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Chapter 1: The Assembly
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On September 27, 2017, I went on a business trip to Gemà Village on my boss's assignment. I was traveling alone, and once I arrived, a documentary director I had never met was supposed to pick me up.

At 6:10 in the morning, I caught the earliest city-to-rural bus, and after an hour and a half, I reached Lingyang Town. Outside the station, I asked the baozi shop owner for directions, but his explanation was muddled and hard to follow. The place names were unfamiliar—understanding them wouldn't have helped anyway. The owner gestured for a while trying to explain. Feeling bad, I bought two baozi even though I wasn’t hungry.

I got into a taxi and dozed off. I heard pebbles popping under the tires, hitting the undercarriage. The car slowed suddenly. A gap in the roadside trees, about five or six meters wide, revealed a concrete yard—glaring and painfully bright.

“We’re here—” the driver exhaled like he was releasing qi.

Several sedans were parked in the yard. Behind them stood a large single-story building, its sign painted in red calligraphy: Gemà Village Auditorium.

The road was bone-dry, and the dust kicked up by the tires hadn’t fully settled. I opened the car door, grabbed my backpack, and headed toward the building. To avoid looking childish, I looped both backpack straps over one shoulder. Inside was a seven-pound laptop with chipped edges—left behind by the last editor.

I was supposed to arrive at eight. Clearly, no one had considered my commute—probably hadn’t considered me at all. The auditorium’s main door was half open, not in a way that seemed to welcome someone, more like for ventilation. And I was already fifteen minutes late.

The building was about the size of a basketball court. The sunlight was so intense the rows of windows looked pitch black—I couldn’t see a thing inside. I hoped people weren’t settled yet, maybe chatting in small groups, pouring tea. That way, I could slip in without drawing too much attention.

But the reality was the opposite. Everyone turned to look at me. The middle-aged man speaking from the stage froze mid-sentence, his hand suspended in the air.

The most graceful move now would be to scan the room for a familiar face, give a nod or wave, proving I belonged. But I didn’t recognize anyone—something I already knew. I hunched down and sneaked to the back row like a thief, taking a seat by the aisle.

“Uh... the internet is... also a channel. We all use it daily—it’s a good thing. We shouldn’t be biased against online videos. There are some high-quality, serious, well-organized, and valuable ones, right?”

The middle-aged man resumed, hesitating again after “uh...” as if chasing after me with his eyes, trying to recall what he was saying. A cold sweat broke out on my temple. He was in a sharp suit, hair thick and glossy with styling product, his sentences coming in half-measures. Definitely a leader type. The final “right?” was directed at the elderly man beside him, who nodded with great enthusiasm, his whole upper body wobbling with his head.

“Since we have this opportunity, everyone should get involved. The city recently emphasized the importance of protecting minors. It’s something worth raising awareness about. I think this documentary will be meaningful.”

The hall was smaller than I’d imagined, with offices and restrooms on the north side. Around thirty people sat below the stage. The front rows were more clustered; the back rows, scattered. Everyone was plainly dressed, older, faces tight, eyes downcast. No one seemed interested in the leader’s speech.

Besides the middle-aged man and the elderly one, two others sat at the table on stage—a man and a woman. The woman was genuinely young; the man looked young only in comparison to the rest of the room.

My phone buzzed. Instinct told me to check it immediately. It was a WeChat message from someone named Church Chen—the documentary director.

“Come up front.”

I looked up and met the eyes of the man I’d just confirmed was Church Chen. He gestured with his chin. I tiptoed to the stage and sat where he indicated.

The seat was on the far left. Between us sat the genuinely young woman. She turned to me with a soft smile, a pleasant fragrance wafting over. In front of me stood a microphone—I dreaded the possibility of being asked to speak. These two factors scattered my attention, and by the time I tuned back in, it was Church Chen who was speaking.

“Thank you all for coming, and thanks to Station Chief Wang and Village Chief Tan for organizing this. I’m a documentary director. My name is Church Chen. These two are members of the production team. Over the coming period, we’ll be working with you to complete the filming.”

As Chen said “these two,” the young woman nodded politely to the audience. I thought she was about to stand and bow, so I hastily followed suit. My chair squeaked loudly as I half-rose, only to realize she was still seated. I quickly sat back down. The whole motion, in sequence, looked like I’d let out a huge, silent fart. My face flushed red to the tip of my nose. I braced for laughter—but the audience only glanced up, indifferent, momentarily distracted by the noise.

Chen cleared his throat and continued explaining the interview process. He looked about thirty-five or thirty-six, with fluffy, slightly curly hair and a patchy shave. Over his white shirt, he wore a dark green canvas vest with four pockets, giving his thin frame a bit more substance. His voice was deep and resonant, oddly at odds with his long, narrow face.

“A documentary, at its core, is about capturing people and events truthfully. No acting is needed. The main format is interviews—in plain terms, it’s just chatting. You’ll be talking with this young lady, not me. As for locations, we’ll try to use spaces you’re comfortable with—like your own homes. That way, things feel natural. Just pretend the camera isn’t there.”

Now I was feeling burdened. Why gather the whole village for some interviews? Were we going to talk to everyone, one by one? That would take forever. What confused me more was: why did they need me, the editor, for the early filming?

Last night I asked my boss if we had to edit the footage on the spot. He dodged the question and just said it was a good opportunity, told me to make the most of it. I think he thought I didn’t want the job. But I just wanted to understand what I was walking into so I could be mentally prepared. I’m the type who panics easily. I like to be prepared.

The company I worked for was just a small wedding video studio—no real growth prospects—but I didn’t have the guts to say no to my boss. Complaining about the hardship of a business trip wasn’t a valid excuse.

“The director’s a friend of mine. Good guy. Just follow their lead when you get there. Nothing to worry about, Menghui. You’re a grown man—what can they do to you?”

As if being a woman would’ve changed his mind.

“Their editor had a car accident this afternoon—broke his leg. They need someone to fill in. Everything’s already scheduled; no delays allowed.”

“He didn’t break it because of the shoot, right?”

“Of course not. What are you thinking? If that were the case, it would’ve been the cameraman, not the editor.”

“Fair point.”

“Filming officially starts tomorrow. It’s a cultural documentary—probably something about intangible heritage.”

The word “documentary” mixed a touch of anticipation into my unease. Even a fabricated story was better than editing lovey-dovey wedding clips all day.

My boss shared the director’s WeChat contact, and I added him. Church Chen sent me the meeting time and location, then nothing more.

