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Disclaimer

 This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events
and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination
or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

In other words, nothing is
real.



Chapter
1

The airport was a ghost town at
four o’clock in the morning.

It was the only one out of
twelve airports in the entire province capable of handling both
domestic and international flights, with three separate terminals.
But the total number of people currently in it could be fit into an
industrial-sized freight elevator.

Four of the six customs counters
were closed. Two winding queues formed in front of the open
counters, moving at snail’s pace. Most of the passengers had gotten
off the flight from New York, after a seventeen-hour ordeal of
turbulences and crying babies on board. It didn’t help matters that
one of the three toilets onboard had broken down. A planeload of
four hundred passengers sharing two toilets was an experience most
people would pay good money not to go through again.

I stood behind an elderly
couple, shuffling forward one small step at a time. There were
still eight people ahead of me.

While the bleary-eyed customs
agent checked and stamped the passport of an equally bleary-eyed
passenger, I scanned around discreetly.

There was only one exit, forty
metres ahead of me. To get to it, I had to either walk through one
of the two open counters, or hop over the four closed ones. Not too
difficult to do.

But then, right in front of the
exit, standing beside a conveyor belt with an X-ray machine, were
two more agents. It was obvious they were not carrying a gun, but
it was equally obvious that they both had a baton hitched onto
their belts. The insignia on their epaulettes reminded anyone who
bothered to know that they were part of the army. The time I would
have to spend sprinting through the forty metres would give them
enough time to react and draw out their batons. I might be able to
tackle one of them, but there was no way I could get past both of
them and have enough time to get away before they raised the
alarm.

Maybe flying back had been a
mistake, but I had to try. The forger promised me the passport
would be pass muster.

“This the real deal, man. I
ain’t faking it. It’s got a real name and a real address and shit.
All that’s missing is the photo. Stick your handsome headshot there
and voila, welcome back to China, Mr Zhong Hua.” The forger
brandished the passport with his left hand, while holding a
half-smoked joint in his right. His eyes were open wide but
unseeing, his teeth a sickly shade of yellow. From the cigarette
butts and empty beer cans and crushed potato chip bags that
littered the floor, his one-man party was well underway before I
came. I was mildly concerned that he might accidentally torch the
passport with the joint. But then, he came highly recommended.

“How did you manage to get a
real Chinese passport?” I took the passport and turned it over in
my hands. I wasn’t an expert, but it sure looked genuine enough. Mr
Zhong Hua had visited a few Southeast Asian countries in the past
years, collecting customs stamps from Thailand, Indonesia, and
Malaysia. He was born on October 20, 1986. Three years older than
me, but close enough. He hailed from a town called Gao Shan from Si
Chuan Province, and the most recent stamp came from New York.

“Hey, I don’t ask you your
business, and you don’t ask mine, okay? Let’s just say Mr Zhong Hua
is not too careful in tending to his personal belongings when he’s
had a few drinks in his stomach and a pretty woman on his
arms.”

“Won’t he notice his passport is
gone and report it to the embassy?”

“What am I? An amateur? Mr Zhong
Hua’s not leaving the lovely state of New York any time soon.” He
waved a hand at me to cut off more questions. “Either take it or
leave it, man.”

I took it.

Leaving New York had not been a
problem. The customs agent was more interested in the people coming
in than the people going out.

But now, I wasn’t so sure.

Rushing the exit was not an
option. If push came to shove, the only way I was going to leave
this place was by taking hostages.

I stayed close to the elderly
couple in front of me, and held onto my luggage with my left hand,
leaving my right hand free and ready. Just in case.

I finally moved to the front of
the queue. I handed my passport and my ticket to the customs agent.
He flipped to the front page, checked the information on the
passport against the ticket. Then he looked up. He looked at my
face, then back at the photo on the passport, then at my face
again.

Uh-oh.

I kept the bored and tired
expression all other passengers were wearing, and prayed that the
agent couldn’t tell I was sweating.

“When was this photo taken?” He
asked.

“What?” I was swivelling my head
around like I couldn’t wait to get out of this place and go home.
“Oh, the photo. It was taken some time ago. Why?”

“When exactly?” The agent was
clearly not used to people talking back at him. He knitted his
eyebrows, and asked in a sterner tone.

“Hmm…about four years ago, I
think.” I held my breath.

