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Foreword

Twelve cases. Twelve families who learned what the rest of us would rather not know.

These stories were built from the public record — court files, police statements, and the work of journalists who kept asking after everyone else had stopped. Where the record was thin, I thickened the rooms and the weather, never the facts. The order of events, the chain of cause and effect, and the ending each case actually reached are left where they were found.

Every name in this book is invented, and a few small details have been blurred on purpose, so that no living person has to meet a neighbor's stare over a page he read.

What stays true is the part that matters: the woman who trusted the wrong man; the mother who buried a child and was then accused of killing her; the prisoner who was told his sentence had been carried out correctly.

These pages are for the people the record left behind.

About the Author

A.M. Raven holds a master's degree in psychology and has spent years studying criminal psychology — the quiet patterns behind violent acts, the choices that turn ordinary people into offenders, and the weight these stories carry for the families left behind. Raven writes suspense that feels personal rather than sensational: real cases, fictional names, and a journalist's respect for the facts underneath the fear. The guiding belief behind every page: roots that reach toward hell, leaves that touch the sky.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Younger Man

[image: ]


All characters are fictional.

Prologue

Most missing-person reports arrive at a city precinct with the exhausted ordinariness of rain. The husband did not come home. The teenager forgot to call. On the afternoon of January 25, 2019, at nearly three o'clock, a thin nineteen-year-old walked into the East District station in Tainan, Taiwan, and told the sergeant on duty that his mother had not answered her phone for thirteen days. He was Liao Kuan-yu, a college student home between classes, and his mother was Liao Wan-chen, forty-three years old, a woman who had spent half her life working the nightclub circuit. The boy expected an adult to take the report, file it, and perhaps ask a few questions.

What the police would eventually recover would outrun every fear he had allowed himself to name. His mother's white Toyota would be found a mile from home, washed and waxed, its interior stripped to brand-new seat covers and mats. Her body would be recovered from the shrubbery of a neighborhood park in seven separate pieces. Most of her internal organs would be gone, scattered by dogs. The boyfriend who said he loved her most would confess, in a taped interview, to strangling her in her own bedroom and sawing her apart in her own bathroom — and then the city's senior forensic pathologist would take the stand and dismantle every word of that confession, explaining that the woman on the morgue table had been pinned by a thumb in the throat for at least fifteen minutes, and that her killer had lied, in minute and careful detail, about how.

There was one more detail, the one that made strangers go quiet when they heard it. The bathroom where she died was not chosen at random. Twenty-nine years earlier, on the same patch of dirt, another killer had butchered a Japanese tourist and buried her bones.

Chapter One: The Unanswered Calls

KUAN-YU HAD MOVED OUT of his mother's eighth-floor unit the previous August, when he enrolled at university. He kept the old routine anyway: every weekend, dinner at the apartment on Chongming Thirteenth Street. On the morning of Saturday, January 12, 2019, he picked up his phone to tell her he was coming over that afternoon.

No answer. He tried again at noon, at three, at nearly five. His mother's LINE account showed each of his messages as unread. He told himself not to worry. Wan-chen worked the nightlife trade, and a hostess did not only pour drinks at table after table of shouting businessmen; sometimes her manager sent her out on day trips with private clients, on hostess duty for parties she could not discuss. A woman with that schedule could not always take a call.

Sunday morning he tried again. Nothing. He took a taxi to Everspring Mansion, the long beige building where his mother had rented for years. The door of the unit was closed but not bolted, the way she left it. The apartment was empty. Two things stopped him in the hallway: the bathroom light, burning for no one, and the damp floor tiles outside it, as if someone had washed them and walked off.

He called Chiang Wei-te, his mother's boyfriend of two years.

Chiang was thirty-one, soft-voiced, careful of his appearance, and he had an explanation for everything. On the evening of January 8, he told the boy, he had driven down to Kaohsiung on personal business. Wan-chen had phoned him that same evening — around six-forty, he remembered, as if he were reading from a receipt — to say she was going to Sun Moon Lake with some clients for a few days. They had not spoken since. He himself had only come back to Tainan the night before, around ten, showered in the unit, and then gone to sleep at his own mother's place. He must have forgotten the bathroom light. As for the ignored calls: did Kuan-yu not see? A woman who hosted clients for a living could hardly announce, in the middle of a working dinner, that she had a nineteen-year-old son. She was probably ducking him on purpose.

