to her was a Chinese
					male model with pursed lips and a perfectly trimmed goatee. At the foot of the
					stairs awaited the nervous director, a cameraman, and forty-odd pairs of curious
					eyes: crew members and passersby, all eagerly anticipating, I was sure, the
					disaster that was about to unfold.

				The camera started rolling. Beads of sweat trickled
					through the stubble on my cheeks like pachinko balls as I descended into a
					true-life nightmare.

				I started to dance.

				A few days earlier, I had been
					approached on the street by a stranger and asked to appear in a music video as
					the star’s European love interest. As random as it might sound to be asked to be
					in a music video, ridiculous incidents of this nature are not totally uncommon
					in China. I once posed as one of China’s 100 “Hottest Bachelors” for a special
					Valentine’s Day issue of Cosmopolitan magazine. The
					vetting process was not very thorough, and by “not very thorough” I mean totally
					nonexistent: the project’s editors had never laid eyes on me before I showed up
					for the shoot.

				I should mention, however, that I’m not your
					typical music video star. I’m a journalist. I’m tall and a bit lanky, and
					although I’ve had my share of movie star fantasies, I can be terribly awkward in
					front of a camera. I have certain features—say, a long neck—that can appear
					unusual in pictures and on video. From certain angles my face can seem
					cartoonish, and it’s often when I’m trying to look cool that I look most uncool.
					In the Cosmopolitan Valentine’s special, I ended up
					looking like a vampire in a checkered suit two sizes too small.

				Thinking that appearing in a music video might be a
					worthwhile story, I agreed under one condition: no dancing. Sober dancing is my
					kryptonite. On the rare occasions when I do dance, I break out in a nervous
					sweat, swing my arms awkwardly, and buckle at the knees. I’m convinced
					everyone’s watching me. Look at the tall loser
						freak! I imagine them all saying.

				Now there we were, filming the video’s key scene,
					my body writhing in awkward, robotic movements. We tried several takes, each
					worse than the last. During a break, I pleaded with the director to cut me from
					the video entirely and spare everybody the hassle of having to figure out how to
					salvage the footage.

				They begged for a few more takes. I reluctantly
					agreed.

				Atop the stairs once again, I looked out at the
					eyes staring back to me. I became lightheaded and began to have an out-of-body
					experience, where I was able to see an image of myself in my skinny jeans and
					unbuttoned black shirt, my hair made up like a bird’s nest. “Action!” the
					director yelled, and before I could stop, my body contorted itself into a
					strange little jig. I forced a stupid grin and pretended to be in love with
					Marry as she lip-synched her awful, pitchy song. I could imagine what the video
					might look like once edited, and where it might be played, and what my friends
					would think if they ever saw it.

				As these images of impending doom played in my
					mind, I thought: Oh fuck, YouTube.

				I was thirty years old and this was my
					life: a series of random China adventures that seemed to stretch on forever.
					Toward what, I still wasn’t sure.

				How did it all happen? I asked myself that question
					every day. In fact, I shouldn’t even have been there at all—in Beijing, in
					China, on the stairs of that outdoor mall.

				I came to Beijing in the spring of 2007 to take a
					job as a writer and editor for China Daily, the
					country’s only English-language national newspaper at the time. My journey to
					China was by accident. One freezing afternoon in Toronto a few months
					earlier—depressed, bored, failing as a writer, and unsure of where my life was
					headed—I opened an online journalism job board and noticed a posting for a
					position at a government-owned newspaper in Beijing I’d never heard of. I had
					never imagined going to China, but anything was better than the state I was in.
					So I applied, and a few months later, after a writing test and a brief phone
					interview, I was offered a one-year contract.

				In China, everything was happening. The economy was
					booming, the Olympics were on the horizon, and Beijing was being transformed
					into a world-class city overnight. China Daily was
					changing, too. Somewhere in the bowels of the China Daily
					headquarters in Beijing, someone had decided the paper needed some
					sprucing up before the Games. Money flowed in, the paper was redesigned and
					expanded, and, in an effort to improve the quality of the writing, the
					management recruited a growing team of “foreign experts” (the official wording
					on our visas) from all corners of the English-speaking world. When I arrived in
					mid-April, there were three dozen of us, mostly new arrivals. We were going to
					play a big part in the “new” China Daily, they told
					us. We were important.

				Before I left Canada for Beijing an e-mail landed
					in my inbox from a friend’s father, who was working in Chinese state media at
					the time. “It’s important to know that journalism here ain’t quite the same as
					over there,” he wrote. “Not by a long shot. It’s journalism with ‘Chinese
					characteristics.’ ” Shortly after, I received another message from an American
					editor at China Daily. “Just so you don’t have any
					illusions about this, China Daily is a State-owned
					newspaper, as is all media in China. That means you would be dealing with two
					ultimate bosses: (1) The Information Office of the State Council and (2) the
					Propaganda Department of the Communist Party of China.”