“It’s outdated. You must keep
the photo up to date. Go to your local police station and update
your passport photo as soon as possible.” He admonished me. And
handed the passport back to me.

“I will, thank you.” I took the
passport, and finally breathed out.

The gamble had paid off. The
forger was as good as promised. He’d insisted on using an old photo
of me. When I couldn’t find any, he charged me three hundred bucks
extra for photoshopping a younger version of me.

“Harder for them to tell the
difference between the photo and the guy standing in front of
them,” He’d explained over a blue cloud of cigarette smoke.

I’d thought he was just ripping
me off and squeezing some extra payoff out of a one-time customer.
Now I realised that the three hundred dollars was a worthy
investment. In fact, he might have undercharged me, considering
that the penalty for using a false passport was a sentence of three
years minimum.

Behind a railing outside the
exit, dozens of people stood waiting, craning their necks to search
for their relatives or friends.

I walked past them. I wasn’t
expecting anyone to pick me up. After all, everybody I knew had
assumed I was either dead or still in hiding.

Outside the airport, dawn was
breaking. A thin sliver of sunlight peeked out from behind a heavy
curtain of clouds. Taxi drivers leaned against their cars and
yelled out their rates. Three of them had spotted me, a lone
passenger, and were converging like a group of vultures who’d seen
a piece of meat.

I was practically dragged into a
taxi by a middle-aged driver wearing a short-sleeved shirt and an
eager smile. His smile widened into a grin when he heard my
destination. The three-hour drive was going to be a profitable one
for him.

He chattered on in local dialect
about the weather and the traffic, not caring that I didn’t
respond. I leaned back on the black leather seat and stared out the
window.

I was going home.

It had been almost six years
since I’d left, on a rainy night with nothing but the clothes on my
back and sweat-drenched three thousand yuan in my pockets, running
away from a murder charge and a death sentence.


 Chapter 2

September 1996

I slumped in the wooden chair
with chipped yellow paint and doodled on a pad, blaming my parents
for my current predicament.

Neither of them finished high
school. When they held their first-born in their arms, their shared
first thought was to make sure he had every opportunity at
education that they missed out. So when I was two and half, I was
standing in front of the local kindergarten, sucking on a candy
ring on my left thumb and grabbing my mother’s hands with my right
hand and refusing to let go. I thought they were going to sell me
off to the strangers inside the colourfully decorated building.

“Don’t worry, you’re going to be
fine,” Mom comforted me, but even she didn’t sound convinced. Maybe
this idea of sending me off to school half a year earlier was not
the best idea.

But dad begged to differ.
Shortly after I finished kindergarten and had just turned five
years old, he brought me on a visit to the primary school
principal’s house. The principal had a home business, churning out
tofu for the local restaurants.

Dad deposited me in the front
yard, leaving me to marvel at the donkey walking endless circles
around the millstone. The pair of greyish disk-shaped stone slabs
whined and turned and squashed yellow soy beans into white paste,
dripping down into a plastic bucket below. The donkey was tiny,
like an oversized dog. I introduced myself and played with it,
running alongside it in endless circles and occasionally sticking a
finger into the bucket for the soy paste. It tasted like chalk.

Meanwhile, the two adults inside
the house were hammering out a deal to seal my fate. My father
eventually came out, his hands empty, the two bottles of premium
aged sorghum wine he’d brought with him nowhere to be seen. He told
me the good news, or at least he thought it was good news. To me,
it was more like a bolt of lightning out of the clear blue sky. And
it struck me right between my eyes. My short reprieve as a
free-loading kindergarten graduate was terminated, and I was to
start primary school six months ahead of schedule.

The direct result of which led
me to my current predicament. There were fifty-four other students
in my class, every one of them at least a head taller than me.
Especially the girls. To my father, six months was just an
insignificant period of time that passed by in the blink of an eye.
But to a kid whose growth hormones hadn’t kicked in, it was the
difference between being able to look my classmates in the eyes
while talking to them, and being stuck in the front row with a
special chair and a special desk they had to borrow from the
kindergarten.

Even with the kiddie-sized
chair, my feet were still dangling a good thirty centimetres from
the floor, and the drawer below the desktop was spacious enough for
me to crawl in and take a nap. I comforted myself that this
wouldn’t last long, that in six months’ time I would be just as
tall as everybody else.

