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The coffee house writer
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The first time I saw Can Wu was at the Beijing Planetarium and the only reason why I noticed him was because he was wearing a really bright orange t-shirt. He had large glasses with thick frames and carried a few books under his arms. There was a girl with him, a girl I’d met before at a party, and I knew her name was Xue Tao, like the well-known female poet of the Tang Dynasty, but this Xue wasn’t a poet although she was an artist, a top photographer for a big magazine. Xue Tao wore a short blue skirt, black sandals, and a white shirt, and she was carrying a small camera with her. Whenever I saw her, she always had some sort of camera with her, even old cameras, and I remember a friend once telling me that Xue had thousands of photographs at her place, even nudes, which back then were quite the big deal and a person could even get into trouble by having nude photographs at home. But Xue Tao was some sort of rebel, as was Can Wu.

I watched them as they slowly drifted out of sight, not really looking at a thing around them. From there I made my way to Yuetan Park where I met with my lover Gao. He was drinking coffee from a paper cup and smoking a cigarette. When I got closer to him, he suddenly saw me and got up straight away, and in the process he spilled some of his coffee, but luckily it didn’t go all over his clothes or shoes. The day was warm and the sun was out, but the air was tight, almost unbreathable due to the pollution in the air. 

The first thing Gao said to me was, “This city is killing me.”

I said nothing and we kissed, and then we made our way out of there. We went back to his place for a bit of sex and afterwards I went back to work. I had just gotten a new job at a modern café close to Xidan Market, and when I got there I saw him again; the man I’d seen a few hours ago at the Beijing Planetarium with Xue Tao, but this time he was alone, browsing through a foreign book, something by a writer called Henry Miller. From the way he dressed I could tell that he came from a good family, or maybe he had money, and I was even more surprised when a foreign woman approached him and sat next to him, and afterwards they spoke in perfect English. They were laughing at something, but not too loud so as not to attract attention, and they seemed to be on intimate terms because I saw the woman rub his knee, and later on her hand moved upwards, but only briefly, and I saw her touch his crotch. He looked at her and they left the café together. 

After he was gone I asked a colleague of mine, “Who was that man on table 5?”

“Table 5?” My colleague looked at the empty table for a few seconds, and she seemed to be pondering about something, maybe trying to recall who had been at table 5, and afterwards she said, “Oh, I know him. It was Can Wu. He’s friends with Xue Tao. You know Xue, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do, vaguely,” I said, and then I almost asked my colleague what else she knew about this Can Wu, but she had to go and clean a few tables and I decided not to mention him again. 

On the next morning I was doing the early shift, which meant I was at the café before 8 a.m., and Can Wu and his foreign woman were the first ones to enter the café. This time I paid close attention to her. She had long curly dark hair, eyes the colour of the sky, not to mention perfect teeth, and I was surprised to hear her speak Chinese with Can. They ordered coffee and nothing else, but while Can sat down at table 5, his girlfriend took her coffee with her, but not before giving him a goodbye  kiss. After she was gone he extracted a notebook from his bag and started to write. I pretended to be busy with the tables, making sure that everything was in order, and I managed to sneak in from behind him and stole a glance at what he was writing. It was so short that I managed to read it all in one go, and I knew if someone else had read it, he would get into trouble for what he wrote. 
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Iron Fist
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This government of ours is so mean, so cruel, so cold.

Heartless, heartless, heartless.

They rule us with an iron fist and kill our unborn.

Why, I must ask, why?

They leave us breathless, breathless, breathless.

He moved his head around, and I quickly looked away and pretended to be busy with something. His writing had made me so nervous that I didn’t dare to look at him. Had that happened; had our eyes met just then, he would’ve known for sure that I had read what he was writing over his shoulder. I felt my face go warm and my knees tremble. I walked away and returned to the counter, and when I looked up, at table 5, I saw him, Can Wu, looking at me with a smile on his face.

“Did he know that I knew what he had written?” I wondered.