				In other words, despite my official position as
					writer and editor for China Daily’s business
					section, I was essentially accepting a job as a propagandist for the government
					of the People’s Republic of China.

				My original plan was to stay for just
					over a year, work out my contract, have some fun, stick around for the Olympics,
					and return to normal life. China was meant to be a break. A chance to
					reboot.

				Almost four years later, I was dancing like a
					robotic idiot in a Chinese music video, and self-admittedly addicted to the
					random, chaotic nature of expatriate life in China. Normal life had most
					definitely not resumed. Among other adventures, I
					had crisscrossed the country doing journalism, sat front row to the Olympics,
					posed as a fake businessman, indulged in many a booze-fueled night, and paid to
					feed a goat to a hungry lion. Along the way I learned that there is no such
					thing as normal life for a foreigner in this crazy, exhilarating, intoxicating
					nation. You might settle into a routine, and the things around you start to seem
					ordinary and mundane, but then you blink and find yourself in the middle of a
					surreal situation, such as running hand in hand through an imitation Italian
					mall with a wannabe pop star. You remember that you’re in China, that you’re at
					the new center of the universe.

				Friends of mine in China often compared our
					foreigner experience to Peter Pan’s Neverland: a fantasyland where you never
					really have to grow up, and if you’re not careful, you might never leave. I was,
					like many others, one of the Lost Boys of Chinese Neverland. By the fall of
					2010, when in the course of a few weeks I filmed a music video, traveled the
					length of China by train, almost died hiking on a mountain, and fielded calls
					from Hollywood producers over an article I wrote, I wondered if I would ever go
					home, or if I was lost in China forever.

				The country had changed me. I was, in ways both
					figuratively and literally, a different person from the one who arrived in
					China. I’m shy in front of a camera. I don’t smile in pictures. I certainly
					don’t dance. The person in the video wasn’t the man who stepped off the plane in
					Beijing in the spring of 2007. That man, when asked to star in a music video,
					would have said something along the lines of ... “Hell no.”

				I was the person China had helped create.

				I was Mi Gao. Tall Rice.
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				Unite.
						Diligent. Progress.

				During
					those first jet-lagged days in Beijing, three and a half years before, I would
					wake early, make a cup of instant coffee, and watch the spectacle unfolding
					outside my kitchen window. On the basketball courts across from my apartment,
					several hundred middle school students stood in rows wearing matching blue and
					white tracksuits and lazily swung their limbs in unison as horrible Chinese pop
					music blasted from the loudspeakers. If there was ever a more half-assed display
					of mass calisthenics, I’d never seen it.

				A coach hollered commands through a megaphone while
					teachers in baggy trousers and sports jackets did laps on the track. On the
					brick wall beside the basketball courts, words painted in English read, Unite.
					Diligent. Progress. The whole display was astonishing. I took pictures on my
					cell phone camera for future reference, sipped coffee, and soaked in the
					strangeness of it all.

				China
					wasn’t my first foray into life abroad. In the fall of 2005, I finished a
					contract with a newspaper in Toronto and set off to work as a freelance writer
					in Asia. Earlier that year, I’d taken a three-week vacation to visit my
					childhood friend Will in Nagoya, Japan, where he was working as an English
					teacher. During that trip I managed to sell a number of stories to newspapers
					and magazines at home. Freelancing seemed promising, and I left Toronto that
					September confident that I could easily survive overseas.

				That fall, I traveled to Vietnam, Thailand, and the
					Philippines, freelancing a few articles for foreign publications. Between each
					trip, I would return to Japan and stay at Will’s place. We would party all
					weekend, recover from our hangovers by watching movies, relaxing in onsen bathhouses, or going to the beach, and then do
					it all over again. During one of our more epic nights, an all-night affair in
					Nagoya, we set off a fire extinguisher in an elevator, covering ourselves in
					salty-tasting pinkish powder as the door closed on us. Life was great.

				But things started to sour shortly after Christmas.
					I realized there was no way I could sustain myself on the pathetic earnings of a
					freelance writer, especially when I was blowing wads of cash partying until 7
					a.m. in one of the world’s most expensive countries, and jet-setting across Asia
					to write stories I wouldn’t be paid for until months afterward. I decided to
					settle in Nagoya and find work as an English teacher. I soon learned, however,
					that they didn’t hand these jobs out at the airport as I had originally thought.
					Most of the turnover at English schools occurred during semester breaks, and I
					was looking during the middle of the semester. Job opportunities were scarce,
					and several weeks went by with not so much as an interview. My parents were
					putting cash into my account to keep me afloat. (This, sadly, would become a
					recurring theme in my life over the next few years.)