That was the first time I truly
understood the concept of time, that no one could claim a monopoly
over it. While I was catching up to the rest of my class, they’d
grown again. It was like they made a collective decision to make
sure I kept my special throne in the first row, and no one was
joining me there anytime soon.

 



 Chapter 3

I hid behind an ash tree and
watched the building across the street. The security guard was in
his shack, reclining in his chair, feet up on the table, hands
behind his head, watching a drama on the screen that was supposed
to show security feeds. Peanut shells littered the floor around the
chair. He came out occasionally to lift the barrier for a delivery
van, but other than that, he didn’t bat an eye when people waltzed
in and out of the condo.

Old Zhang. I’d recognise his
beer gut and his toupee anywhere. He hadn’t changed one bit in six
years. Still as laid back and casual and inattentive as when he
first got the job.

Which worked to my
advantage.

I had worried about being
stopped at the gate, but Old Zhang never stopped anyone.

I stuck my hands in my pants
pockets and walked across the street, into the condo, past Old
Zhang, whose eyes were glued to the screen. The sounds of swords
clashing and horses neighing came through the open window loud and
clear.

“Hey, you!”

I stopped.

Calm down. He couldn’t
possibly have recognised me. It had been six years. I was a kid
when I left.

“Yeah?” I turned back to Old
Zhang, who’d poked his head out of the window of his shack and was
squinting his eyes to get a closer look at me.

“Wait,” He retreated into the
guard’s shack, rummaged around on the table and came back with a
pair of spectacles perched on his nose. He gave me an once-over.
“You live here?”

“No, I’m just visiting.”

“Oh yeah? Who?”

“My aunt. Unit 406, Block 2, I
think?” There were six blocks inside the condo development, each
one twelve stories high, with six units on each floor. I was
betting Old Zhang wouldn’t remember every one of over seven hundred
residents living here.

“Auntie Liu? I didn’t know she
had a nephew,” Apparently, I’d underestimated Old Zhang’s memory.
He’d been here for the better part of a decade, after all.

“Yeah, my job’s in Shanghai, so
I don’t get that many opportunities to visit her,” I gave him a
polite smile and turned to leave.

“Shanghai, you say? So what do
you do?” Old Zhang decided the interrogation wasn’t over.

“Um, just an office job. I’m an
accountant.”

“Huh, accounting’s a good job,
steady pay and all that,” Old Zhang seemed more interested now.
What did he want?

He leaned further out the
window, his upper body almost hanging in mid-air. “So you get good
pay, right? You got a house in Shanghai?”

“Um, sure,” I squeezed off
another smile. “It’s nice chatting with you, uncle. I better get
moving.”

“Got a girlfriend?”

“Um, no.”

That seemed to satisfy Old
Zhang. He leaned closer, his martial arts drama forgotten in the
background. “You staying in town for long? I could introduce
someone to you, you know.”

“I’m sorry?”

“My niece. She’s an office
worker, too. In town. Graduated from university two years ago. Good
job, good-looking girl. You want I can give you her number. You two
can have a chat, you know, see how it goes.” Just like that, Old
Zhang the security guard had transformed into Old Zhang the
matchmaker.

“Um, thank you, but I’m not
staying long this time. I’m going back to Shanghai tomorrow.”

“Next time you come back then?
Maybe Chinese New Year? I’ll be here, so when you come back, just
drop by, you know.” He didn’t give up easy.

“Sure, sure, nice talking with
you, uncle.” I nodded and smiled and turned to leave, not giving
him another chance to grill me further.

This was not good. He was
definitely going to remember me now. I just hoped he wouldn’t run
into whoever lived at Unit 406, Block 2 anytime soon.

I walked along the winding paths
defined by overgrown bushes and lilacs. A group of silver-haired
aunties and uncles were sunning themselves in the small garden in
front of the blocks. A few faces looked vaguely familiar.

I stepped into the elevator at
Block 5, pressed 8, and the ageing elevator groaned and struggled
to send me up.

I turned left out of the
elevator, walked till the end of the hall, stopped in front of a
dark rosewood door with Chinese couplets on both sides.

Unit 806.

I checked the hall. No security
cameras. No one out and about in the middle of the day. The
residents were either at work or at the park. I listened for noises
from neighbouring units and heard nothing.