Shortly afterwards, he left the café and I tried to forget about him and his writing. What did he write anyway?

Poetry?

Revolutionary thoughts?

Mad words?

Madness?

Whatever it was it was bad news and I knew better than to get involved with someone like him. The Party didn’t want us, the people, to follow any revolutions. If we knew what was good for us, we had to behave like good sheep and obey The Party.

That night Gao came to the café and waited until my shift was over and afterwards we went to a party, somewhere in Zhongguancun. We took a bus there and we sat at the far end holding hands but barely saying a word to one another. Gao was studying engineering in Beijing and we’d been going out for the last two months, maybe three, having met at the university. His hair was always cut short and I called him Razor-Head. He had big dreams and wanted to move to Hong Kong one day, travel through Europe, too, but only once his studies were over and he had established himself somewhere else. He had designed the perfect life for himself in his head and he was following his plans carefully. So many times I felt like asking him what would happen with us but the questions I wanted to ask remained unspoken. We used one another to satisfy our sexual needs without thinking too much about tomorrow, which for him was fine because he would have a degree as a means of escape, while I had nothing, not even a dream that I hope to achieve. Truth be said, I lived for nothing, for the unknown, taking life just as it came my way, either with a smile or with sadness. Thankfully my life wasn’t that bad so there was no reason for me to complain. I’m sure there are millions like me; people who are born to work and fuck and who don’t really think too much about tomorrow or what’s to come. Are we the lucky ones because we have no dreams to follow?

When we got to the party I saw Xue Tao smoking by a corner and talking with Lin Li, a thin Chinese woman who had just recently published a book of poetry. It was also said that Lin Li liked women but I wasn’t sure if that was true or just a rumour. True, she dressed a bit manly, but she had such a pretty face and she was so doll-like. Later on someone told me that was Lin Li’s place, and what a nice place it was. The living room-bedroom was full of paintings and photographs, and there were even small paintings in the bathroom and kitchen. Copies of books by Yuan Mei, Sun Yün-feng, and Li Ching Chao were piled up in a corner of the living room, and she had works (in Japanese!) by such poets as Yosano Akiko and Ishigaki Rin, and even works by Korean poets; works by the likes of Kim Nam-ju and No Ch’ŏn-myŏng were visible too. Lin Li spoke five languages, and she’d been to Europe and the United States, while I’d been nowhere.

I guess I felt a bit awkward, even slightly embarrassed, to be there that I spent most of my time looking at the paintings and books while Gao moved around with a grin on his face.  Lin Li put on a CD by Madonna and a few minutes later Can Wu arrived with his foreign woman, together with Bo Dingsheng, a well-known dissident and artist, our Chinese Blek le Rat, and also Chen Chen, who, like Lin Li, was also a published poet. 

Everyone seemed to be having a good time and sometime during the night Chen Chen read two poems. One was called The Yellow City and the other was called Idol. The poems sounded anti-communist and someone told me they had been written by the Chinese poet Liao Yiwu. Can Wu also read a poem, something called A Tibetan Song, and it went along these lines,

Floating, I open my eyes and I see death around me.

Walking, I close my eyes because I don’t want to see the flames.

My country is dying; my people are burning...

I only heard those lines because shortly afterwards Gao pulled me aside and said, “Let’s get out of here. I don’t want any problems.”

I followed him because I too didn’t want any problems with the law. Can Wu and his friends were revolutionaries; dissidents grappling with China’s history (and deep inside I envied them for being so bold and brave), people who stated their opinions in secret (or freely, I don’t know), the kind of people who wanted to see a change in our country, a political change, more freedom of speech, better rights for everyone, equality, humanity, kindness, and even though I agreed with what they were doing, I was too scared to be a part of it.