				Other parts of my life were disintegrating as well.
					I had a girlfriend back in Canada, and our relationship was slowly drawing to a
					close. So it was with mixed emotions that I left for Japan that September. “I
					need to do this,” I told her a few days before I left. And I did—I needed to
					travel while I was still young, to see if I could make it as a writer. Although
					we were officially broken up, we talked and e-mailed regularly while I was away,
					and we ended up in a relationship purgatory where neither of us really knew what
					was going on but we were too afraid to talk about it. The uncertainty weighed on
					me every day I was abroad. Over time, my calls home grew more infrequent, my
					e-mails shorter and more distant until it became clear I was losing her, at
					which point I began to panic.

				Meanwhile, I developed a mysterious infection
					during my trip to the Philippines over Christmas that caused a rather horrible
					case of acne, something I’d never had in my life. Acne combined with a looming
					quarter-life crisis is an unfortunate and miserable combination. By mid-January,
					back in Japan, I was sleeping until noon, drinking too much, and putting very
					little effort into finding work. I showed up to one interview hungover and half
					an hour late, and I wasn’t able to answer a question about the grammatical
					difference between “I ate a hamburger” and “I have eaten a hamburger.” When I
					got turned down for a job teaching kindergartners at a school inexplicably
					called the Potato Academy—despite a master’s degree and a once-promising career
					in journalism—I decided it was time to cash in my chips and head home.

				When I returned to Toronto, things didn’t get much
					better. I spent the summer subletting a room in a house full of crazies fit for
					a sitcom. I was working as a freelance reporter, and after a few months of
					writing business articles I didn’t care about and wandering around alone,
					counting the cracks in the pavement, I figured this must be the loneliest
					profession on earth.

				Most days I sat alone in coffee shops with my
					laptop open on the table in front of me, back hunched, struggling to find the
					motivation to perform even basic work-related tasks, such as opening a Word
					document. Sometimes the thought of walking from my apartment to the coffee shop
					was too draining, and I would work in my tiny third-floor room, which had a
					slanted roof and no air-conditioning. Many mornings, I didn’t bother to get
					dressed. I checked my e-mail obsessively, because the Internet seemed to be my
					only companion. The solitude, the apartment, the heat, the roommates—I was
					slowly suffocating.

				My girlfriend and I made a valiant effort to make
					it work when I got back to Canada, but we were running on fumes. We tried out
					all of our little inside jokes and old quirks, but they felt forced now. I was
					twenty-six and terrified of domestic life: dinner parties with other couples,
					weekly softball games, a neighborhood pub filled with grumpy boozehounds,
						kids—kids! I wasn’t ready for any of that, and
					neither was she. We loved each other, but by mid-July we were officially
					done.

				My social life, meanwhile, had diminished greatly
					from the last time I lived in Toronto. As a freelancer, working alone, I had
					fallen off my friends’ radar—not that I was trying very hard to engage with
					anybody—and most nights after spending the day in my own head, I would watch
					episodes of Entourage, lying in bed in the throbbing
					heat of my claustrophobic room, noting the many discrepancies between Vincent
					Chase’s life and my own, wondering where it all went wrong.

				I began to exercise obsessively to sweat out my
					anxiety. I went to the doctor even if it was only a minor ailment (thank you,
					Canadian health care), just to fill my day. I started to see a therapist and do
					yoga, trying in vain to clear my head. I sometimes replied to personal ads on
					Craigslist to kill time. I did drugs on weekends whenever they were around, as a
					temporary balm for my hurting brain. I was twelve thousand dollars in debt and
					earning not much more than the summer in college when I worked as a dishwasher,
					which now ranked as only the second-most demoralizing period of my life.

				One
					morning in the winter of 2007, I was sitting in a Starbucks in Toronto working
					on a story when my cell phone rang. It was a long-distance number I didn’t
					recognize. On the other end was an American who said he worked as an editor at
						China Daily in Beijing. It had been months since
					I’d submitted my résumé and weeks since I wrote the editing test. I assumed
					they’d forgotten about me.

				“The bosses were impressed with your editing test,”
					the man said. “I can’t say for sure, but it looks good.”

				I could feel my heart hammering inside my chest but
					tried to sound composed on the phone. “That’s, that’s ... great
					news,” I said. He asked me a few questions about my experience, told me a little
					about the job, and said to expect an e-mail shortly.

