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FOR CAO CHANGQING


ONE

A week before the fourth anniversary of 9/11, my boss, Kaiming, barged into my office, rattling a three-page printout in his hands. “Look at this, Danlin,” he said, dropping the papers on my desk. “This is outrageous! How could they claim that George W. Bush had agreed to endorse a book by Yan Haili? Everyone can tell it’s a lie the size of heaven.”

I picked up the printout, an article from The Yangtze Morning Post. It raved about “a landmark novel,” not yet released. I had recently signed a book contract myself and was used to the hyperbole of the book business, but it was the novelist’s name, Yan Haili, that took my breath away. She was my ex-wife. That brassy bitch—she never stopped vying for attention.

The article, printed in the newspaper’s literary and art supplement, gushed that her novel, Love and Death in September, was an exotic, whirlwind love story, set by turns in North America, China, Australia, England, Russia, and France. Haili had been working on a potboiler for as long as I’d known her. She’d called it “a fabulous transnational romance.” It was yet another project that she hadn’t been able to finish. She had never succeeded in finding the center of the story, nor could she connect the various episodes into a plot with a satisfying ending. She had shelved the book again and again, and I’d thought the project was long abandoned. But now—I scanned the article in disbelief—her publisher was claiming the Administrative Office of the Chinese Communist Party had been contacted by the White House, and that President Bush would endorse the English translation of Haili’s novel! Why? Because the book “embodied the cooperative spirit between the United States and China in the global war on terrorism.” Shoot me if that was true.

The bitch will never change, I realized. I wouldn’t let her get away with it this time. I’d figure out a way to expose all her chicaneries and vanity. Even if she begged me on her knees, I wouldn’t relent.

“This is nonsense,” I said to my boss. “The White House must be more interested in the author than in the book—I mean, in Yan Haili, to find out if she was secretly acting as a Chinese agent.”

“That’s giving her too much credit,” Kaiming said. “She’s not smart enough to conduct espionage.” He knew how much I hated my ex-wife—that our marriage had lasted only three years before she’d found someone else, and that I couldn’t wait to get even with her. He sometimes called Haili “the heartless woman” in front of me.

I said, “So what do you want me to do? This is an arts and culture story—I never write about this kind of thing in my column.”

“This time you will. This goes beyond books—I believe it’s only one piece of a larger scam.”

I was pleased but didn’t show it. I said cautiously, “Won’t this be a conflict of interest?”

“Conflict of interest? We’re dealing with a bunch of scumbags who never do anything by the rules. You can’t handle them by acting like a gentleman. I want you to throw all your fire into this case.”

“If you want me to expose this scam, you’d better have some idea how it got started.”

“I met Jiao Fanping, her publisher, in Beijing last month. Only he’s not a true publisher—he’s nothing but a profiteer. I want you to write something to expose their scheme before they embarrass lots of us Chinese here in America. We must nip this in the bud.”

“I’m afraid it’s already blooming into an evil flower.”

“We can still pluck it off.”

“This will become personal.” I tried to smile but felt my face tight.

“I only want you to do the job.” My boss smiled.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Pleased, Kaiming rose and headed back out to his office, the tail of his pale blue shirt swaying a little. His shoulders were so thick that he appeared to be slightly stooping.

Outside the window, two toddlers were playing noisily in a canary kiddie pool on the neighbors’ lawn. It was early September, and still warm. Beyond the lawn were the boxwood hedges, and then a length of flimsy pier that dipped into the edge of Little Neck Bay. In the distance flocks of seabirds sailed through the sky like shattered clouds. A rust-colored tanker lay at anchor, silhouetted against the pale shoreline and the curving belt of the Cross Island Parkway. As I gazed out, I began to think about Kaiming’s reasons for assigning me Haili’s story, despite my personal involvement. Of the fourteen reporters in our company, GNA (Global News Agency), I was the one known for my exposés, shining a light onto the towering corruption of Chinese politics and media in my regular column. My acid tongue was legendary, my comments heart-stabbing, my views uncompromising, and my predictions sometimes even oracular. Naturally I was hated by officials and celebrities, and cursed by those I’d exposed. Yet when everyday people of the Chinese diaspora discovered my writing, it was, in their own words, “like discovering a new continent.” Most of GNA’s readership consisted of Chinese living abroad, but some of my columns made it past the partly erected Great Firewall into the mainland. Here in New York’s Chinese community, dignitaries steered clear of me, regarding me as an annoyance best avoided. My boss had probably put me on the case of Haili’s “landmark novel” for another, more pragmatic reason: unlike most of the other reporters for our Chinese-language website, I was fluent in English and wouldn’t swallow my a’s and the’s. That would facilitate my investigation of the Americans’ involvement in this whole affair. (He knew that the White House’s endorsement was a boast.)