The atmosphere in the hall was undeniably strange—nothing like what a project kickoff meeting should feel like. Passion on stage, gloom below. Judging by appearances, the middle-aged man was Station Chief Wang, and the gray-haired elder was Village Chief Tan. Church Chen had mentioned “mobilization,” which meant Wang had probably been invited to rally the villagers—suggesting they were reluctant participants. Tan likely opened with project details and a call for cooperation. Wang then followed with a motivational speech, and finally, Chen offered a professional angle to ease concerns. That’s how I pieced together the missing fifteen minutes I’d missed. Tan's speech was already over when I arrived, leaving me in the dark.

“How we shoot and record—those details can wait until it starts.” A woman in the front row cut in. “Sorry, I just want to say a few words.”

“Please do, Director Su,” Tan said quickly.

Director Su was broad-shouldered and thick-waisted, her chin buried in her neck. She rose with the help of the armrest, her head and body turning in unison.

“Our village, Gemà, is tucked away in a remote corner—mountains behind, sea in front. Traffic’s poor, and the economy’s never been great. Even the resort business is getting worse year after year. But at the very least, our politics and conduct have never had issues. Everyone’s diligent, united, and our public order—well, we don’t even have petty theft...”

She sighed and turned her gaze back to the stage.

“Except for what happened to Ying, there’s nothing else to blemish us. As the saying goes, shameful family matters shouldn’t be aired in public. If we talk about this—and put it online—Village Chief Tan, don’t you think... maybe we should reconsider?”

Her words rippled through the room. A man with a high-pitched voice added, “That whole incident threw the village into chaos. The police barely managed to keep the reporters away... After all these years, the dust’s finally settled. But reopening the wound now—it’s like tearing off the scab.”

“I understand,” Tan replied slowly. “Director Su has a point, and I get where Captain Liu’s coming from too. That’s probably what everyone here is most worried about. Secretary Bai and I have discussed it at length and wanted to hear everyone’s thoughts. Secretary Bai went to the county yesterday and hasn’t returned, but he’s already brought it up with the county leadership.”

He looked at Station Chief Wang, who nodded to show he was aware.

“We might try viewing this from another angle. How many criminal cases does Lingyang Town have in a year? Last year alone, there were 138. Let’s say half get solved. That leaves sixty-nine unsolved cases, year after year. Among them are children, like Ying, who are never found.”
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The village chief announced the meeting was over, but no one made a move to leave. Someone whispered something to Director Su, and the others followed, crowding around her.

There was a small side door next to the stage. The six of us on stage filed out in a line. I was at the very end, backpack slung over my shoulder, just behind Church Chen’s female assistant—who, I suppose, was now also my coworker.

Outside, in the open lot, Village Chief Tan and Station Chief Wang were shaking hands, their right hands clasped like they couldn’t be pried apart—talking, nodding, swaying. Church Chen accepted a cigarette from Ying’s father, and the two started chatting while they smoked. That left me and the female assistant as the natural fallback conversation pair.

She wore a light gray crewneck sweatshirt, cropped jeans, and white sneakers. Her hair was tied up casually, yet every loose strand looked artfully placed, perfectly messy. She also carried a backpack, smaller than mine—reddish-brown leather. I squinted up at the late September sky and casually moved closer to her.

Suddenly, a hand shot into my line of sight, pointing into the distance.

“See that?” she spoke first.

“Huh? What?”

“There. Between the mountain and the sea.”

“Shan Hai Jing?”

“No—the hotel. The Mountain & Sea Resort Hotel.”

I followed her finger. Behind the village, a low mountain stretched across the landscape. On its eastern slope, emerging from the hazy dust, stood a massive trapezoid structure.

“That’s a hotel? I thought it was a water tower for some chemical plant.”

This was my first time seeing the thing—definitely hadn’t noticed it on the way in. So claiming I had mistaken it before wasn’t quite honest. I was just trying to make her laugh. It didn’t work.

“You’re not from around here?”

“Sort of. I live in the city.”

“Then how could you not know about Mountain & Sea?”

“I’ve heard of the hotel, just didn’t know that’s what it was called.”

On the far eastern edge of Qianguai City, by the shores of Hangzhou Bay, stood a luxury hotel that, when it was built, was more lavish than any five-star establishment in the entire city. That much was common knowledge.

“That place was built thirteen years ago.”

“Oh...” I wondered whether construction from thirteen years ago would be considered structurally outdated now.

“Back then, top hotels were all in commercial hubs. Building one in the mountains, doing resorts or homestays—that only became trendy in recent years. It was pretty ahead of its time.”

“Very forward-thinking,” I said.

She gave a half-smile and shook her head. “The hotel gives off a cold vibe. Business doesn’t seem great.”

“...Have you stayed there?”

“No. There are tons of photos online. The outer walls are white, and the interiors use a lot of white too. The furniture is super minimal.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Do you like it? Hey—how much travel allowance are you getting?” She suddenly leaned in, eyes blinking mischievously. “How much per day?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Let’s stay there. At Mountain & Sea.” She pointed east again.

Just then, my phone rang. It was Alva Richard calling. I kind of wanted to continue the conversation, but if I didn’t answer Alva Richard’s call, there’d be consequences.

I walked under a tree and picked up, lowering my voice like someone waking their partner in the middle of the night. “Hey...”

“Come down.”

Those three words were Alva Richard’s daily morning greeting. She’d buy breakfast, drive to my office, call me down, and the two of us would eat in the car. Unless she slept until afternoon, this routine was as constant as sunrise.

“I’m... on a business trip.”

“Business trip?” she was stunned, her tone rising like a balloon. “Where to?”

“Gemà Village.”

“Someone getting married there? No, wait—you’re an editor. Why’d they take you?”

“Beats me. Oh—it’s not a wedding.”

I gave her a very brief summary. So brief, in fact, that she seemed confused.

“So sudden? You didn’t even tell me.”

I explained that I got the assignment near midnight, so I hadn’t had a chance to let her know.

“Pfft. A documentary, huh. Look at you getting all serious. When are you coming back?”

“Hard to say.”

“Then what about your breakfast?”

What kind of question was that? If it’s edible, eat it; if not, toss it. But Alva Richard had this habit of speaking in a spoiled tone, like she expected me to travel 60 kilometers back just to gnaw on a baozi. I had no choice but to say, “Save it for me.”

From the assistant’s earlier suggestion, it seemed clear they were planning to stay overnight—regardless of where. I had a hunch this job would last three to five days. If I told Alva Richard that, she might actually show up and drag me home.