				Over the next few days, I checked my e-mail
					constantly, and when the offer finally came, three weeks later, I was ecstatic.
					One-year contract, accommodation, plane ticket each way. I was in a coffee shop
					and it was blizzarding outside. I wanted to laugh at the swirling snow and its
					attempt to keep me rooted and miserable in Toronto. I bit my fist, barely able
					to wrap my head around the idea of moving to Beijing. I was going to do it right
					this time, I told myself. Not like Japan. I was going to make this trip
					count.

				After the initial euphoria faded, doubts crept in.
					Despite the terrible year I’d had, I couldn’t help but wonder if China Daily was a step in the wrong direction. Based
					on the warnings that soon began landing in my inbox from foreign editors, it
					didn’t seem like what they were doing over there was journalism exactly, and being a journalist was the only thing I had
					ever wanted to be.

				As a kid, I would sit in my basement penning tales
					of sporting glory and intergalactic adventure, a long-haired and ear-pierced
					version of my young self in the role of protagonist. In high school, I interned
					at a local weekly paper, writing for the sports section, and during my
					undergraduate studies I worked at my university’s student newspaper. I loved it.
					Journalism, and writing in general, gave me an identity. I went on to do a
					master’s degree in journalism, and during my course I interned at a newspaper in
					Toronto called the National Post, where I continued
					to work after graduation.

				My dream was to live abroad and write long-form
					magazine articles and books, but I was realistic enough to know that those
					things wouldn’t come right away. At the National
					Post, I was placed in the business section, and
					although I gave it my best (at least at first), it became clear that a career as
					a business reporter was not my calling. I wrote stories about investing although
					I had no investments and no interest in investing. I reported on dividends and
					bonds and EBITDA and interest rates, without truly understanding what any of
					those terms meant. I was perhaps the world’s most inadequate business reporter,
					and toward the end of my contract it began to show. I made small mistakes,
					rarely pitched stories to my editors, and whined incessantly about my job to
					anyone who would listen.

				I grew anxious to get out into the world and do the
					writing I wanted to do. When I eventually left the paper and traveled to Asia in
					the fall of 2005, I wrote a few magazine articles that stirred my passions,
					including a dozen-page magazine feature about the legacy of Agent Orange in
					Vietnam. This, I thought, is what I want to do. I wanted big stories, stories I could live and feel, stories that would make
					a difference, stories that would take me out of an office and into places I
					never knew existed.

				But despite a few successes, I never figured out
					how to make freelance writing sustainable on that first trip to Asia, and by the
					time I was back in Toronto I was writing business articles again, only now I was
					doing it for half of what I earned at the Post. I
					had envisioned that at this stage of my career I would be writing for GQ or Esquire from jungle
					war zones and sinful foreign metropolises. Instead, I was writing weekend
					features about how to get a better deal on your cell phone plan.

				China was a chance at redemption. In the days after
					I was offered the job, I pictured myself cracking A-list publications, maybe
					even writing a book about my experiences at China
						Daily.

				At the same time, I had serious doubts. I didn’t
					know the language. Didn’t know much about the city or country, and I had no
					friends waiting for me. What if I hated Beijing? What would the job be like?
					Would I even be able to freelance while working at China
						Daily? Would I be able to make it work? Or would I be back in Toronto
					within a year, my tail between my legs, feeling like a catastrophic loser
					again?

				I
					couldn’t sleep the weeks before I left for Beijing, lying awake, obsessing over
					nothing. I had trouble focusing, my mood oscillating between near exhilaration
					at moving across the world and a crushing fear that I was making a terrible
					decision. Friends and family said it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, that
					it would all work out, etc. I wanted to believe them, but moving to China? To work for a government newspaper? It seemed
					so ridiculous.

				One day, struggling to finish a story, I walked up
					the street to a bookstore to buy a Beijing guidebook. I was in a fog during the
					walk, oblivious to the frozen city around me. I sat down in the store with a
					couple of different guidebooks, and flipping through Lonely Planet’s Best of Beijing I stumbled across a section called
					“Newspapers & Magazines.”

				“The Chinese government’s favorite English-language
					mouthpiece,” it read, “is the China Daily.”

				I opened the Rough Guide to
						China and searched for mention of my new employer. China Daily was good for local listings, the Rough Guide said, but “the rest of the paper is
					propaganda written in torrid prose.”

				My heart, already weighed down, sank to the
					pavement.

				I had
					second thoughts up until I stepped onto the crowded Air Canada flight bound for
					Beijing, at which point it was too late to change my mind.