I reread the Yangtze Morning Post article. When I got to the end, I felt incensed. This was unmistakably the book Haili had been working on all those years, but it had never occurred to me that she would have the temerity to exploit the tragedy of 9/11. According to the article, the book follows a young couple, a princely American man and a bewitching Chinese woman, whose coming honeymoon to Bali is annulled by the groom’s disappearance in the collapsed World Trade Center. He’d been in the North Tower. They had just been married the weekend before. The bride, wrecked by her husband’s death, almost dies, herself, of grief. For months, wherever she goes, she thinks she can see glimpses of his strapping figure in crowds or at street corners. Sometimes when she picks up the phone, the voice she hears is his. His laughter echoes in her mind and makes her eyes brim with tears. The man had dreamed of becoming a watercolor painter with a studio in Paris, on the willow-lined Seine. How remorseful she is for not having persuaded him to follow his passions! For almost half a year after his death she can’t go to work, fearful even of crossing streets and riding elevators. But now, she’s finally found the courage to write this book, which is said to be “utterly autobiographical,” because she wants to share both her joy and her pain with others.

I knew Haili’s current husband, Larry Clements. He was American, but that was about all he had in common with the tragic lover in Haili’s book. Just two weeks back I had run into him in front of Lincoln Center, beside the leaping fountains. Larry was an utterly unremarkable-looking man: in his early forties, wide-framed, with an incipient potbelly and a mop of salt-and-pepper hair. I no longer felt the hatred I’d once had for him. I’d come to realize that Haili had married him not because he was the better man, but because she’d been looking for someone who could give her a green card and an auspicious beginning in America. So Larry, a stock analyst on Wall Street with his own office, must have been her ideal catch, and she must have been the seducer, not the other way around. Larry always dressed in a suit and tie. He had expensive taste and was an opera aficionado. A typical petty bourgeois, in my opinion, probably a philistine.

According to the Post, Haili had already started promoting her book in China—she’d made several public appearances in Beijing and Shanghai the month before. The article described her as a beautiful, enigmatic young lady from New York, who had “elegant manners,” “a lithe figure,” “a lovely velvety voice,” and “dreaming eyes full of memories.” She wore a jade heart necklace (her love charm), which dangled above her fair-skinned cleavage. She emanated grace and culture. “Her whole person, her body language, enunciates the profoundest theme of life: Love! No wonder it’s universally agreed that style is the person. In Yan Haili’s case, the writer’s personal beauty and her gorgeous prose dovetail—I venture to say they enhance and deepen each other.” It was reported that Haili had captivated her young audience the moment she began to speak about writing her book, a process that had been so painful and so personal that, talking about it in front of the crowd, she’d had to pause now and again to collect herself. The audience, especially the college students among them, fixed their admiring eyes on her the whole time. Without question, her words had struck a chord in their hearts. Many girls couldn’t stop brushing away their tears.

I knew better than anyone else how pretty and charming Haili was. She was a beauty who could make people break off midconversation when she entered a room. But she was certainly not a gifted writer, despite her excellent taste as a reader—she loved magical realism, Agatha Christie, Marguerite Duras, and D. H. Lawrence. (“If I could write a book like Lady Chatterley’s Lover, I would die happy,” she often gushed. Of course, ditto for me.) When we were a young married couple in China, I helped her revise and edit her stories and prose poems, and she submitted them to magazines and contests. Even with my help, she’d seldom succeeded in placing her pieces, much less seeing them in print. Lacking in confidence but ebullient with creative ambition, she adopted a pair of pen names, Quill from Heaven and Azure Dragonfly, as most Chinese writers do, both for self-protection and to show their modesty. Since our divorce, seven years ago, I’d been following her publications, which mostly seemed to be small write-ups, the size of a block of tofu, in community newspapers. She also posted linked stories on her blog, which, I realized now, must have been chapters from her novel. They were embarrassingly amateurish. Her passages were marred with double and triple exclamation marks. She dropped pretentious expressions right and left, calling mung-bean noodles “dragon’s beard” and aniseeds “octagonal stars.” I used to try to curb this “poetic” impulse of hers, but it had only gotten worse after we parted ways. I couldn’t see how she could possibly have developed into a published novelist overnight.