To be honest, Alva Richard was good to me. She made sure breakfast was different every day. Sometimes she’d even drive to the next town to pick up Shandong-style crepes. The problem was her unpredictable timing. Sometimes she showed up before I reached the office; other times, I was already out for lunch. This made my mornings distracted. I wasn’t excited to see her or anything—we never did more than eat and chat in the car. But knowing something might happen, without knowing when, made me uneasy.

“I’ve gotta go. The director’s calling me,” I lied.

As I said it, someone really did shout my name. I turned around, and the lie became true. The lot had emptied out—just two cars left with engines running. Church Chen was waving from the back of an SUV. I jogged over and climbed into the rear seat. The car jerked forward before I even shut the door.

“Bishop Johnson has to sign a document at his office. We’ll head there first and start work once he’s done,” Church Chen said cheerfully, tapping the steering wheel with his index finger.

I swallowed the “Hello, Director Chen” I was about to say and asked instead, “Are we starting interviews today?”

“Of course! Strike while the iron’s hot. If we wait, those old folks might change their minds.”

The window was open, and wind roared inside. Church Chen had to shout to be heard. The car was old—dull upholstery, a loud engine. The assistant, Xiaoxi, sat in the front passenger seat, reading a document. Her hair danced wildly in the wind. I admired her focus. She seemed like a completely different person from the girl who’d suggested staying at Mountain & Sea.

Ying’s father led the way in a black Mercedes. On either side of the country road, golden rice stalks stretched endlessly like a glowing carpet, the shadows of drifting clouds gliding over them.

“Director Chen, what should I be doing?”

“What?”

“For the shoot—” I raised my voice. “What do you want me to do?”

“Observe.”

“Observe...”

“Feel the scene. A lot of editors can’t cut good material because they weren’t there. Feel it. Get it?” Chen turned to me, showing a shadowy blue beard. He held up his index finger, pointing at the roof as if “feel” were written on his nail. “If you’re just working from raw footage, you’re a viewer. You only see what the camera sees. But some feelings can only be conveyed by being physically present. That’s one. Second, after each shoot, help me transcribe the interviews.”

“Transcribe?” I glanced toward Xiaoxi. Chen noticed—he had wide eyes and a narrow face, his peripheral vision was probably huge.

“Not that. What Xiaoxi has is just a list of questions. After your first rough cut each day, I want every word of the interviews written down, formatted into a document. Not a single word missing. I need it that same night. I’ll use it to decide if we need follow-up interviews. Got it?”

Got it. That’s my real job. All that talk about “feeling the scene” was just fluff. I had been debating whether to confess I was a novice editor who might not meet expectations—but now I didn’t need to worry.

Watching video to confirm content is time-consuming and hard to scan. A transcript makes everything more efficient. I was just here to save the director time. The actual editing would likely be done after filming by someone else. When Chen asked my boss for help, he probably didn’t specify “editor.” My boss recommended me because I was easy to boss around—whether I was an editor or not didn’t matter.

The two cars turned onto the county road, retracing the route I had taken earlier by taxi. Ying’s father’s factory must be in Lingyang Town.

“Director Chen, this case you’re documenting—it happened years ago, right?”

“Not a case. A record. Cases are for the police.” Chen flicked the back of Xiaoxi’s arm and nodded toward the glove compartment. “That—show him.”

Xiaoxi pulled out a magazine and handed it to me. “Here. Page seven.”

The magazine was called HeartWorld. It was worn out, the spine frayed at both ends. The top right corner read “2008.02, First Issue.” A half-monthly or ten-day periodical from nine years ago. I flipped to page seven.

“Traces in the Snow – Searching for the Missing Girl from Gemà Village.” Below the title was a half-page photo.

In the photo, a group of people stood outside a villa at night, including two uniformed officers. A woman was in the center, hunched and distraught. The picture was taken from a second or third floor across the yard, at just the right height to capture the villa’s lit-up living room and kitchen windows. The officers leaned in, trying to comfort her. You could see her breath in the cold air. Snow blanketed the roof and courtyard.

Below was a half-length photo of a girl. She wore a white puffer jacket, her round face framed by neat bangs. Her big eyes sparkled. This was Ying. Hearing her father earlier hadn’t stirred much in me, but seeing this photo now—it made me genuinely sad.

“Jin Ying, ten years old, 1.3 meters tall, round face, fair skin. Disappeared around 8 p.m. on January 21 of this year in the residential area of Gemà Village, Lingyang Town. Anyone with information, please contact the Lingyang police or her family. Substantial reward.”

That was the caption under her photo, followed by two phone numbers.

The article briefly summarized her last known whereabouts: after school that day, she had dinner at a classmate’s house, then left alone around 7:30. She was never seen again. The classmate and the classmate’s mother were the last people to see her.

Letting a ten-year-old walk home alone in the snow—what was that mother thinking? But this was 2008. Even in cities, traffic was light. If, as Director Su claimed, Gemà Village was peaceful and safe, maybe it made sense.

I turned the page, expecting more. But the next was a completely different story.

The pagination was sequential, and the binding wasn’t torn. That short summary was the full article.

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, just a missing persons notice,” Xiaoxi answered.

“Huh... Feels like she just got lost. Doesn’t seem like there was a crime.”

“There wasn’t a case. And if there’s no case, it’s like it never happened.”

“Right... Did it really snow that much here?”

“Two major events happened in 2008—the Wenchuan earthquake and the southern snow disaster. How old were you back then?”

“Ten... no, sixteen.”

“Still a blur, huh? No wonder you don’t remember.” She seemed to think “blur” implied poor memory.

“‘Traces in the Snow...’” I murmured, reading the bold headline aloud.

“Sounds a little odd, doesn’t it?” Xiaoxi turned to look at me.

“Traces? Of what?”

“Footprints.”

“Jin Ying’s footprints?”

“We’re here,” said Church Chen, turning the wheel as we followed Bishop Johnson’s car through a slowly retracting electric gate.
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As soon as the car stopped, Church Chen’s phone rang. He answered while opening the trunk, pointed to the gear inside, then pointed to me.

Bishop Johnson’s office was on the second floor. I carried a microphone in my left hand, a camera with a tripod and two soft lights slung over my right shoulder, and my backpack—containing that antique laptop—on my back. Xiaoxi offered to help, but by then I was already tangled in cords and just waved her off with exaggerated bravado.