				The next morning, I sipped a cup of instant coffee,
					exhausted but relieved that I was finally there, in Beijing, China, watching
					kids outside my apartment window perform lazy morning exercises as I tried to
					make sense of the words, painted on a brick wall, UNITE. DILIGENT. PROGRESS.
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			The Chinese Propagandist

			Life in Beijing got off to a fittingly inauspicious start. On my first morning, Jenny, the Chinese staff member assigned to handle foreign editors at China Daily, took me to my state-required physical examination at a nearby hospital. On the way, we passed a commotion at a busy intersection. A crowd had gathered around a police car, and as we drove by, several men were yelling at one another.

			In the middle of the crowd, I noticed a man lying twisted, motionless, and bloody. Nobody was helping him.

			“Holy shit,” I said, my face pressed against the taxi window. “I think he’s dead.”

			Jenny giggled. She was a jittery woman in her mid-twenties with a ponytail and thick glasses. I told her that a story about a subway tunnel collapse that killed six workers in Beijing had recently made news in Canada.

			She looked at me and said, “How many dead people do you think makes the news in China?”

			“I don’t know. One?”

			She laughed again. “At least ten.”

			I offered an uncomfortable chuckle before realizing she wasn’t joking but pointing out my naïveté. In a country of 1.3 billion people, one dead pedestrian wasn’t news at all.

			The examination, required for all foreign workers in China, included a blood test for HIV/AIDS and heart monitoring. I caused some confusion when I stated my height and weight in inches and pounds, and a question about narcotics prompted a flashback to a long and regrettable cocaine-fueled night a few months earlier at a friend’s wedding in Cancún. I worried for a moment that my time in China might be over before it began.

			After the examination, I had a lunch of pork and fish with my new boss, Mr. Wang, a nervous little fellow with glasses, a bowl cut, and an oversize University of Tennessee sweater-vest. Mr. Wang, who was in charge of all foreign staff, hunched over his plate and studied the fish we were eating. He determined that it was a lake fish—“some kind of carp,” he said. He went on to talk at length about Norman Bethune, the Canadian doctor who joined Mao Zedong’s communists during the Revolution and who is a legend in China but barely known outside of it. I asked him about his vest and he told me that he had once been a visiting scholar at the school, studying mass media. “It is very polite,” he said of Tennessee, “but conservative.”

			Mr. Wang told me I’d be working the night shift, at least to start, editing the business pages. My heart immediately sank. Editing the China Daily business section’s “torrid prose,” as the Rough Guide put it, was one thing, but doing so at night, while I wanted to be out diving headlong into Beijing’s boom, was a whole different ball game. I made a mental note: this will need to be remedied.

			After lunch, Jenny whisked me away for a tour of the office. China Daily’s headquarters were in a four-story, faded yellow building near the fourth ring road in north Beijing, far from the Forbidden City and Tiananmen Square, located in the center of the city. Guards who looked no more than twenty, wearing poorly fitting green uniforms and armed with walkie-talkies, stood at lazy attention at the front door. Everything about the place looked drab and dated, from the water stains on the outside tiles to the bizarre cubic architecture throughout. The interior was as bleak as outside, with humming fluorescent lights, gray cubicle walls, and the constant waft of onion drifting in from the canteen down the hall. Jenny sat me down at my cubicle. The chair squeaked and there were enough crumbs in my ancient keyboard to feed one of the young guards working out front.

			I wandered the streets around the China Daily compound that night. I could hardly believe I was there. The setting sun had turned the sky purple, and the streets were busy with locals walking in and out of brightly lit restaurants. The air smelled of garlic and burning meat. Potbellied middle-aged men with their pants pulled high smoked cigarettes on the sidewalk while mothers fussed over small children. I was energized. I felt more optimistic about life than I had in a year.

			The next day, my second in China, I started work. I was told to shadow a balding, nervous Scotsman, a China Daily veteran who introduced me to some of the foreigners around the office. There seemed to be a clear divide in the expat staff. Some were young and international, here for an adventure and to experience the Olympic buildup. A few were wandering professionals who had spent a career bouncing from one developing world English-language paper to another. Others were lifted directly from a Hemingway novel—heavy drinkers, bar fighters, frequenters of prostitutes. Many were career expatriates, some having been in Asia for a decade or two.

			My cubicle neighbor at China Daily was a well-dressed young Chinese reporter who went by the English name Harry. He had a firm handshake and a flattop brush cut, and he spoke in robotic English. On one of my first days of work, Harry showed me a Flash presentation he’d made for his former employer, a political magazine.

			“This is for propagating at the beginning of a campaign,” he told me.

			I had no idea what he meant. The video was slick, with pictures of Chinese leaders throughout history mixed with images of battles and slogans. Chinese characters and English words—totally out of context—flashed on the screen. victory. history. I would have thought it was a joke if Harry’s facial expression didn’t betray such pride. He was beaming.