The lock was a standard issue
deadbolt. I took out a piece of a flat wire that looked like a
girl’s bobby pin and picked the lock in under a minute.

I closed the door quietly behind
me, and stood in the hallway.

Looking at the house I grew up
in.

 



 Chapter 4

May 1997

The situation deteriorated in
second grade, when the new Social Studies teacher came into our
lives. The top of his head was bald, surrounded by a circle of
curiously grown hair, cordoning off the bald spot and preventing
its further advancement. We called him Mr Mediterranean, on account
of the resemblance of the fenced-in situation on his head to the
landlocked sea, as well as their shared vast reserve of water.

Mr Mediterranean had a penchant
for storytelling, regardless of the relevance of the story to the
lesson he was supposed to teach. He would plant his feet in front
of the podium, less than twenty centimetres from my desk, and
wouldn’t move until he’d finished at least one chapter in his
epic.

His mouth functioned like a lawn
sprinkler, the opening and closing motions triggering spurts of
spittle to scatter in my general direction. Listening to his
lectures was like sitting through a localised shower. If it was a
clear day and the angle of the sunlight from the windows was just
right, I could see the trajectory of his saliva, arcing through the
air and landing on my books and my hair and my shoulders.

My mother couldn’t understand
why I wanted to wear a heavy-duty poncho to school.

But all good things come to
those who wait.

My luck turned.

It was one of those impossibly
hot summer afternoons when even the stray dogs roaming the campus
were too dehydrated to bark. It was the first class in the
afternoon, after a two-hour mandatory siesta which left me more
tired than before I went to bed. I put a pen under my chin to prop
up my head, and groped around in the drawer for some sweets I might
have stashed there some time ago.

Mr Mediterranean had mercifully
decided to move to a spot away from my desk to spread his gospel,
where he could get in closer touch with his captive audience. He
was droning on about something called “socialist system with
capitalist characteristics”, a phrase coined by one of the great
leaders of the country to avoid having to admit that a planned
economy with underqualified planners was doomed to failure unless
foreign capital and expertise were allowed to come in.

I struggled to understand what
it was about, or why that was something a second grader must know.
Mr Mediterranean, on the other hand, expounded on the virtues of
this system like it was the best thing since sliced bread.

I turned my head and scanned the
room. Most of my classmates looked as bored as I was. A trio of
girls were passing notes to each other behind Mr Mediterranean’s
back, launching balled-up notepaper with slingshots made out of a
twig and a rubber band. One of them would catch the paper, read it,
and burst into a fit of silent giggling with shoulders vibrating.
Huddled together in the last row at the corner of the classroom,
two boys had their heads bent together and their attention focused
intently on something inside their shared drawer.

Either comic or porn.

I’d seen the porn magazine being
passed around yesterday, a worn-out copy of a foreign publication
with a girl in a neon red swimsuit on the cover, frolicking in the
foamy sea with long blond hair flowing in the wind and showing off
her impressive cleavage. Half of the cover was already gone, a
casualty in the war of tug by a group of prepubescent boys with an
insatiable thirst for knowledge about the human body. Whoever
brought it to school probably stole it from under their parents’
bed. The girls in class would cover their mouths with their hands
and avert their eyes and titter nervously, but would come back
later and surreptitiously ask for a peek.

Since the two boys hadn’t made a
move to flip the page for about five minutes, I knew it was porn.
No comic book was that riveting. One of them looked up to check on
the teacher’s position, saw me looking at him, and gave me a
wink.

Then his eyes moved to something
behind me.

A sudden invisible change swept
through the classroom. Sleepy eyes snapped open, heads reared,
balled-up notes stopped flying. Everyone who was awake was looking
at something behind me.

Even Mr Mediterranean sensed the
change. He finally stopped talking and turned his head.

I swivelled my head round so
fast it gave me whiplash.

And my life changed the moment I
set eyes on her.
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Every piece of furniture seemed
to be the same as it was six years ago, but somehow everything
seemed smaller.

A narrow hallway led into the
living room, where the same boxy TV sat on top of a redwood
credenza. I remembered sneaking into the living room to watch
cartoon when my parents were still working, and positioning a fan
to blow directly at the TV so that when they came home, they would
find the TV to be cold and conclude that I was hard at work in my
room. Yet when I was dreaming up this ingenious ploy, I didn’t take
into account the human factor, in the shape of my pesky sister
who’d spy on me and report to my parents, in return for more pocket
money.