Kuan-yu looked around the apartment. His mother's favorite housecoat was gone from its hook. Her comfortable slippers were gone. Her white Toyota was not in its underground stall.

He wanted to believe the man. He had grown up on his mother's endless arguments, and anything that let him escape back to his textbooks felt like mercy. He stayed an hour and took a taxi back to campus.

On the evening of January 15 he called again. The phone was switched off.

The next afternoon, around three o'clock, a message arrived from his mother's LINE account. She was in the mountains with clients, it said; she had dropped her phone the day before; this was a friend's spare handset; she would be home once the trip ended; he should stop fretting.

Kuan-yu exhaled. For almost a week, messages kept arriving from the account — steady, cheerful updates to him and to his aunt. But the voice was wrong. The cadence was wrong. When he mentioned, deliberately, a childhood memory, the woman on the other end could not place it. He told her, in a panic, that he had been in a traffic accident. The reply came back cool and generic, unbothered. She could not even answer a question about the family's joint national-health insurance account, the coverage that linked her to her son.

On January 24 he took the bus to her nightclub and asked for her.

The manager looked at him strangely. Wan-chen had applied for a transfer to the back office more than a year ago. For twelve months she had not been sent on a single client outing. And as for where she was: nobody had seen her in nearly two weeks. The staff had been about to walk to the police station and report her missing themselves.

The next morning Kuan-yu came back to Everspring Mansion with his aunt, his mother's older sister. The building's front-desk manager remembered something useful. On January 9, 10, and 11, he had seen Wan-chen's white car going in and out of the underground garage.

She had told her son she was at Sun Moon Lake. Her car, meanwhile, had been sleeping in the building's garage, driven by someone no one could describe.

The aunt and nephew looked at each other. Then they went to the station.

Chapter Two: The Hostess

THE DETECTIVES' FIRST job was to learn who Liao Wan-chen had been.

She was a Tainan native, bright and obliging as a girl, the kind of child who polished her mother's shoes before school. Then, in her middle-school years, her family came apart — money troubles, a household turned poisonous — and her grades collapsed with it. After vocational school, urged on by a close friend, she took a job pouring drinks at a KTV parlor downtown, and within six months she had moved to one of the city's larger nightclubs as a hostess, work that ran past midnight and sometimes required out calls, private trips with clients whose names she never told anyone.

At twenty-three she became pregnant by a customer. She married him and had her son, and for a while they lived in his family's detached house in the Yongkang hills. It was a bad marriage from the first hour. Her in-laws despised what she did for a living; her mother-in-law picked at her at dinner; her husband took other women, more than once. She did not wait it out. She asked for the divorce herself, rented the Everspring unit through a colleague, and raised Kuan-yu alone.

For nearly ten years she kept house, worked, and tried, once or twice a year, to believe in love. The men who came along wanted either her bed or her cash, and over time she learned to tell the two appetites apart. She stopped imagining a second marriage. At thirty-seven she was, in the local phrase, already numb.

Then a man twelve years younger than she was moved into her life, and the numbness, against all reason, woke up.

Chapter Three: The Younger Man

CHIANG WEI-TE HAD BEEN born into money he would never spend. His grandfather had been one of Tainan's first businessmen of the 1960s, with rental properties spread across the city. His father, by every account, was a gentle-souled disaster: idle, a gambler, a drinker who came home empty and took it out on his wife. Barely after the old man's funeral, the inheritance was gone. Chiang's mother worked from dawn past midnight, and still his father smashed the furniture when he lost.

When Wei-te was in fourth grade, his mother ended it. She divorced the man and rented a cheap basement apartment in the East District for herself, her son, and her daughter, two years younger than him.

The fall from a rich man's grandson to a basement child did something permanent to the boy. He grew up silent and burning, bottomlessly insecure, the classmate the other boys circled for sport. They called him fatherless, empty-headed, a jinx. He fought and lost; he was small. In his third year of junior high, a group of them cornered him in the schoolyard, pulled his trousers down in front of everyone, and made him kneel and apologize for being born. After that he thought about quitting school. He thought, too, about dying.

Out of school he found work as a lathe operator in a screw factory in the industrial district, earning barely enough to feed himself. What he did have was his face — neat, pleasant, and, as his long string of girlfriends demonstrated, useful. In early 2013 he met a woman ten years older than himself, Hsu Shu-fang, steady and kind, and at his mother's urging they registered their marriage on New Year's Day 2016, with the banquet planned for May.

One month before the wedding, in an online chat room, he met Liao Wan-chen.