			“I love this Flash,” he told me. “It is one way in China we have of propagating. Here at China Daily, we use careful chosen words for propagating. It’s a different way.” Harry nodded. “It’s good.”

			A few days later, over lunch at a local noodle shop, Harry told me with a straight face, “There are too many foreigners in China.” Again, I would have thought he was joking had he not looked so serious. Harry had been by far the most accommodating Beijinger I’d met since arriving; he had even paid for the noodles I was eating. He shook his head. “Far too many.”

			It turned out, foreigners weren’t the only group of people Harry frowned upon. His countrymen from Shanghai were “the most disgusting people in the country, other than Taiwanese. Taiwanese want their own country,” he scoffed, moving his hand in a sweeping motion, “so forget about them. Shanghainese, they think the rest of Chinese are all peasants! They think they are the only ones who are sophisticated, that they are soooo well educated. They are disgusting.”

			The next time Harry asked me for lunch, I politely said no.

			My first friend at China Daily was a thirty-year-old Englishman named Rob. He had been at the paper for three months when I arrived and introduced himself on one of my first days on the job.

			“I heard there was another young guy here. That’s good,” he said, nodding. He told me he liked Beijing well enough but was eager to find a wingman for the weekends. “We should party sometime.”

			“Definitely,” I said.

			Rob reminded me of a balding James Bond, only in boot cut jeans instead of a tux. He had broad shoulders, blue eyes, and a wide smile of fake-looking front teeth. Rob had lived in Asia for seven years—in Japan and the Philippines before coming to China—and had slept with more women than anybody I’d ever met. His nickname at the paper, I soon discovered, was Yi Bai Wu, the Chinese word for one hundred and fifty. That was supposedly the number of women he’d bedded, although after hearing him talk I figured it was a conservative estimate.

			On my first weekend in Beijing, Rob and another coworker, an Australian in his mid-thirties named Max, took me out to a few bars in Sanlitun, Beijing’s rowdy nightlife area near the Workers Stadium. We visited a half-dozen bars, packed with foreigners and Chinese. There were dive bars, expensive bars, music bars, hooker bars, and massive, booming nightclubs that stayed open until the last customer left. We drank until four in the morning and finished the night off eating Big Macs at a McDonald’s down the road from China Daily.

			The next morning, hungover, Rob regaled me with stories of his many conquests in Asia as we strolled around town. We bought lattes in the Starbucks in the Forbidden City, and as we walked through the old imperial palace talking about women and drinking American coffee, I felt like we were pissing on two thousand years of Chinese history.

			I was a stranger in a strange place, and even though I was hardly alone, I felt unique simply for being there. The city’s global prominence was growing. The Olympics were on everybody’s mind, and I was there to see it.

			When I came home that night, after spending the evening walking around the city with Rob, I sat at my computer and wrote for hours, recording the details of the beginning of my new life.

			Although I was hired as a writer, my initial duties were editing, or “polishing,” as it was known around the office. I started work at two-thirty in the afternoon and ended around eleven or eleven-thirty. During the empty hours before work I would take long walks around the China Daily building (almost all of the foreign editors lived in an apartment complex next door), or go to a nearby gym, which, like everything else in Beijing, smelled of onions. My apartment, the office, people’s breath. It all smelled like onions.

			Everything was new and strange and exciting. The streets, the sounds, the unique Beijing energy—it was invigorating. One morning, I stopped at a narrow, polluted river near my office. Old people walked up and down the banks, slapping their backs and doing strange exercises. One elderly woman massaged another with her fists. A city worker raked the ground around a small tree while debris floated in the toxic-looking green river behind him.

			Each day was a small adventure. I had arrived in Beijing armed with an arsenal of Chinese words that topped out at one: ni hao—hello. To communicate, I relied on colleagues, maps, and body language, which I discovered did not work very well in China. Ordering food was a crapshoot, especially if restaurant menus lacked pictures. During my first week in the city, I stopped for lunch at a restaurant across the street from China Daily, where the waitress presented me with a menu featuring columns of Chinese characters. I was hungry and too proud to walk out without ordering, so I simply pointed at random to an item I felt fell in an appropriate price range for a lunchtime meal for one. What arrived was a massive metal bowl filled with spicy red broth, bony chicken, and vegetables. It was delicious, and it could have served five.