It was a second floor, sure, but the hallway was absurdly long. Every boss, it seems, prefers to bunker down in the deepest corner, even if it means fleeing becomes a nightmare in a fire or earthquake. I was short of breath by the time we made it to the office.

My company sometimes shoots corporate videos, and office shots are always essential. From what I’d seen, this office wasn’t especially large, but it had that unmistakable old-school, wannabe-elegant look: dark brown furniture and flooring, black leather sofas, a scroll with “The Highest Virtue Is Like Water” hanging on the back wall, and beneath it, three blue-and-white porcelain plates propped up in a row.

Bishop Johnson offered me a cigarette. I quickly declined, saying I didn’t smoke.

Church Chen was still out in the hall, loudly dealing with a phone call—sounded like someone who gave him a massive headache but whom he couldn’t afford to offend. He kept bowing toward the wall as if he owed a fortune.

A lightly made-up woman entered, walked straight to the coffee table, and flipped on the kettle. Then she carefully arranged the teacups. When the purple clay cups tapped against each other, the sound was light and crisp. Her long wavy hair spilled down her back, her pink trumpet skirt flared out at the bottom but clung tightly to her hips, showing off her curves. As she bent forward, it was hard to look away—even Xiaoxi seemed a little stunned.

Bishop Johnson whispered something to her; she leaned in to whisper back. Their heads nearly touched as they spoke, each gazing over the other’s shoulder.

“You two take a break, I’ll be back soon,” Jin said with a quick glance toward us, then stepped out.

“Come have some tea,” the woman smiled at me. Up close, she looked about thirty-something. Probably his secretary, not his wife.

Xiaoxi thanked her and took a seat on the sofa. I followed suit. The teacups were only slightly bigger than a chess piece—barely a sip before they were empty. The secretary topped mine off again.

“Boss Jin always keeps people waiting, honestly...”

“No rush, it’s still early,” said Xiaoxi.

“You two came straight from the city this morning, right? Filming must be exhausting. Still, it’s a job most people envy.”

“It’s not too bad.” Xiaoxi found herself sipping tea again.

“Boss Jin went completely gray over his daughter. It wasn’t until last year that he started getting back to work,” the secretary said, lifting the kettle high above Xiaoxi’s cup. The water trickled down in a thin, steady stream, bubbling softly, not a drop spilled. “It’s been tough on him.”

“That must’ve been... really difficult.”

I noticed Xiaoxi wasn’t very good at small talk, and figured I should jump in.

“Boss Jin wants to give it one more try. Even if there’s little hope, it means a lot to him. Even if the documentary doesn’t gain traction, at least he’ll feel he’s done everything he could. Sorry in advance for all the trouble we’ll be causing.”

The secretary rested her hands in front of her waist and gave a faint, formal bow.

“Don’t worry, we’ll give it our all!” I jumped in loudly before Xiaoxi could respond.

She shot me a look. “We’ll do our best to make sure as many people as possible see it.”

“If Ying were still here, she’d be nineteen by now...” The secretary gazed out the window. “I’d like to think... if the culprit still has a shred of humanity, they won’t sleep easy after watching this.”

“Well then, I’ll leave you to get ready. Let’s have a quick lunch later.” Maybe she sensed we’d run out of conversation. She rose and walked out of the office.

I let out a quiet sigh. Xiaoxi pulled out a script and kept reading, the wind-swept mess in her hair still visible.

“You’re not putting on makeup?” I asked.

Xiaoxi looked up, confused, still mentally in the script.

“I mean, with a face like yours, you don’t really need to,” I added.

“What do you mean ‘a face like mine’? I’m not on camera. The final cut will only show the interviewees. No me, not even my voice.”

“No questions? Only answers?”

“Exactly. So your editing job won’t be that easy.” Now that she was talking to me, her tone became much more natural.

This setup did make for tighter pacing—you could splice between responses with visuals. But if the exchange was too rapid, if the interviewee only answered two or three lines each time, it would be hard to maintain flow. No amount of good footage could save a choppy cut. So yes, editing mattered, but Xiaoxi’s questions were equally important. She had to give the subject enough space to speak.

“So, wouldn’t it be easier to just read from the script when you ask questions?”

“No way! People can totally tell. The mood would crash immediately.”

“True. Did you write the script?”

“Of course not. Now go get everything set up.”

She was starting to lose patience.

I set up the three tripods, plugged in the soft lights and microphone. Then I noticed the camera. It looked like a Canon DSLR, but with a bizarre mod—two parallel metal bars screwed into the panel, forming a five- or six-centimeter slot that blocked several buttons.

Church Chen walked in just then, having finally finished his call. He was rubbing his hands excitedly. He spotted a glass on the coffee table, picked it up, and took a sip. He paced in front of the sofa, scanned the room, then loitered by the bookshelf for a while. After a few rounds of this, he grabbed the camera, aimed it at the desk, then pulled out his phone and slid it into the gap between the metal bars.

“So that’s what it is,” I muttered, suddenly understanding. “You’re using the camera lens and sensor, but the phone as the monitor.”

“On the surface, sure.”

“...And in reality?”

“In reality, we’re just filming with the phone. The camera’s a prop.” Chen flicked the camera with his finger, then shifted the phone slightly to reveal its lens.

“Why?”

“Come on. We can’t just point a phone at someone—it looks unprofessional. Today’s phones shoot just fine, but there's no need to explain all that. Don’t just stand there—draw the curtains. Quick.”

I glanced at Xiaoxi. She rolled her eyes and stuck out her lower lip.

The sunlight outside was strong. Even with the curtains shut, it still affected the lighting. Chen had me sit in the desk chair and used me as a stand-in to test light angles, adjusting the softboxes over and over.

Fifteen minutes later, Bishop Johnson returned. He’d changed into an almost pitch-black suit, his hair neatly combed. The gray streaks at his temples now seemed even brighter. Chen had him sit behind his desk. The microphone was already in place. Xiaoxi came over and took a seat across from him. Chen stood to their left by the camera setup. I sat on the sofa by the window to the right, suddenly feeling awkward with empty hands, so I pulled out a notebook and held it in my lap.

The “camera”—or phone, rather—emitted a beep. Recording had begun.

“Mr. Jin, we hope to keep the tone natural and conversational. Please don’t feel pressured. Sit comfortably, have some tea if you like, but we’d prefer no smoking on camera. There’s no rush to answer, and you’re free to skip any question.”