I often wondered what had happened to her youthful wanderlust. Was she still longing to see the world? I doubted it. She was so comfortably ensconced in New York—“the capital of the world,” she loved to brag. Back in college in Changchun City, she used to dream of serving as a diplomat, traveling the globe and hopping from country to country. “Every morning you would wake to find a new foreign sun,” she’d say. She’d even aspired to become a sort of female Odysseus—a woman who existed only in her interminable wanderings and who wouldn’t fear meeting her death in a distant land or even at the bottom of an uncharted sea. When she confided her secret thoughts to me in the aspen grove behind her ceramic-tiled classroom building, I was blown away, never having even thought of stepping foot out of our native Jilin province. Her wild spirit fascinated me and opened a vista in my mind’s eye. Yes, yes, I told her, human beings must go anywhere their hearts lead them—our experiences must live up to the passions we are capable of sustaining. So I urged her to pursue her vision, to, in her own words, “build a home in the sky and eventually glitter like a star on a cloudless night.”

She worked hard on her English, a subject in which she came out number one of the seventy-eight students of the year 1994 in the music department of her normal university. She said to me, “English means freedom to me. It will give me a pair of strong wings.” I agreed, nodding like an idiot.

What had happened to her dreams of liberation, which, to her, could only be expressed in the English language? Where were her wings? As far as I knew, she had stopped writing in English long ago, seeing more opportunities and a larger readership in China. She claimed that she was now already “free and happy.” How true the caveat is: contentment shackles your soul.

Our two editorial assistants, both interns, were unfamiliar with the art and literary scene in China, so I preferred to do the research by myself. I began looking for more press coverage of the novel on China News Service and SINA News. I found that her publisher, Jiao Fanping, had granted an interview to The Readers’ Guide Weekly a few days before. In it, he claimed that Random House had just purchased the novel for an undisclosed large figure, and that negotiations with major European, Japanese, Latin American, and Taiwanese publishers were all under way. “There’s every indication that this extraordinary book will become an international best seller,” Jiao avowed. “Just last Friday I heard from Hollywood that they were interested in acquiring the movie rights to this novel. How about that! This is absolutely phenomenal and fantastic, a breakthrough in our country’s effort to export our cultural products.”

I knew of Jiao Fanping, the only son of a high official in the State Council. Jiao had made his fortune on the Chinese stock market and then started building his own empire, which began with a small publishing house and a few cafés and dumpling joints near college campuses, all in Beijing. In recent years he’d been branching out into the music and movie industries. His statements about Haili’s book had to be bald-faced lies. I doubted she had completed the novel yet, let alone shopped it around to foreign publishers. Until the book’s actual appearance, she would still belong to the vast army of unpublished novelists.

I went down the hallway to my boss’s office. “Kaiming,” I said, “the scheme surrounding my ex-wife’s novel might be bigger and uglier than we thought.”

“That’s why I want you to look into it—nobody but you can uncover the whole thing.”

“Believe me, no reputable publisher will consider the book seriously. It’s just a shallow romance.”

“Well, you know in China there’s no distinction between a literary novel and a romance novel. All the genres are just lumped together. Most readers can’t tell the difference anyway.”

“That’s true. The Japanese don’t make such a distinction either. But still, quality is quality—I don’t think any decent publisher here will give Haili’s book the time of day.”

“You never know. It can be brought out as a romance novel here and then advertised as a literary novel back in China, where they’re planning to make most of their money anyway. I want you to expose those frauds.”

“You know that I can’t help but be biased.”

“That’s all right—you can use it to your advantage.”

Kaiming grinned, baring his square teeth. I had known him long enough to see that he’d wanted to harness my personal feelings for this job all along. He often stressed that we report every major piece of news from a unique perspective. By his definition, “Genius is originality” (which I doubt, because the world is overpopulated with original asses). If GNA kept doing news in a peerless fashion, Kaiming believed, we would become an indispensable source for the Chinese-language media around the globe. He also stressed, “Truthfulness is our only way to survive in this news business and to make money in the long run.” He himself specialized in political commentary and most times could predict the developments of current events; his opinions were highly valued, even by some experienced China hands in the States. He was regarded as a walking encyclopedia of Beijing’s top political circles, where he had secret sources. He knew how to get things done. In the case of Love and Death in September, he seemed to see my feelings about Haili as the most powerful fuel for our investigation.