			Despite the language barrier, I did my best to explore. Rob and I bought cheap bicycles, and on a Saturday morning we rode south to Chang’An Dajie (Avenue of Eternal Peace), Beijing’s main artery, a wide boulevard lined with government buildings. We cycled west past Wangfujing, a popular pedestrian street, down to Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City, where tourists in from the countryside took photos of a portrait of Chairman Mao. We headed south through the winding hutong alleyways, many of which faced demolition as the Olympics approached. In late afternoon we arrived in Dashilan’r, a former slum that was being renovated into a tourist attraction. We had a late lunch of pork with green pepper, ground beef and green beans, spicy tofu, and dumplings dipped in vinegar, and we drank throat-numbing rice wine and Yanjing beer with a gregarious restaurant owner.

			One morning, I cycled along the north fourth ring road, not far from the China Daily compound, to the Olympic Green. Finishing touches were being put on the National Stadium, better known as the Bird’s Nest, and the National Aquatics Center, aka the Water Cube—self-congratulatory national backslaps that stood honor to China’s rise. The Olympic Green was surrounded by a blue metal wall. Workers in yellow construction hats squatted on the surrounding pavement, slurping noodles from metal bowls. Around them were the temporary barracks in which they slept, and the trucks and diggers and bulldozers they worked in by day. Visitors peered through cracks in the blue wall and hoisted digital cameras over the top, snapping pictures of the nearby future.

			At night, during those early days, I would stand on my balcony smoking cigarettes and looking out at the glowing city, and my heart would thump. Beijing—home to emperors and tyrants and thousands of years of history—was my new home. It was an incredible feeling.

			Walking back to my apartment one afternoon, I ran into an Australian editor named Martin, who was in his forties with a friendly smile of smoke-stained teeth and wiry gray hair. Martin had been in Beijing for more than a year. “Things are changing here,” he told me, pointing to the influx of foreign staff. “Sure, it’s a drab government paper. China Daily doesn’t break news because the government doesn’t break itself. But it’s changing.” He mentioned a few recent stories that had been critical of the government, before noticing the skepticism creeping on my face. “You’ll have a ball here,” he said.

			But I had my doubts. It only took a few weeks for my initial high to wear off and I started to dread going to work. When I arrived in Beijing, I wanted life at China Daily to be crazy, movie-premise crazy, communist spies leaning over my shoulder, filtered e-mails, phone taps, and threatening late-night altercations with men in Mao suits. In my imagination, I would be a fly on the wall and expose the massive state propaganda apparatus from within. The book would be huge—maybe I’d be kicked out of China and return to Toronto, triumphantly, just in time for my book launch. China—and China Daily—promised so much for me, and more than anything it promised escape from the boring, depressing, and uninspiring life I had been leading in Canada.

			So it was a massive disappointment to discover that my job was, above all else, boring, depressing, and uninspiring. The office wasn’t crazy at all. A little nutty, maybe, but more in a funny ha-ha sort of way than a Stalinist Russia way.

			My shift was quite possibly the worst in global journalism. The office at night was eerily silent—I could hear the buzz of the lights and every tiny squeak of my chair. Not many people worked evenings, and few of them were among the dozen-odd young foreign staff I would see at lunchtime in the canteen and around the China Daily campus. While I toiled at my desk during the warm spring evenings, I was sure the rest of my colleagues were out getting drunk and having the time of their lives.

			As I settled into my new routine, I soon began to miss things about Canada. I missed my friends back home, and my ex-girlfriend, and my family. After work, I would return to my apartment and watch episodes of The Wire on my computer for hours, wondering if I’d made the right decision to take the job at all.

			As if the universe was trying to remind me that China would not always be an easy place to live, I soon experienced my first vicious bout of Beijing belly. Every foreigner gets this illness at some early point during his or her stay, and I was no exception. Mine just came at the worst possible time, sparked, I suspect, by a considerable portion of Gongbao jiding—Kung Pao chicken—I’d eaten the night before.

			The onset happened as my new couch was being delivered. The apartments China Daily provided were nice enough, but they were sparsely furnished—a TV, a few uncomfortable pleather chairs, a bed with a thin blanket. Mine was spacious, with a bedroom, dining room and kitchen, and a living room. But it also felt empty. So a few weeks into my tenure at the paper I followed the lead of the other foreign staff and made a trip to IKEA.

			I strolled through the massive store—the second-largest IKEA in the world at the time—with patrons who didn’t so much shop as they did lounge on the couches, nap in the beds, snap photos, and order absurd amounts of food at the cafeteria. Fighting my way through the masses, I bought a small couch, a few towels, some lamps, and other odds and ends to make my place feel a little more like home.

			A few days later, I was set to have my first class with a Chinese teacher, named Ms. Song, who taught the expat staff at China Daily. She was coming to my apartment at 10 a.m., around the same time I had arranged for IKEA to deliver the couch. At about 9:50 a.m., I got a call from some workers at the base of my building ready to bring up the couch. In the elevator on the way down, I felt a rumble in my gut. I have never experienced anything as sudden and lethal as the pain that developed in my stomach that morning. When I met the workers at the foot of my building, I was ready to explode.