Xiaoxi’s voice trembled slightly, her words a bit too fast. She must’ve memorized that intro line for line. She told him not to be stiff, but her posture was straight as a rod. I had a feeling this was her first time doing this.

“If you're feeling nervous or the mood isn’t right, we can start with something lighter—like an intro about yourself or your company, whatever you like.”

“No need. I’ve been preparing for this for a long time.”

Xiaoxi nodded and began. “When was the last time you saw your daughter, Jin Ying?”

“January 20, 2008—the day before she disappeared. I came home for dinner that night. I was tired and went to bed early.”

“What was she doing that day? How was her mood?”

“She was doing homework. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Mm.”

“The police asked the same thing. They thought maybe she ran away. Looking for warning signs. But neither her mother nor I believe that.”

“Can you describe your daughter?”

“She was obedient. A bit introverted.”

“What were her hobbies?”

“She loved traveling—though that might not have been real love. She also liked making up stories for her dolls.”

“Stories?”

“Yeah... like a prince defeating a demon and saving a princess. She gave each doll a role and wrote dialogues—really organized ones. I used to listen at her door. Her stories were surprisingly intricate, like a puppet show. One round could take over an hour. Once, I walked in pretending to be curious. She got embarrassed, and after that, she always closed her door before playing.”

Xiaoxi chuckled softly. “Did she have any special talents?”

“Talents... She could eat fish by the time she was two. Not sure that counts.”

“That’s pretty impressive. Most kids can’t manage that. Anything else?”

“She was probably sensitive to color. He suggested she learn to paint.”

“He” meaning... Senior Jacob?”

Bishop Johnson’s jaw clenched slightly. “Yes. Senior Jacob. He was her private tutor, as you probably know.”

“We’ve heard a bit.”

“My wife arranged it. I never met him before he started coming to our house. Later, when her grades didn’t improve, we let him go. He was around for seven, eight months.”

“Do you still believe he had something to do with Jin Ying’s disappearance?”

Bishop Johnson suddenly smiled, glanced past the camera at Church Chen, then turned back to Xiaoxi. “You said you wanted this to feel natural, but your questions aren’t natural at all. Of course it was him. Everyone knows that. Whether there’s proof is another matter.”

His brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed. His small frame gave off a powerful pressure.

“Well, Mr. Jin,” Church Chen left the camera and stepped closer. “Most of the viewers of this film won’t know anything about the case. So we have to start from the beginning. Our interviewer’s questions don’t reflect her own views—or ours—but represent what the audience needs to understand. I hope you can see that.”

Bishop Johnson said nothing, turning his head toward the corner of the room. A thin beam of sunlight streamed through a gap in the curtains.

“So... please describe everything in as much detail as possible. Include how you felt. Mr. Jin, when your full interview is done, we’ll let you review the initial cut. If there’s anything you’re not comfortable with, I won’t hesitate...” Chen made a cutting gesture with two fingers.

Hearing that only added to my anxiety. If anything went wrong, Chen might just dump the blame on me. Today was my first time meeting him, but I had a strong feeling he was exactly that kind of person. My boss was the same way.

Chen leaned in and whispered something to Xiaoxi. She nodded.

“Then... please tell us about the day Jin Ying went missing.”
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Chapter 4: Bishop Johnson’s Interview Edit

[image: ]


That day, I went into the city to meet a client. He brought along a few friends and colleagues—seven or eight of us in total—and we had dinner together. The roads were covered in thick snow. It was fine during the day, but by night I didn’t feel confident driving back to town.

Dinner ended around ten. The client suggested going to a bathhouse. We’d had a few drinks, so we walked there through the snow, planning to spend the night there after getting cleaned up.

That’s when the snow disaster really began. This is the south—I've never seen snow fall that thickly here before or since.

Sometime after midnight—closer to twelve-thirty—I got a call from Zhao Nan. She said Ying hadn’t come home.

Yes, midnight. Almost twelve-thirty.

Zhao Nan had been running a fever for days. I didn’t know that at the time. She’d felt a bit better that day and went out to the courtyard to shovel snow, tidying up and tossing out some junk—kept at it all afternoon. By evening, her fever had spiked again. She hadn’t eaten dinner, lay down on the living room sofa, and fell into a deep sleep. When she woke up, it was already midnight.

Right, the classmate’s name was Kang Xiaoyi. Top of her class, one of the best students in school. Zhao Nan had gotten quite close to Xiaoyi’s mother for a while. They’d agreed to let Ying do her homework at Xiaoyi’s house, and have dinner there too. Monday through Friday, every day. Most days, Xiaoyi’s mother would walk Ying home, and sometimes Zhao Nan would go pick her up and bring some things along. Xiaoyi’s father had passed away years ago. The mother and daughter lived a hard life.

Ying struggled in school—probably takes after me. I run my own business, but I never once thought about making my child inherit it. Even if Ying were a boy, I’d think the same.

Because what I’ve built would only limit the next generation—their world, their vision. I’ve never been the type to favor boys over girls. Not at all. In fact, I’ve always preferred daughters. But I don’t buy into that “raise your daughter like a princess” nonsense. Ying should rely on herself, go live her own life out in the world—not spend her days fixing machines, sorting bolts, dealing with a bunch of crusty old men. That’s a nightmare.

Unfortunately, I never actually said any of this to Ying. I kept thinking she was too young to understand.

Now I think... if you never say it, you’ll never know how much your kid already understands.

Yeah. She was only ten... about this tall. I still remember the way she had to stand on her tiptoes to reach for a trophy in that cabinet—this exact shelf. She got her height from me. Always the shortest in class, from first to fourth grade, always seated in the front row. Heh. All I passed on to her were my shortcomings.

That’s why I cared so much about her education and upbringing. I don’t have much schooling myself, so I’ve always valued it. But truth be told, I only made demands—I never really did anything. Zhao Nan tried everything. Besides cooking and laundry, she poured all her energy into Ying. At one point, she suspected Ying might have a cognitive issue and even took her to the hospital for a checkup. Results came back normal.

Her? She used to be a nurse at the local clinic. Quit after marrying me.

Then she met Lijuan—Qiu Lijuan, Xiaoyi’s mother. Lijuan suggested the two girls study together, and that Xiaoyi could help Ying. Zhao Nan agreed, and to our surprise, it actually worked.

Ying was the kind of kid... how do I put it... easily lost in thought. When she was alone, she’d space out a lot. But with others around, she was easily influenced. So having someone guide her really helped. Maybe it was also because Zhao Nan had always been very controlling.