He told her he was single. He wrote to her the way a starving man writes about bread: tender, constant, incapable of fatigue. Wan-chen, whose previous boyfriends had treated her like an ATM with legs, had never met anyone like it. Inside a week she agreed to see him. The night they booked a hotel room together was the night of his wedding banquet to Shu-fang.

The affair lasted until July 2016, when Shu-fang found the messages on his social account. He wept, groveled, swore it had been one foolish evening, and she, who hated scenes, forgave him. She never told his mother. She never told Wan-chen, either — she simply took a job down in Kaohsiung and waited for her husband to grow up.

He did not grow up. He went back to Wan-chen.

In October, a quarrel turned ugly and he smashed the doors and windows of her unit. Wan-chen, furious, called his mother to demand compensation and got the whole truth at once: the man had a wife. She told his mother she would cut him off that night.

Chiang refused. He refused with the full dramatic force of which he was capable. He moved out of his marriage. He told his own mother he would kill himself if he could not have Wan-chen.

It worked. Wan-chen, moved in spite of herself, went to the old woman and said she loved the boy and hoped the family would bless them. In early 2017 Chiang moved into the Everspring unit.

Chapter Four: The Lover Behind the Door

WAN-CHEN LOVED HIM enough to remake her life for him. She took over every shared expense — the rent, the utilities, the takeout. She asked the nightclub to move her to the back office, away from the tables, and told everyone she was washing her hands of the trade. Friends said she was even trying, at her age, for a baby.

She had moved in with a hurricane wearing a cardigan.

The first beating came over a drink. Sometimes, at the manager's request, she still sat with an old customer and had a glass of wine for old times' sake. Chiang, hearing of it, said she could not bear solitude, said she was begging for company, said it at full volume, and then said it with his hands. There were other scenes, nearly every week, on the same themes.

Then she found the other women.

It was not one other woman. It was several, all of them older than he was by a decade or more, all of them divorced or alone, the pattern of a lifetime. Wan-chen confronted him. He cried, of course he cried. They were old girlfriends, he said, women he had no boundaries with, women he had never truly left — and his heart, he swore, was hers alone. He would cut them off. He promised.

She did not believe him. He would not move out. The rows grew longer and louder. It was partly because of them that her son, the year before, had chosen a rented room near campus over the apartment.

That was the household the police now had to pull apart.

Chapter Five: The Flat on Chongming Street

CHIANG'S FIRST STATEMENT, given and given again, was clean and soothing. He had gone to Kaohsiung on the eighth. She had called about a trip with clients. They had not spoken since. Lonely in her absence, he had wandered the local scenic spots for days, and had only come back to the unit on the night of the twelfth to shower before sleeping at his mother's.

The trip to Kaohsiung on the eighth was real. The six-forty phone call was real — the phone company had it on record, an outgoing call from her handset.

But a man who said he adored his girlfriend was unbearably calm for nineteen days. A man who was merely away on business could not recite, on his second day of questioning, his movements of January 8 down to the minute. And the nightclub, the police confirmed, had not sent Wan-chen on any trip for a full year. Why did her boyfriend insist she had gone with clients?

Under pressure, Chiang rewrote the evening of January 8. He came home around ten, he now said. They fought about her job. He slapped her, several times, in a temper. He immediately saw his mistake and apologized, over and over. She would not listen. She took the car and drove off that night. After that, nothing. He supposed she was avoiding his calls out of fear, and had switched off her phone on the fifteenth. The LINE messages on the sixteenth were hers — a face-saving note so her family would not make a scene. As for her car seen in the garage on the ninth, tenth, and eleventh: she must have sneaked back by herself, when no cameras watched, to collect a few things. And he had hidden the beating at the start because it was shameful, because her sister had already urged her to leave him, and he did not want to lose her.

The detectives let him finish, and then they listed the holes in his story, one by one.

First, the phone records. After seven o'clock on the evening of January 8, Chiang had never once dialed her number — not an answered call, not a missed one, not even a redial. A man who had just struck the woman he claimed to adore, who was pleading forgiveness and begging her to stay, who watched her drive off into the night: not one phone call, in seventeen days?

Second, the building's security guard. Lai Kun-mu had kept the front desk for years and had the kind of memory that comes from seeing the same faces every night. On the evening of January 9, around ten, he had personally handed Chiang a receipt for the monthly management fee, just over NT$3,000. On January 10 he had watched Chiang ride his motorcycle into the building's courtyard. On the twelfth, he said? No. The man had been home long before then.