			I rushed them into the elevator, and they struggled to get the couch to fit. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. The door shut. I watched the lights above the elevator door. Two ... three ... four...

			I burst out of the elevator on the eighth floor, flung open the door to my apartment, and pointed the deliverymen toward the living room. The explosion that occurred once I got in the bathroom was inhuman. It was rapid-fire, machine-gun diarrhea. It sprayed all over the toilet, the floor, the walls. Not to mention all my clothes.

			Once all was said and done, I took one of my new IKEA towels and wiped up what I could. I sprayed down the bathroom with the shower head, threw my underwear and socks in the garbage, and put my jeans back over my still-filthy legs. There was a knock on the bathroom door, and some chattering in Chinese. I opened it a crack to find a small Chinese woman I’d never seen before looking back at me with curious eyes, standing in front of the crew of IKEA deliverymen.

			“Ms. Song?” I asked, my forehead damp with sweat.

			She nodded.

			“Nice to meet you,” I said. “I’ll just be a minute, okay?”

			“They want to know if they can go,” she said, nodding toward the workers.

			“Uh, yeah, tell them they can go.”

			I shut the door and washed myself off as quickly as I could. I wiped up whatever was left on the floor with a second brand-new IKEA towel, dried the sweat from my face, and reluctantly made my way out of the bathroom, praying that Ms. Song didn’t have to use it.

			“Okay,” I said nervously. “Maybe we should go to a café for the lesson? It’s not very good light in here. I just need to change into shorts first. It’s very warm today.”

			We walked to a nearby coffee shop, and for the duration of our two-hour class, my first Chinese lesson ever, I couldn’t stop wondering if Ms. Song was noticing the pungent smell of shit wafting off my legs.

			One of my frustrations at work was that many of the stories I was assigned to edit at China Daily didn’t make sense. Talking to the Chinese reporters often left me even more confused, so I would often clean up the copy or rewrite it entirely without actually understanding the point of the story, and then send it along to the Chinese sub-editor. If I didn’t understand what was going on in the story, they certainly didn’t.

			China Daily features, a colleague told me, were to be positive and “happy.” News involving the Three T’s—Taiwan, Tibet, and the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre, all highly combustible issues—was tightly controlled, and anything remotely sensitive was so biased it became laughable. On one occasion, at a meeting with the business editors, I was told China Daily would not write stories about Germany for the time being because Chancellor Angela Merkel had recently met with the Dalai Lama. Thus the world’s fourth-largest economy, according to China Daily, had simply vanished.

			This type of “journalism” went on in spite of the China Daily Code of Journalism Ethics, which had been included in a booklet I had received upon arrival: “Factual, Honest, Fair, Complete.”

			Before I came to China, I wondered if working at a state-owned newspaper was a step in the wrong direction. Now I wondered if it wasn’t a giant leap. Among foreigners in Beijing, China Daily was a laughingstock. And although I’d had hopes of serving in a mentor role to the Chinese reporters, imbuing them with all the vast wisdom I’d gained in journalism school and in my brief career as a reporter, nobody at China Daily seemed especially interested in what I had to say. Foreign experts’ editorial suggestions were routinely ignored; we had next to no input about what went into the paper. That applied especially to me, one of the youngest foreigners on staff.

			Meanwhile, my freelance ambitions were dead upon arrival. The city and country were so enormous and confusing, I had no idea what to write about. Every time I came up with an idea I thought would sell, I discovered within the span of a five-minute Internet search that the story had been done—about five years earlier. After two months in Beijing, I hadn’t sold a single freelance article. When I told some of my foreign colleagues about my book idea, they laughed. “You and everybody else,” one scoffed.

			At work, I went through the motions, but it was difficult to take the job seriously. A regular feature in the paper called China Scene gathered unusual stories from around the country. Many of them were obviously exaggerated, and some days I was asked to edit these on top of the business pieces. China Scene could be highly entertaining, but editing these puzzling little blurbs was certainly not what I had in mind when I embarked on a career in journalism.

			Speaking, Dancing Parrot Wins Bird Skills Competition

			A thirty-six-year-old parrot that can speak and dance won the all-round title at the first China Bird Skill Competition in Yuelushan, a scenic spot in Changsha, capital of Hunan Province, on Tuesday.

			The parrot can also push a cart, do sums, distinguish the denomination of renminbi and play on a swing.

			Participants included babblers, quails, mynahs and doves.

			Something had to change.
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