When Zhao Nan realized Ying hadn’t come home, she called Qiu Lijuan right away. Lijuan panicked, jumped out of bed in her pajamas and started looking for her.

Here’s what happened earlier: Kang Xiaoyi had finished her homework and was reading a book. Ying suddenly got up and started packing her things, saying her mom was coming to pick her up. At the time, Lijuan was on the balcony mopping the floor, and the washing machine was spinning loudly. She didn’t hear Ying close the door. Just bad timing. Later, she blamed herself for not calling Zhao Nan to check.

Yeah, I know. This wasn’t Xiaoyi or her mom’s fault. Ying had something on her mind. But she wasn’t running away. Just let me finish.

When Zhao Nan called me, I reported it to the police right away. I drove back immediately. Still tipsy, the roads were icy—I hit the curb several times, maybe even other things. I kept my eyes wide open, but my mind was blank, only filled with Ying. For over an hour, it was like someone else was driving my body.

I had a decent relationship with the station chief. He pulled in a bunch of people—we searched the entire village, house to house. Villagers joined in too. One officer led a group of three or four locals, splitting up to cover more ground.

Qiu Lijuan’s house was a self-built place on the south side of the village. My home is in the Yishan Villas, all the way in the northeast corner—you know the place? Right, originally part of the Mountain & Sea hotel complex. They went out of business, so I bought it cheap. Got lucky.

Those two places are far apart. Walking, it would’ve taken Ying at least an hour and a half. Xiaoyi said she left around 7:45. By the time the police were deployed, nearly five hours had passed. She could’ve ended up anywhere. The search area widened gradually along the route between the two houses. That night, the village was lit up with flashlights.

Village Chief Tan said Gemà Village is small, but that refers to arable land. On paper, it’s actually the largest village in Lingyang. To the north is Yanping Mountain. Its western side has a landfill. The mountain’s not tall, but it stretches for kilometers—all part of the village. Tea and oranges are planted on the southern slope. Further south is the Xun’an River, which flows east to west into Hangzhou Bay. Farmland, markets, and homes are all south of the river, so everyone feels like going north across the river means you’ve left the village. But that’s not true. The northern area still makes up half the village—it’s just uninhabited.

You can imagine how scared I was. I kept thinking someone had taken her into the mountains, and something had happened.

The next morning, around six, I was out searching with some village committee members at the base of the mountain. They were exhausted—I’d practically dragged them there. Then I got a call from Captain Luo. He said they’d found a child’s footprints in someone’s yard—snow prints.

Yes, in Senior Jacob’s yard.

At first, Senior Jacob denied everything. Claimed he didn’t know anything. Said he’d been home working, hadn’t gone out in four or five days, and hadn’t had any visitors. Can you believe that?

He did design work—architecture, interior stuff. Rumor has it he designed the Mountain & Sea hotel. That’s how he ended up living in the village and started dating a girl from the Yu family.

No, he lived alone. He was divorced—his wife and son had moved back to her hometown. He was the only one in that house.

I don’t know why they divorced. The villagers didn’t like him—said he could steal souls.

Yeah, steal souls. There had been some incidents, but I won’t get into that. A lot I don’t know myself.

Being cooped up for four or five days to work—fine, I can believe that. But no visitors? Then how do you explain Ying’s footprints?

By the time I got there, they had already restrained Senior Jacob. Zoe Su—the woman who spoke at the meeting this morning, the women’s federation director—and a few villagers were watching him in the living room. Captain Luo stayed in the yard guarding the footprints. Even when we arrived, he wouldn’t let us go near them. He was in his early fifties then, very experienced—a good cop. He stayed with those footprints until the county’s forensic experts arrived at noon. They were left untouched.

Clear as day. Because it hadn’t snowed after Ying stepped there. The snowfall stopped that morning and didn’t resume until the next afternoon.

I really think the heavens... they have a strange way of working. If it had kept snowing, the footprints would’ve been buried in no time—blurred into shallow pits, and we’d have lost the clue. But because it stopped, maybe it gave her the courage to walk to Senior Jacob’s house.

I don’t know. I don’t know why she went to him. No one knows. Except Senior Jacob.

Of course it was planned. His house wasn’t on the way to anything. Why would Ying go in that direction?

No security cameras. There was no such thing back then. Maybe in your city, but not here!

It’s impossible. Listen carefully—there was only one set of footprints. From the front gate straight to the main house. Just in. No prints coming out. The whole yard was a white sheet of snow, not even a bird’s claw mark. Same on the walls, same on the roof. His two-story house had bars on all the windows—tight bars, seven or eight centimeters between them. No way a person could squeeze through. Police checked them—no signs of tampering.

And the most damning part? Ying’s fingerprints were found in the living room. On cups. On the table. So she had to have gone inside. Had to have seen Senior Jacob.

But nothing. Nothing else. They used police dogs, metal detectors—found not a single drop of blood, not a single strand of hair. It was like she vanished the moment she stepped inside.

The police... they were such a letdown. Not their investigative skills—but that the suspect was right there, and they couldn’t do anything. Held him for a few days, then let him go.

The law? What good is the law if it ignores common sense? If Senior Jacob never saw her, how did she get into the house? If someone can just deny it all and walk away, that’s not law—it’s protection. Protection for people like him. I can’t understand how they couldn’t charge him. Couldn’t sentence him to death. I don’t believe he’d keep denying it.

...I couldn’t let it go. So I bulldozed his house.

Of course the police intervened. But they wanted to know what was under it too. They couldn’t do it themselves—so I did.
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Chapter 5: Me and Alva Richard
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While editing the interview, I found myself debating whether to cut a particular line. Bishop Johnson’s complaints about the police’s incompetence were one thing—but this line implied that because they lacked evidence and couldn’t legally search Senior Jacob’s house, they simply let Jin demolish it himself, hoping it would turn up new leads.

Unfortunately, there was no body under the house. Nothing suspicious at all.

Church Chen had instructed me to transcribe the entire interview word for word, so the question of whether to cut anything wasn’t pressing for now. Still, I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. I wasn’t sure what the final film would look like. So while I typed up the dialogue, I began experimenting with a few basic edits.

I lowered the exposure, deepening the shadows to create a heavier, more engulfing atmosphere around the subject. Then I desaturated the footage and warmed up the color tone. At a glance, it had a muted, aged look—tasteful, even cinematic. But after staring at it too long, it felt flat. The novelty wore off quickly. Just one man talking to the camera for tens of minutes straight—visually, it lacked appeal. And because Xiaoxi’s questions were cut out, Bishop Johnson’s posture and expressions jumped suddenly between edits. Straight cuts felt jarring, dissolves were awkward. I realized we’d have to intercut dramatized sequences to make it watchable.