TWO

I called Haili the next morning; she picked up on the seventh ring. At first her voice was sleepy, but the more she spoke the more animated it became. That voice! It used to tug my heartstrings and lace my dreams with messages and meanings, but now it was businesslike and dismissive. As I started firing off my questions, I could hear her breathing, seething with fury. I stayed calm and emphasized that I was calling purely out of courtesy. I’d been asked to devote one of my columns to the clamor surrounding Love and Death in September.

“Don’t presume I enjoy talking with you. It’s my job to hear your side of the story. Can we meet this afternoon?”

After a long pause, she agreed to see me in a café in the Village, where she and Larry lived. I asked that she show me the manuscript so I could report on it accurately. “If it impresses me, I’ll add my praises to the heap,” I told her.

“You’re not my editor. Why should I let you see it?”

“If you don’t, I’d only be able to repeat what others have already said. That wouldn’t be fair to the book or to you.”

“What have you heard?” She sounded anxious. “I didn’t mention you in it.”

I was taken aback, never having imagined being cast in a story (though I wouldn’t mind if a fine book had me as an endearing character). I told Haili some of the comments that were already circulating online. “You should think about the consequences of publishing this book,” I said. “There’s a lot of talk already, and not everything is positive. Once words are in print, there’ll be no way to undo them.”

“Thanks very much,” she said, “for your wisdom.”

“Can I take a look at the manuscript?”

She paused again. “All right—I’ll show you a couple of chapters.”

That would do. I didn’t need to eat the entire pig to know what the pork tasted like.

—

I STILL HATED HAILI. For more than a decade Chinese couples hadn’t been allowed to go abroad together, so I couldn’t leave China with her. Before coming to the States seven years ago to join her in New York, I had noticed changes in her correspondence, in her phone calls, and wondered if she’d been carrying on with another man. It was said that in America people changed sex partners as often and easily as they changed their diets, that “freedom” included liberty from marital constraints, and that the ultimate purpose of life was to pursue personal happiness at all costs. Tormented by suspicions, I insisted that Haili get me out of China—not only for us, but so that I could have a second chance in life. My career at the state-owned newspaper in Changchun City was faltering: the editor in chief, who was also the vice Party secretary of my work unit, picked on me every chance he got. He told everyone that I had permed my hair like a woman, when in fact it just got curly by itself as it grew longer. The man, a high school dropout, was jealous that I had a BA in journalism from Jilin University and that I was married to such a beautiful woman. He often sounded me out about whether I might leave and, putting on a face like a smiling tiger, would ask me, “When will you head for New York, Danlin? All lights are green—you’re free to go anytime.”

I knew he wanted to get rid of me and give my job to a relative or friend. So I had to go to the States and join my wife; otherwise I might snap and do something terrible.

After twenty hours of flight I landed at JFK, where Haili was waiting. She looked better than ever. She called a yellow cab and took me directly to a seedy inn in Chinatown, near Little Italy, saying she’d found me a job in a restaurant and I’d better stay within walking distance of it.

“I don’t understand,” I said, baffled. “Why are we staying here?”

“This is just temporary,” she said.

The moment I dropped my suitcases and lay down on the bed to ease my sore back, she handed me a folded envelope that contained a wad of cash, five hundred dollars in mixed bills. She said she had paid a whole month’s rent for this place, but she’d have to stay away from me for the time being because she was up to her eyebrows in teaching and administrative work. “Starting is always hard in America,” she told me, as if I were a student taking a music lesson from her. “But you’re an able man, and I’m sure you’ll find your way and make it here. America is a place where hard work can pay off, and with your kind of education and brains, you’ll find a professional job. Just be patient and persevere.”

She said she had to go and would see me the next day. I was logy from the twelve-hour time difference and couldn’t make heads or tails out of what was going on. I got ahold of her arm and pulled her closer so I could have a better look at her and also kiss her. But she broke loose, saying she was having her monthly flow. For now I must rest well, she insisted. After she left, I went out to a diner and had Yangchow fried rice, which tasted better and richer than that sold at food stands back home, thanks to the fresh cooking oil and extra eggs and shrimp. The sweet peas and onion gave it an exotic flavor, but that was all right. I was amazed that they served the rice on a square plate instead of in a bowl. After the meal, I returned to the inn and slept for eleven hours straight.