From there we went back to Gao’s place and I spent the night there. Not a word about the party was mentioned and I didn’t saw Can Wu and his girlfriend for the next three days, but on the fourth day, the fourth day after the party at Lin Li’s place, Can came into the café on his own. As usual he had a couple of books under his arms, one by Cao Yu and the other by Yan Lianke, writers whose works I know quite well. He came to the counter and ordered a black coffee. Then he sat alone, at table 5, as he usually did, and he took out a pen from one of his trousers pockets and wrote something on a napkin. I was busy doing something so I really didn’t pay much attention to him, and he too looked to be busy with his writing and reading.

The minutes went by, ever so slowly when I’m at work, more people came into the café, and I was too busy to pay any attention to Can. Finally, when things calmed down a bit, I looked up, at table 5, where Can should have been, and he wasn’t there. I went to clear the table and I saw that he’d left a napkin behind with something written on it.

I read what he wrote,
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My mother is dead. 

You killed her with your lies; you tortured her until she could no longer breathe.

She wrote me a goodbye letter with her own blood.

She didn’t apologise for leaving me alone.

After all, she had nothing to apologise for.

She was fighting for a better country, a better future for all, including my own (future), a better future and freedom...

Freedom?

I don’t know what freedom is in this country that shows no pity for its own people.

Freedom?

Don’t make me laugh (or cry) by saying such a word.

There is no freedom here.

Only despair, followed by death.

My mother knew it; that’s why she’s dead.

Panicking, I tore the napkin to bits and threw it away. Who knows what would have happened to me had someone, especially an informant, had caught me with that? And what would I say?

Apart from being a coffee house writer, I knew then what kind of man Can Wu was, and I knew what would happen to me if I happened to be on his side. I could only be on his side in dreams, never out in the open, in this nightmare that we call reality. That day also happened to be the last time that I saw Can Wu. Rumours started to circle around that he’d been arrested and tortured, or re-educated as our authorities so nicely put it, but even though I was dying to know more about him I asked no one (about him).

One morning Gao took me to Yaowahu Park in Beigongda Road, and I saw Chen Chen there alongside Bo Dingsheng. They looked tired and as if something were troubling them, and I felt an urge to walk up to them and ask them about Can, my coffee house writer, a man I didn’t know but whose face and presence I missed, but I simply watched them as they walked on by, neither of them really paying much attention to Gao and I.

Afterwards, time went past quite quickly, as it usual does, and, thankfully, I got married to Gao. We stayed in Beijing for a while, but a year later, a year after we’d gotten married, we moved to Hong Kong where Gao had a job waiting for him. I found a job too, again at a café, and, to my surprise, one morning I saw Xue Tao entering my workplace alongside Bian Li, another Beijing resident that I sort of less knew. My first reaction when I saw her was to approach her, which I did, and ask her about Can Wu, which I did, too. At the mention of his name, Xue Tao laughed, a short, low laughter, and then she said, “What a coincidence. We were just talking about him.”

She sat by the counter, on a stool, as did Bian Li, and then she told me what happened with Can Wu. Shortly after I had last seen him, on that day at the café, he had been visited by the police at his place and was then taken away, to somewhere unknown, where he stayed for two months or more, and where he was beaten and tortured. When he was set free he kept himself out of trouble, avoiding all dissidents and protests, and his torturers were happy because it looked as if re-education had worked. But Can Wu was formulating a plan. One morning, when the police weren’t watching him, he left home and travelled to Yunnan, and from there he travelled somewhere else, being helped by other activists. He was then “smuggled” into Vietnam where he stayed for only one day, and a few days later he was in Germany, more precisely in Hamburg, where he had a woman and a job waiting for him. By what Xue Tao told me, Can Wu was indeed a writer. He wrote short stories, some shorter than one page, articles, poems, and whatever came to his mind. 

“Last time I heard from him, he told me he was thinking about moving to New York,” Xue Tao said. “He told me that now he feels like a free bird and wants to explore as much as he can.”