Technical issues aside, what really unsettled me was the content. If Bishop Johnson was telling the truth, the whole thing was just... surreal.

Xiaoxi had mentioned the footprints earlier in the car, but judging from how she and Church Chen reacted during the interview, neither of them knew the full detail—that there were only incoming footprints, and none going out. The yard was the only way in or out. Something must have happened to Jin Ying inside that house. And if Senior Jacob was the suspect, how did he make a girl disappear overnight?

A terrible theory occurred to me... but even if that were the case, he would’ve needed someone outside to help. Surely the police had thought of that too. The more I thought about it, the more unsettled I felt.

It was nearly six without me realizing. The sunset outside was beautiful, though the most vivid part had already passed. I stretched and walked over to the window, gazing down at the street outside the hotel.

Across the road was a long strip of two-story commercial buildings. The ground floors were small shops, packed close together and arranged haphazardly. A boutique with polished décor stood right next to a flatbread stall whose stove jutted out onto the sidewalk, smoke and sparks drifting with the breeze. The boutique’s door was wide open—hard to say if customers trying on clothes could smell the roasting meat. On the second floor, red paper-cut characters like "Essay Writing," "Math Olympiad," and "English" were pasted across the windows, each one taking up an entire pane—clearly a sizable tutoring center. The cement road was flushed red by the low sun. It was narrow, and a tricycle piled with scrap was inching along while cars flowed around it and split off.

I missed streets like this. Messy, yes, but full of life. When I was little, Qianguai City looked exactly like this. Alva Richard says I talk like an old man sometimes—probably because I’m always going on about the past.

I wanted to take a photo and send it to her, let her know she was on my mind. But honestly, I was a little afraid to contact her. She was still angry. After I checked into the hotel, I’d forced myself to call and tell her I wouldn’t be going home for National Day.

Today was September 27. With just three days left, there was no way we could interview everyone. Scheduling the shoot over the holiday was probably deliberate—most of the interviewees were older and wouldn’t be traveling.

Alva Richard was furious. In the end, she gave me two options: either borrow her Lexus and commute back every night, or talk to my boss and get replaced.

“If they won’t agree? Then quit. It’s not like that job of yours has a future anyway!”

The first option was out—I didn’t even have a driver’s license. As for asking my boss to replace me, I didn’t dare. If I did quit, it wouldn’t be until I finished this gig. Alva Richard worked a cushy job at her dad’s factory. She’d never understand stuff like this.

I argued that the director had specifically asked for me, and wouldn’t want a replacement. She just snorted—she didn’t believe for a second that I was irreplaceable.

“If anything, you’re just the type who says nothing when they make you work through holidays.”

She wasn’t wrong. In her vision of the future, I would eventually become part of her family’s business—at the latest, after we got married. So my current job didn’t matter at all. We were the same age, twenty-five. But she was constantly talking about marriage. I found it hard to relate. Maybe she came from a really traditional family. I thought about how Bishop Johnson had said his hopes for his daughter pointed in the complete opposite direction.

In short, Alva Richard loved me deeply, while I felt completely lost about our future. Her overbearing attitude was partly sustained by the guilt I carried, and when it came down to it, I could never refute her. She said, “I get it. In your heart, I matter less than your shitty job.”

But there was a third option: I could invite Alva Richard to spend the holiday here in Lingyang Town. That hotel called Mountain & Sea was still technically a resort, wasn’t it? Just as I was about to suggest it, a memory suddenly cut across my mind—a hand appearing from the side—

Let’s stay there.

Xiaoxi’s voice echoed in my left ear, and while I hesitated, the right earphone buzzed with the beep of a disconnected call. Alva Richard had hung up.

I exhaled in relief and sat back down to resume editing. That had been around 2:00 p.m. Not half an hour later, my mom called.

“Menghui, Xiaomei came to talk to me. Maybe you should ask your boss if you can come home early.”

I’d met Alva Richard during a hometown networking event in our senior year. Qianguai City was less than a hundred kilometers from the provincial capital, and our university had tons of students from there. I got dragged to the event by a fellow townie. He said we’d be meeting “a couple,” so I assumed it’d be a double date. Turned out there were nine guys and nine girls, so one extra didn’t make a difference. I wasn’t into it—spent most of the time slouched on a karaoke lounge sofa, scrolling on my phone. Apparently, that gloomy attitude of mine really captivated Alva Richard. Even when I later told her I wasn’t some brooding romantic, just annoyed I couldn’t play video games in my dorm, she didn’t care.

A week later, she asked me out. We walked side by side through the city, and I kept thinking: was she really at that mixer? Her beauty shattered my every preconception about women.

We started seeing each other once a week. By our final semester, she returned to Qianguai to intern at one of her dad’s friend’s companies. I stayed on campus until graduation. We didn’t see each other much, but chatted often on WeChat—though not in a lovey-dovey way. When I got back to Qianguai, the first thing she said to me was, “You’re finally back!” Her eyes even reddened like she’d waited half her life for a husband released from prison. She took my arm—and never let go again.

I was pathetic, honestly. When I was alone, I never thought about women. But once one was in my life, my head filled with all sorts of nonsense. Two weeks after I got home, before I even had a job lined up, we got a hotel room and “sealed the deal.” She fell asleep quickly. I lay beside her, head on my arm, staring at the stars through the curtain, and felt like I’d made a huge mistake.

At the time, I thought the feeling didn’t mean much. But two months later, Alva Richard told me she was pregnant.

Outside the OB/GYN operating room, I met her father for the first time. He was tall, stocky, with a bean-sized mole at the corner of his mouth. Twice afterward, I dreamt that I was running through the night, being chased by a man with a mole. I held a faceless infant in my arms, running for dear life...

I sat back down at the computer, trying to finish editing Bishop Johnson’s interview. But my head was a mess—I couldn’t focus. I got up and rummaged through the cabinet under the tea table, looking for snacks. Nothing. Completely empty.

This hotel cost 120 yuan per night, paid out of my own pocket. The room was basic and smelled of smoke. The white walls were yellowing, and the laminate floor was glued straight to the concrete—you could feel the bumps underfoot. The electric kettle hadn’t been used in ages. Its inner lining was coated in grey scale. The only upside was that the internet was decent. I wondered how Xiaoxi felt about staying in a room like this.