—

THE NEXT DAY around noon Haili came again, wearing a scarlet sheath, high heels, heavy makeup, and lilac perfume. She looked like a seductress in a Western, and I came within a breath of suggesting that she don long gloves. No sooner had she sat down than she handed me a glossy blue folder. “Here are our divorce papers,” she said, looking away. “Please sign them.”

“Why…why are you doing this to me?” I stammered, gagging. I could barely get out the words.

“Things change, Danlin, and so does love. I need someone who has strong shoulders, but you’ve always been like a younger brother to me. Ever since we married, I’ve taken care of you. I’m tired of it and need someone who can take care of me. And so I’ve met someone else.”

“I…I still love you,” I said, fighting down the sob surging in my throat, though tears, hot and unstoppable, trickled down my cheeks. I turned, grabbed a pillow, and wiped my face with it.

“In that case, you should have my best interests in mind, shouldn’t you? Please sign these.” She patted the folder in front of me while my grief quickly turned to rage.

I knew it was no use protesting in the moment—I’d need to get my wits together. So I held back my anger and muttered, “I’ll think about it.”

She placed her attorney’s embossed card on the folder, then rose and left. The second the door was closed behind her, I collapsed sobbing. I cried hard, punching the sheet and the blanket and biting the pillows. Never had I expected I would land in such a trap.

I wept on and off for hours, kneeling on the floor with my elbows on the bed. Every object in this “nonsmoking” room gave off a tang of tobacco; even the faded flowery wallpaper smelled acrid, which further stoked my anger—it seemed everything was fake in this so-called Beautiful Land. As I went on sniveling, my face rubbing the sheet and my knees scraping the carpeted floor, dusk was falling outside, the street abuzz with traffic and people. Now and then a car tooted or a truck braked with a screech. Somewhere a siren, probably from a fire engine, squealed.

Finally I climbed up from the floor, blew my nose, and washed my face. My chest was so full that I couldn’t think coherently, my temples hammering, so I went out to get a breath of fresh air. I began to think. I would never sign the divorce papers, nor would I let Haili get away without paying for what she’d done to me. I would spread the word about her promiscuity in both New York and Changchun, and make her name stink everywhere—even her parents would feel ashamed to mention their slut of a daughter in the presence of others, and no suitable man would want to marry her younger sister. Yes, no matter how Haili begged me to relent, I would plague her like a disease.

But as I was roaming the streets of lower Manhattan, a numbing pain sank deeper and deeper in me and I began to calm down. I realized if I tried to smear Haili’s name, I might also make a fool of myself—I could turn myself into a laughingstock. People would point at my back when I passed by, shake their heads, and say to others, “If you don’t treat your wife well, you too will be made a cuckold.”

I leaned over the rail on the Brooklyn Bridge for a long time, watching the glittering flow of the rush-hour traffic on the Manhattan Bridge up the river. These bridges had appeared quite magnificent just the previous evening, when I had viewed them from the descending plane—one stream of red lights going against another stream of white. Now beyond that glowing torrent of traffic, in the indigo sky an airliner was drifting away, wavering like a ghostly lantern. It was windy, and the water below was choppy, shimmering like colossal scales, as though churned by the vibration of the thundering wheels from the bridge. As a blue tugboat chugged past against the current with a little skiff of the same color in tow, I imagined jumping into the East River. But what next? Beyond that I could not visualize a thing. People here wouldn’t even notice that one man, healthy and in his prime and full of potential, was missing—a new arrival like myself hadn’t even become a number here yet. (Haili had mentioned she had several ID cards.) Unless my body washed ashore, no one would pay me any attention. But fish might eat me up before that could happen. Would Haili grieve over my disappearance? Probably not. Would she bother to look for me or worry about what had become of me? No, unlikely. She’d feel relieved and might not even report the case to the police. Good riddance, she’d think, and continue with her life. Perhaps her memories of me would trouble her for a few weeks, but in time she would wipe me out of her mind. So it would be foolish for me to die here and now, as though of shame or a mental disorder. No, I wouldn’t fade out of her life so easily.

It would make no sense to try to save a broken marriage, so I signed the divorce papers a week later. I enrolled in a language school, taking two courses as a full-time student, so that I could stay in America legally. With the help of a former schoolmate, I found a job at a small community newspaper. I quit my classes as soon as my boss began the process of sponsoring me for a green card. Two years later, right after becoming a permanent resident, I moved on to a bigger newspaper despite my boss’s reproving me for betrayal. After job-hopping three more times, I landed my current position.