The same sofa sat in front of
the TV, with its back against the wall, looking forlorn and
well-used. The cushion on the left had a hole on the underside, the
result of an energetic Star Wars re-enactment with lightsabres made
out of used fluorescent light tubes.

I pushed open the door to my
sister’s bedroom. She would be in year two of university now,
though I wasn’t sure which university she’d gone to. I wasn’t even
sure what her major was. She had wanted to do so many things when
she was still a pre-teen and hadn’t minded sharing everything with
her big brother. She would tell me she wanted to be a vet after
petting a cuddly golden retriever puppy on the street, then the
next minute she would vow to become the fastest female race car
driver in the entire country, no, on the entire planet. I wondered
what she was doing right now, if she would think about me, and if
she had found her true calling.

Gone were the pink paint on the
wall and the cartoon posters featuring Winnie the Pooh and the
Little Mermaid. Glamour shots of three boys who looked barely old
enough to drive were plastered on the wall next to the headboard.
Some kind of boyband, maybe. Her desk was as meticulous as ever,
with stationery neatly arranged in a row on the upper left corner
like a platoon—erasers first, followed by correction tapes, then
ink bottles, then pens and pencils in an origami penholder. A stack
of books occupied half of the desktop. Five Thousand Years of
History of China, The Mysterious Xia Dynasty, Five
Hundred Poems of the Tang Dynasty, The Four Classics Novels
of Ancient China.

I picked up the only framed
photo on the desk. It must have been taken at her high school
graduation ceremony. She was standing between mom and dad, with her
arms draped over their shoulders and smiling at the camera. She was
taller, at least 170 centimetres now. Her hair was tied into an
efficient ponytail, its ends fluttering in the breeze. Behind a
pair of big black-rimmed spectacles, her eyes sparkled.

People say time flies. But I
realised that wasn’t the case. In the six years I was separated
from her, time had sent me down a rabbit hole and when I came out
from the other end, I was on an entirely different planet from my
sister. If she saw me now, she wouldn’t recognise me. I might as
well tell her my name was Paul the alien. I spoke different
languages; I rubbed shoulders with people she wouldn’t even know
existed on this earth; I had done things that she would only have
seen from Law & Order or CSI, or whatever true crime shows she
was watching. If she even watched those kind of shows.

While I sank deeper and deeper
into the cesspool where the lowest human forms mingled, she’d
morphed from an amazing little girl in pink pinafore who followed
her brother around like a puppy, into an amazing woman with a warm
smile and trusting eyes.

I used my thumb to rub off tiny
specks of dust from the photo frame and put it back.

A tiny pot of cactus stood on
the window sill. It looked dehydrated.

The bed was made, pillows
stacked neatly in a pile, and the quilt folded into a square
tofu-like block.

She hadn’t been back in a while.
She was probably staying in the university dormitory. This town had
one university, the kind that held classes at night and catered to
retired senior citizens and taught things like flower arrangement.
Obviously she wouldn’t be enrolled there. She would be in one of
those Project 211 universities, the crème de la crème of the
Chinese education system.

After I’d dealt with what I had
come back for, I would go visit her.

I came out, walked to the room
next to hers, and stood for a while before pushing open the door.
It wasn’t locked.

I walked in, turned on the
lights, and the rabbit hole re-opened, sucked me right back in, and
dumped me out on the other end.

I’d half expected the room to be
turned into a storage unit, or to be rented out to a tenant. But
everything was left untouched. The goofy posters of the Monkey
King, Kyo Kusangagi from the King of Fighters arcade game, and an
album cover of Jacky Cheung’s Touch of Love. The wall in front of
the study table was still covered in crayon doodles and the faint
red smudge left by a squashed mosquito.

The clothes in the closet were
familiar. Pants and t-shirts and jackets and the rebellious heavy
metal ripped jeans with chains for a belt and a skull head on the
left pant leg. I’d begged and grovelled for weeks before mom
finally gave in and bought me that pair of jeans. Now I couldn’t
remember why in the world I would want to wear something like that.
White camphor balls and packets of dried flowers kept the clothes
from being eaten by bugs.

They hadn’t changed anything in
the room since I left.

Suddenly the room felt small.
The walls were moving in. The ceiling was descending. The air was
getting thin.