That night, when I got home, I went online and typed Can Wu’s name. In a matter of seconds, I was reading a story by him called A Walk. In a matter of seconds, I read the story and I felt happy inside for knowing that my coffee house writer was doing fine and writing as he always wanted to.
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The morning came and I opened my eyes. A poem that I read last night was still echoing on my mind, its words still being digested by me. The poem was Ash Wednesday by T. S. Eliot, a long poem, longer than some of the stories that I write. I stayed in bed for a few minutes listening to it all, to the silence around me. The silence was so peaceful, so calm, so precious, so needed after so many years of turbulence. In my dreams, I was still haunted by the noise of the past.

A new life was waiting for me, a new life in a new country, a country that wasn’t so “new” to me as I’ve been here for the last five months, but, nevertheless, I was still a stranger in Hamburg, still learning my way through the city.

I had recently moved into a bedroom in Landungsbrücken, a bedroom at my friend’s Mordecai apartment. He’d gone to Israel for a few months for work matters and he’d let me stay at his place rent free just as long as I looked after the place. Of course, I would have to pay the bills, but seeing that I didn’t spend that much time in the apartment unless I was writing (and I did some of my writing at the library), the bills weren’t that high. 

Mira and I were slowly drifting away due to her drug habit, which was a shame because she had helped me so much when I arrived in Germany, and now it looked as if there was nothing I could do for her. I did try to help her quit that damaging habit but it’s hard to help someone when they don’t want any help. We still kept in touch, and she even helped me to get a job at the magazine where she works, but slowly and sadly we were drifting away; our lips no longer touched and our bodies no longer joined together. 

I was still working at the restaurant in Vorsetzen, four days a week, washing dishes and doing all kinds of work, but I didn’t mind because it was a good place to work, the boss was a good man, and I had my meals there and even took some food home with me at the end of the night. The other three days, and whatever time I had off, were spent in books, reading, writing, working on my memories of China, and going for long walks. Naturally, once I got the job at the magazine I had less time off for my walks, but I needed the money, an incentive to write, and the restaurant work and the magazine provided me with both. 

I wrote the articles quite quickly in Chinese, and afterwards, due to my poor German, I wrote them slowly in German. Afterwards an editor would fix a few mistakes and my work would be shared with the German public, and months later, if not weeks later, also with the rest of Europe, which meant that, slowly, my work was being shared with the world.

I did most of my writing at Mordecai’s place, sometimes going to the library for some research (and also to lose myself amongst the works of great authors), typing it all down in an old computer that I got at some shop in Fruchtalee, and some days I would go to a café for breakfast and I would take a notebook with me where I would pen some stuff down, and it was in one of those trips that I first saw Wen La, Beijing born like me, a victim, too. Of course, back then, when I first saw her, I hadn’t a clue of who she was.

I had gone to a café in Holstenwall, not too far from the Lindner Hotel Am Michel where my friend Zuo worked. I saw her, Wen La, the moment I entered the café, and she saw me too. How could we fail not to see one another when we were the only Chinese people at the café? 

I found myself smiling at her, but she looked away and I felt a bit foolish for the situation I found myself in. I almost walked out of the café but then I thought, “What the hell? I haven’t done anything wrong,” and I went in and found a table not that far from where Wen La was sitting. I ate breakfast, drank coffee, read a few poems by Gerard Manley Hopkins, wrote a few notes down, anything to keep myself busy, but every once in a while I would look up, and I would look at that pretty Chinese woman whose name was then still unknown to me. She kept her head down for most of the time and she looked to be absorbed in whatever book she was reading. She had a pretty face, pale and so feminine, porcelain-like, but she looked to be uncomfortable in her own body, and her eyes... her eyes looked as if they were about to burst into tears at any time.

She must have stayed at the café for close to thirty minutes after I had arrived, and when she left she didn’t even look my way and I thought I would never see her again.

Outside the café, head down, she buttoned her coat. It was really cold and no one would be seen out without having the proper clothes. Then she put on her gloves and she covered her head with a furry hat. Then she was off, crossing the road slowly so as not to slip on the ice, and I watched her until she was well out of sight. I thought that would be it and that I would never see that strange woman again, but I was wrong. 

The day was cold, the sky was completely white
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