—

THE CAFÉ in the Village where Haili and I were to meet was somewhat gloomy inside, though a small electric candle glowed in a glass shade on every table. She was already there when I arrived. She lifted her hand, her slim fingers wagging at me, showing a diamond ring. I went over and took the seat opposite her.

“So you’re working on me?” she said almost languidly, her long eyes fixed on me.

“Believe me, I’d prefer to spend my time differently, but my boss assigned me this topic. This is nothing personal.”

A young waitress wearing frayed jean shorts came over. She kept pushing up the bridge of her oversize glasses as she took my coffee order; she must have been a college student, fresh out of the classroom—her mind seemed elsewhere. Haili was already sipping a double espresso, the dish in front of her still holding the rim of an elephant ear. I was amazed that she’d eaten almost the whole large pastry. She continued, “I do take this personally. After so many years’ hard work and frustration, at last I’m making a breakthrough. And you seem determined to ruin it for me, don’t you?”

“The only thing that could ruin you would be the poor quality of your work. Nothing but your own blunders can undo you—that’s common sense.”

“You still can’t quit playing the wise guy. But this time, you’d better mind your own business. My novel is a national project, endorsed by the Chinese government.”

“Really?” Flummoxed, I needed a moment before I could reply. “Are they bankrolling the project?”

“I’ll just say that there’re people in high places supporting my book. You’re not dealing with me alone.”

Like the Party’s Central Committee and the White House? I remembered the ridiculous Post article and wanted to laugh, but restrained myself. Surely, anything could become a national project if it got some powerful officials interested in it. Despite Haili’s composed voice, I sensed the edge of her anger. My temper was simmering too; the old wound was opening in me again, festering and gaping. “To the best of my knowledge,” I said, “you started the book several years ago and it had nothing to do with 9/11. It’s supposed to be autobiographical. How in God’s name did you lose your husband in the World Trade Center? How did Larry became a gorgeous artist?”

“It’s a novel, for which I’m free to invent drama and characters. The beauty of fiction writing is that you can create people and episodes to fully realize the story. You can give your own logic and order to the life you dramatize. Sometimes you even must lie in order to tell a bigger truth.”

“But the main characters are named after you and Larry, and in your statements to the press you insist that the story is based on your personal experiences, every episode rooted in an actual event. Your claim of absolute authenticity undercuts your artistic license.”

“That conceit is part of the novel.”

“But fantasies and verbal fireworks don’t add up to genuine art. It’s always convenient to consume others’ suffering,” I said, becoming angrier by the second. “When the families of 9/11 victims find out what you’ve written, what will they think? Won’t they accuse you of exploiting their pain and losses? Some might even say you’ve committed an anti-American act.”

“Oh, knock it off. You’re so self-righteous, as always.” She dismissed my words with a wave of her hand. “You think I wasn’t aware of those issues? But my artistic talent is my pass to creative freedom. Besides, lots of people have made good use of the tragedy. Some of Larry’s colleagues made fortunes right after 9/11. Practically every capable stockbroker benefited from the attacks.”

“That doesn’t make it right, what you’re doing,” I said, unmoved.

“By comparison,” she said, and I could see her mind racing, “I’m much more honest than a broker. I have put more than two thousand hours into the novel. The fruit of my labor will do good in the world—it will promote emotional exchange between the Chinese and the Americans and help readers empathize with the victims and their families.”

I tipped back my head and laughed. My laughter drew the eyes of the young waitress and of two men seated on high barstools at the counter. I knew that Haili could always come up with some skewed explanation on the spur of the moment. There was no question in my mind that my ex-wife and her publisher meant to deceive the public. Worse yet, her novel was cheap, shoddy, and, according to what was reported, full of gushing expressions and schlock. But I couldn’t press her anymore, as much as I wanted to, because I needed to get ahold of the portion of the manuscript she had promised me.

I told her, “I’ll be fair when I write about your book.”

“Danlin, you’re a gentleman.” She dropped her voice a little and peered at me, tiny sparks flitting in her eyes. “I can trust you on this one, can’t I?”

“I can’t promise anything at this moment, but like I said, I’ll be impartial.”

“Then I’ll owe you one.” She smiled, her cheeks going pink.

For Haili, that could range from a dinner in an upscale restaurant to a pair of opera tickets. She always assumed that she could handle me easily. Annoyed, I wanted to tell her to put away her old charms, but I merely said, “Can I have the pages?”

She
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