I had to get out.

The guilt of abandoning my
parents and my sister weighed on my heart like it was being sat on
by a 300-pound sumo wrestler.

I imagined the life I could have
had, sleeping in the room I grew up in and having chopstick
swordfight with my sister over the last piece of braised pork
rib.

I thought about the life I was
living now, a stateless drifter roving through different continents
and changing names faster than Liberace changed costumes and
usually breaking about six different laws before breakfast.

All that, because of a murder
six years ago.


 Chapter 6

July 1997

I secretly dubbed her Snow
White, because her name contained the word snow. And because I
stole my sister's storybook and saw an illustrated picture of the
black-haired beauty surrounded by a gaggle of dwarfs and thought
she was the prettiest female life form I'd seen in my entire
life.

Even the name of a fairy tale
princess couldn't do her justice. Her skin was white to the point
of almost being translucent. She had long, jet black hair, which
she'd had braided into two playful plaits and tied with two pretty
pink bows. She was wearing a cotton summer dress, light blue with
small yellow sunflowers on it.

But what drew me first were her
eyes. Every time I thought back to the first time I met her, which
was plenty of times, I would still struggle to find the right words
to describe them.

They reminded me of the freshly
picked grapes mom had bought the day before. She'd chosen the
biggest and supposedly, sweetest ones, and washed them one by one.
They were big and round and deliciously dark coloured, with a dewy
shine. Resting on the hard, white porcelain plate, they looked so
soft and delicate and exquisitely fine.

At the moment, those sparkling
black pearls were blinking rapidly, her long and thick eyelashes
fluttering in the bright sunlight. She was holding onto a knapsack
with her right hand, and her left hand was tightly grasped by a
pair of bony hands belonging to a scrawny old lady.

The duo stood just outside the
open door silently, scanning the classroom and looking unsure.

Every student in the classroom
started murmuring and pointing.

Mr Mediterranean, who was
standing in the middle of the classroom and delivering his great
lecture on the wonders of communism, finally noticed the stir and
turned his back.

He patted his bald head as if he
suddenly remembered something.

"Come in, come in. I forgot Mr
Liu told me a new student was coming," He gestured to the girl. He
looked around the classroom, saw no vacant spot except the one
right next to me. "Why don't you take the seat in the first row?
We'll get you a new desk later." With that, he considered the
matter settled, and resumed his passionate speech.

No wonder he wasn't promoted to
head teacher. He hadn't bothered to introduce the new girl to the
class, and totally ignored the old lady, presumably the girl's
grandmother.

But I was grateful. His
absentmindedness meant he never followed up on the new desk, so she
shared a desk with me, for the entire year.

She sat down next to me, put her
bag into the drawer, and stole a glance at me.

I sat ramrod straight, eyes on
my book, pen in hand and scribbling nonsense furiously. The picture
of a perfect student.

Despite the fact that I was
always on the fringe of the social circle in the class, partially
because of my age and partially because of my height, I understood
the unspoken code of conduct shared amongst boys. The cardinal rule
was: no fraternising with creatures from the opposite gender. They
belonged to a different species. They had long hair and wore
dresses and liked to jump rubber band ropes and kick jianzi,
a weighted shuttlecock with colourful feathers. They smelled nice
and they were always clean. The rule was to keep a respectable but
wary distance away from them, lest their girlieness rubbed off on
us.

So I buried my nose in my Social
Studies book and didn't say hello to her, even though I desperately
wanted to.

I heard the sound of paper
rustling. I sensed movement. A small piece of paper torn from a
notebook inched into my field of vision.

Hi, I haven't bought the
textbook yet. Can we share? A smiley face.

I used a finger to push my book
to the middle of the desk.

"Thank you. Nice to meet you.
I'm Luo Xue," Her lips curved and her eyes transformed into
crescent moons.

I nodded sagely and said
nothing.

Nice to meet you, too. I’m your
new classmate, and I'm in love with you.

 



 Chapter 7

I left the house I grew up in,
careful not to leave behind any evidence of my intrusion.

Old Zhang the security guard was
too engrossed in his drama to notice me.

I got into an auto rickshaw with
a middle-aged driver in front, and told him to take me to the
outskirts of town.