Third, Chiang's mother. The old woman still hated him for divorcing Shu-fang; by his own account he only dared visit when she and his sister were out at work. So why, on the night of January 12, had he suddenly turned up at his mother's door at all? Why shower in the unit and refuse to sleep in it?

They had no forensic evidence yet. They let him go. They asked every patrol car in the district to watch for the white Toyota.

Chapter Six: The Clean Car

ON THE MORNING OF FEBRUARY 1, at nine o'clock, a cruiser found it. The car was parked at the intersection of two side roads, about a mile from Everspring Mansion.

Kuan-yu, brought to identify it, looked through the window and said, in a voice he did not recognize, "My mother is dead."

He knew her car. She never washed it. The back seat was a swamp of handbags, crumpled tissues, magazines, sweaters she had meant to fold. This car glowed. It had been washed and waxed. Every personal object was gone. The floor mats, the seat covers, the steering-wheel wrap were brand-new.

The surveillance tapes told the rest. On the evening of January 17, at seven-twelve, the car had pulled out of a hand car wash on Chongde Road and, seven minutes later, turned into the spot where the patrolmen now found it. The wash shop's camera, run back two days, showed a thin man in black, glasses on, driving the car in at two-forty on the afternoon of January 16. He had asked for a wash, a wax, and the replacement of every fabric surface in the cabin. The owner looked at a photograph. The man was Chiang Wei-te.

Now the detectives considered the apartment. If Wan-chen had been killed and cut up anywhere, it was in that unit — it had to be. But every search of the unit found it spotless, swept and polished, with no sign of a struggle. Wan-chen had never cooked; she employed a cleaning woman; there was no detergent in the cupboard, no mop, no kitchen knife in the drawer. If a man had killed her there and cleaned up afterward, he would have had to buy every tool for the job. He would have bought them nearby.

The discount store six hundred meters from the building kept its camera by the entrance. On the morning of January 9, at eight-twenty-four, a man in the same black jacket, white motorcycle helmet on his head, a black shoulder bag on his shoulder, walked in and bought: one roll of heavy black garbage bags, four bottles of bathroom cleanser, one scrub brush, and a steel hacksaw with a yellow plastic handle.

The store manager confirmed it. The police arrested Chiang that afternoon.

At first he smiled and denied, settling into the interview room like a guest on a talk show. The detectives laid the receipts, the tapes, the car-wash photographs on the table one at a time. Around the third exhibit, his hands began to shake. For more than ten minutes he said nothing. Then he told them everything.

Chapter Seven: The Confession

HIS VERSION, RECORDED and later repeated in court, was this.

On the evening of January 8, at six-forty, she called him in Kaohsiung and asked whether he would come home to sleep. He got back to the unit around ten. Within half an hour she mentioned, brightly, that the next day she was leaving with an old client for a trip.

Something in him snapped. He ordered her to call the client and cancel, and to hand in her notice at the club that night.

She stared. For fifteen years that job had put her son through school. She paid every bill in the apartment. She was not going to retire on command.

They fought through the living room, shoving, into the bedroom. She was finished with him, she said — finished with the beatings, finished with the lies. She mocked him, then: the great man who was afraid to sleep in his own mother's house. She told him to get out.

He put his left arm around her neck from behind, he said, and pinned her onto the bed. Three minutes, he said. Maybe four. When her hands fell to her sides he let go. Ten minutes later she had no pulse and no breath. In a panic he took the charging cable from her drawer and looped it twice around her neck.

It was near midnight. The building's front desk had a live guard; no one moved a body out at that hour. He pushed the corpse under the bed, went to his side, and slept.

At seven he woke and made his plan. A whole body was too much. He rode his motorcycle to the discount store and bought the bags, the cleanser, the saw. At nine-ten he dragged her into the bathroom off the living room and set to work. Around lunchtime he had divided her into seven pieces. He packed the pieces into three bags — two heavy black ones, one small red one from her drawer — nested the bags inside two of her clear plastic storage boxes, and covered them over with her own clothes.

At one he ate a cold boxed meal from the refrigerator, then went to work with the cleanser, the brush, and her bath sponge, washing the bathroom floor and the stains the body had left on the way. He bundled the saw, the clothes he had worn, and the scrubbing tools into one more black bag and dropped it down the building's trash chute.