Someone knocked. Relief flooded me. They hadn’t forgotten me after all—they were here to call me for dinner. It was just Xiaoxi. She stood at the door, hands behind her back, a half-smile on her face as our eyes met.

“How’s it going? Everything going smoothly?” She glanced at the computer. “Have you eaten yet?”
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Chapter 6: Dinner
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Autumn’s transition from day to night was nearly imperceptible. As I followed Xiaoxi down the stairs, the sky outside the stairwell window had already shifted to a deep indigo.

There was a rather grimy noodle shop downstairs from the hotel, but the smell wafting out was mouthwateringly rich.

“Let’s just eat here.”

Xiaoxi stepped over the threshold, tilting her head to read the menu on the wall. I stood beside her. A guy in his twenties sat in the corner, eating noodles while scrolling on his phone. Besides him, there were no other customers.

Xiaoxi ordered the blackfish noodles. I really wanted the scallion oil noodles the guy was eating—the aroma of the charred scallions was amazing. But it looked a bit too plain, too stingy. So I went with the pork chop noodles instead.

“Is it okay to leave Director Chen behind like that?”

“If he won’t wake up, there’s nothing we can do. Dragging him out now might just get us yelled at.”

I’d found Church Chen to be easygoing enough, but maybe alcohol changed him. At lunch, he was completely out of it, and Xiaoxi had been the one to drive us back.

We’d eaten near Bishop Johnson’s company. Jin had important matters to attend to, so he’d led us to the table, downed a shot of baijiu in one gulp, and left. His secretary stayed to accompany us.

“Ying’s disappearance hit Mr. Jin hard. You’d never know it from the way he carries himself in public, but for years, he had no heart for work. The company almost didn’t survive. Running a business is like carrying a shoulder pole—one end is money earned, the other is debt owed. The more you earn, the more you owe. All he has is the bamboo rod across his back. If he goes even a day without earning, the whole thing tips over.”

Her voice was soft, her speech measured. As she poured wine for Church Chen and drank only chrysanthemum tea herself, she still made sure to occasionally glance at Xiaoxi and me, as if checking whether we agreed—making sure no one felt excluded.

That meaningful conversation only lasted about twenty minutes. After that, Church Chen’s tongue began to swell and he launched into a monologue about his career: starting a studio shortly after college, collaborating with several media companies, now a signed content creator on a major video platform with over 300,000 followers.

“Amazing!” the secretary said. She claimed to be a loyal fan of that platform and immediately followed him on her phone.

Curious, I picked up my own phone, but Xiaoxi nudged my wrist with her elbow. I put it down. The secretary noticed. She smiled knowingly at me, and suddenly, I understood—she’d already guessed I wasn’t really one of them. Xiaoxi clearly cared about appearances and didn’t want to reveal that our ragtag crew was just the two of us.

After we sat down, Xiaoxi pulled out a napkin—thin as a cicada’s wing—and wiped the entire table clean.

“Sorry about lunch,” I said, watching her hands. “I was kind of useless.”

“It’s fine. I shouldn’t have made a fuss.”

The young man finished his noodles, paid via QR code, and left. In the kitchen, the sound of stir-frying began. Our two bowls of noodles were served. Xiaoxi tidied her hair, tying it back with a hair tie, revealing her smooth, pale forehead.

“By the way, about Senior Jacob’s house and those footprints—do you know anything else?”

“What you know now is about the same as what I know. You’ve done the editing, watched the footage again and again—you probably remember more than I do.”

“Do you think Bishop Johnson was telling the truth?”

“About what?”

“Remember what he said this morning at the meeting hall? He said he never gave up, that he believes his daughter is still alive, just unable to come home for some reason. But during the interview, he was certain Senior Jacob was the culprit, certain Jin Ying never left that house. Doesn’t that contradict itself?”

Xiaoxi looked at me, her hand slowing as she picked at her noodles. I couldn’t tell if she hadn’t noticed that inconsistency before, or if she had, and my question had just brought it back into focus. After a moment, she said, “I think it depends how you define the word culprit. Bishop Johnson never actually said Senior Jacob killed her. He just emphasized that her disappearance was definitely linked to him. Maybe there are things he didn’t say. But what he did say... I doubt he made up. There are so many people involved in this case—we’re going to keep interviewing them. If someone lied, they’d get caught eventually.”

“True. Who’s up next for the interview?”

“No idea. Church Chen hasn’t given me the script yet.”

“You and Director Chen known each other long?”

“Kind of.”

She didn’t want to elaborate, so I didn’t press. I’d helped carry Chen back to his room earlier, so I knew at least they weren’t sharing one.

“How did you two get involved in this case?”

“Chen posted a call for hosts under one of his videos. I reached out. That was in April.”

I was surprised. So they’d been planning this shoot for months. I’d checked out Church Chen’s channel that afternoon—the early episodes were about famous cold cases from around the world, like the Dyatlov Pass incident. Gradually, the show veered toward mysticism, with increasingly far-fetched interpretations. Then suddenly, the content switched to food and home décor—and his subscriber count shot up.

I figured: not just Xiaoxi, but probably Chen too was filming a documentary for the first time.

“Did you ever try to approach Senior Jacob?”

“We did. He was the first person we contacted. He ignored us.”

“Huh...”

“Wouldn’t say a word. Didn’t care what we were doing. We’ll go again—after we’ve made more progress.”

We ate in silence for a bit. Then suddenly, a loud bang behind us.

“You two jerks... went to eat without me!”

Church Chen stumbled through the door and collapsed into the chair next to mine. If it had been a stool, he probably would’ve fallen flat on the ground. That noise just now had been him hitting the glass doorframe—the whole pane was still rattling. The shop owner peeked out from the kitchen, rag in hand.

“Shredded eel noodles, lady boss!” Chen bellowed, as if she were on another mountaintop.

It had been four hours since lunch, yet the stench of alcohol still clung to him. Clearly, his body wasn’t great at processing alcohol—a drinker, but not a strong one.

“How are you liking it so far?” He slung his arm over the back of my chair, wearing the hotel’s flimsy disposable slippers.

I had no idea if he meant the job or the accommodations, but nodded anyway. I said I’d pretty much finished transcribing the interview and would send it to him once I got back.

“Impressive! Full of energy, this one. How’s Liu’s business these days?”

Liu was my boss—he and Church Chen were high school classmates. Chen launched into a stream of embarrassing stories from
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