The town had expanded somewhat
in the years I’d left, but was still small enough that when the
rickshaw stopped at my destination, the fare amounted to less than
the price of a bowl of noodles.

I got off at a road lined with
barber shops and massage parlours. The driver gave a disapproving
shake of his head and rode off. I knew what he was thinking. The
unofficial red light district that everybody knew existed but
pretended not to. Even the local police turned a blind eye. The
scantily-clad women pretending to be hair stylists and masseuses
were nowhere to be seen. It was too early for business.

Sandwiched between a barber shop
promising the newest Korean haircuts and a massage parlour with its
windows blanketed by posters of women with cherry red pouty lips
and Marilyn Monroe-style dress was a concrete staircase, leading up
to a hotel on the second floor.

Back in middle school, being a
bunch of dumb hormone-driven teenage boys, my classmates and I
would often joke about spending a night here on our eighteenth
birthday. The hotel had no name, no signboard. It had twelve rooms,
all furnished with a giant king-sized bed and a shower, but no TV
or magazines; the guests often had something else in mind for
entertainment.

The owner was the wraith-like
barber downstairs. When he wasn’t wielding a razor that resembled a
butcher’s cleaver or dispensing sage advice from his past life as a
convict, he was upstairs behind the check-in counter handing out
flimsy keys to furtive-looking customers, most of whom had just
come up from the barbershop. He didn’t hide the fact that he spent
twelve years as a guest of the government, but no one knew what he
was in for.

The best thing of all, no
identity card was needed for check-in. The former convict turned
barber slash entrepreneur knew most of his customers by sight,
anyway.

I just hoped the hotel was still
there.

It was.

If anything, it looked as if
business had boomed. The front desk was in the middle of a long
hallway that seemed to be lined with more than twenty rooms on each
side. The receptionist was an elderly lady with a pair of glasses
the size of beer bottle bottoms and a pageboy haircut, no doubt the
handiwork of the barber/owner downstairs. I put her age at around
sixty to sixty-five biologically, from the full head of white hair
and the deep lines on her forehead. But the streak of purple
highlights announced to the world that she was still young at
heart.

She was comfortably ensconced in
a leather swivel chair, keeping one eye on the screen in front of
her and the other on the cross-stitch in her hands. A character on
TV was saying something about the emperor and the duel and the
swordfight. Maybe she was watching the same drama as Old Zhang the
security guard.

When she saw me, alone, she
raised an eyebrow. But she didn’t ask any questions.

Her eyebrows came up again when
I asked for a corner room for a week.

Most of the guests paid by the
hour.

But she wasn’t going to turn
down a steady revenue stream. She flipped through a big logbook in
front of the TV. “I have a corner room. Standard rate is fifty yuan
per hour. Since you’re staying for so long, I can give you a
discount. Two hundred yuan per day. You need to pay two hundred up
front, as deposit. Then the rest when you leave.” She took out a
plastic key card and swiped it on a tiny machine. “I’ll need your
identity card.”

I didn’t move. I still have the
forged passport in the name of Zhong Hua. But whipping out a
passport with so many foreign stamps would be like sending out a
flare. In this town where everybody was related to everybody else
distantly, eventually word would get back to my parents. And the
police.

She looked up at me. “It’s
standard practice. The police department requires us to maintain a
record of every guest.”

I took out a wad of crisp
hundred-yuan notes from my wallet, peeled off four, and slid them
across the front desk. “Well, I was rather hoping that we can keep
this on the down low. My wife’s brother works at the police
department. If he finds out I’m staying here, he would rat me out.
The old missus would just flip out. We had a big fight. She booted
me out the door. I just need a place to stay for a while. It’s not
like I’m stepping out on her or anything.”

The receptionist scowled. It was
obvious she didn’t buy the whole innocent husband spiel. She’d
probably heard it a thousand times before. But she took the four
hundred yuan anyway. Half of them would be stuffed into her own
purse as soon as I turned my back.

Whatever goodwill she might have
had for me as a generous guest disappeared now that she had me
pegged as a cheater. She didn’t bother getting up from her chair.
She just slid the key card across the desk and pointed a dismissive
finger down the hallway. “Last room on the right. Room 412.”

A king-sized bed, a small table
with a plastic folding chair and a TV made up all the furniture.
The mattress looked like it had sunk into the bedstead. The table
surface had scuff marks. The chair looked like it was going
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