Then he carried the two boxes down to her white Toyota and drove to the neighborhood park, the green square ten minutes from the apartment. It was full of strollers and dog walkers; he could not use the shrubbery in daylight. He parked on a side lane, walked back to the unit, and moved a suitcase of his own things to the home of a woman named Kuo Mei-yun, a forty-four-year-old single mother he had been seeing on the side. At ten that night he walked to the front desk, paid his NT$3,000 to the guard, and went on into the park. He meant to dig a hole. A couple walked past on the path, and in the end he simply dropped the three bags in the bushes and left the boxes, with her clothes, in his trunk. Around midnight he tossed the boxes into the bin at his mother's housing complex and spent the night at Mei-yun's. In the days that followed he returned to the unit several times to strip the bed and change the sheets. When the boy's calls became impossible, he smashed her phone on the fifteenth and threw it near the park. On the sixteenth he drove her car to the wash and logged into her LINE to write her family the good-news messages.

On February 2, the police walked him through the park. They recovered the smashed handset, the SIM card, and the three bags. Inside them, most of her internal organs were gone, except a trace in the pelvic cavity; some bones had pushed through the plastic. Stray dogs, the investigators said.

Chapter Eight: The Doctor's Thumb

THE DEFENSE CALLED it manslaughter. The killing, they argued, was a single gust of rage: she had insulted his family; he had been unable to control himself; there had been no plan; he had used no weapon; it had lasted three or five minutes; a man who strangles for three minutes does not mean murder.

The court's forensic pathologist, Dr. Shen Kuo-jung, had read the autopsy and answered without raising his voice.

The dead woman's hyoid bone, the tiny wishbone-like structure above the voice box, was fractured on the right side. Such an injury, the doctor explained, does not happen by accident, and it does not happen from an arm looped around the neck from behind. That grip spreads its force wide; if it breaks anything, it breaks the thyroid cartilage. A fractured hyoid is the signature of a frontal attack, of a thumb driven into the throat with everything the attacker has.

Could an arm hooked around the neck from behind, the prosecutor asked, conceivably do it?

Almost never, the doctor said. And even if it could — the fracture told him the pressure had been held, with that terrible concentration, for at least fifteen minutes. Neck compression, he told the judge flatly, takes fifteen to eighteen minutes to kill a grown woman. Three or five minutes does not kill her at all.

What about the charging cable? he was asked. Bare hands and a wire were two different stories.

No, the doctor said. She was already dead when the hands let go.

The defense tried one last move. Their client was left-handed. During the dismemberment, they suggested, he must have pressed his right thumb onto the throat to steady the body on the bathroom floor — perhaps, in the chaos, fracturing the tiny bone long after she was dead.

The doctor's written reply to the judge was clinical and final. The victim's head, chest, and upper abdomen had been removed as a single connected piece. There was no reason to lean on that one minuscule spot, hidden above the thyroid cartilage, while sawing through a torso. The hyoid fracture was, in the textbooks, the mark of manual strangulation — and manual strangulation, the textbooks also said, took fifteen minutes to end a life.

The court convicted him of murder and of abandoning a corpse. It gave him life in prison, and permanent loss of civil rights. He had no record, the judges said. He had shown remorse. There was hope for him yet.

Epilogue: The Dead Tree

WAN-CHEN'S RELATIVES never believed the fight was about a client's trip. The club had sent her nowhere for a year, and the old customer Chiang had described was a man no one in the business had ever met. The family's theory was simpler, and crueler: in late December 2018, Chiang had posed for a photograph with Mei-yun's little boy, and two days before the murder Mei-yun had posted it online, captioned with a happy line about the two men in her life. Wan-chen, they believed, had seen the photo, called him home, and told him it was over.

There was one more ghost in the case, and it was the one the newspapers could not stop writing about.

In April 1990, a Japanese university student named Emiko Tanaka had flown to Taiwan for a holiday. On her seventh day in the country, a man met her at a Kaohsiung station and drove her around for the day. The next morning he killed her, cut off her head, and scattered the remains across the city. Arrested the following year, he confessed where he had put her body: an empty plot of ground on Chongming Thirteenth Street, in a clump of weeds under a dead tree. Police dug up more than a hundred fragments of her bones beneath that root. Her head, carried off with the trash, was never found.

Two years later, a developer bought the plot. He built an eight-story apartment house with fifty units. He called it Everspring Mansion.

The dead tree had stood at the entrance to the building's underground parking, beside the right wall. Directly above it — two floors above the root, on
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