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Abstract: Three short stories detailing the journey of James Nester through China. The United 

States that James came from is a country whose economy has completely collapsed, with China 

quickly taking its place. He is going to a job at the electronics manufacturing company, 

WOLFKON, in order to get money for himself and to send back to his family in the U.S. Each 

story is a commentary on social issues in modern China. In Blue Skies over Tianjin, we are 

introduced to this new China, examine the manufacturing economy, the prosperity it brings, and 

its costs. Wonderland takes a more personal examination of life in China as James befriends a 

female coworker and his supervisor, discussing the lives of people who live under the 

government, the public and private self, and the ways protest can manifest. Finally, in Fruit and 

Vinegar, authoritarianism and government corruption are explored as James searches for his 

friend who has been taken by the government, and James must decide whether he wishes to leave 

China or stay. 
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Blue Skies over Tianjin 

It had rained the night before, but not the gentle drizzle of the northeastern coast of the 

U.S. where James had lived for 21 years. This storm was like someone sweeping crystal glass off 

shelves and tearing picture frames off their apartment walls. The rain was a forest of fire hoses; it 

roared against the windows, struck the ground with its fists and turned into a river that 

swallowed up entire sidewalks. It was a storm that tried to erase everything, but all it had 

accomplished was knocking down a few branches and putting the power out for an hour. Now 

crews of electricians dotted the sides of the road like mushrooms, making sure everything was 

running. Life went on as usual. The rain had broken open the barrier of clouds and haze that had 

hung over the city since James’ arrival six days ago.  

James took the stairs out of the subway two at a time, forcing himself out of the station’s 

mouth to the surface. The heat of the day blasted him in the face, and he worried that his hair 

would become twisted and stiff from his sweat. He wished he could have worn something lighter 

than his thick blue suit, but it was the only thing he had in his wardrobe that didn’t make him 

look like an exchange student on a latte bender. As long as he got out of the heat soon, he would 

remain somewhat presentable. As he walked, he couldn’t help but look at the people he passed. 

Although he was halfway around the world, he would often spot people wearing the kinds of 

outfits he often saw back in New York. He remembered the brief start of surprise he felt when he 

saw two girls walking down the street in neon tank tops he swore he’d seen two other teens 

wearing back in Times Square. 

On the corner of the street was a family of three; mother, daughter, and father. The little 

girl was probably no more than eight; her shiny black hair still bunched in pigtails, and her little 



5 

 

hand was gripped tight by her father, a fellow with a receding hairline who wore a businessman’s 

blue suit. He was probably going to work and was walking his daughter to school. The mother 

stood a few feet apart from them, and was holding up a phone. She was taking photographs, and 

he realized the father was using his free hand to point along with his wife’s camera. James turned 

his head to follow their gaze, but saw nothing behind him but the cars inching along the 

crosswalk. And then he realized they weren’t pointing across the street, but upwards, at the crisp 

blue of the sky. Other people, standing a few yards away, were also pointing their phones 

upwards. The sun was reflecting off tens of tiny screens and shiny lacquered sides. He was 

surrounded by photographers of the heavens. 

He’d heard things about the weather in China during his prior internships in U.S. 

branches of Chinese companies, but he could never quite believe what he’d been told. There was 

a haze problem in the big cities, partly due to the rapid expansion of industry before the 

government could implement green measures. Even though Tianjin was miles away from Beijing 

it still felt the effects of the cars that still ran on gasoline. Progress on electric motors had been 

slow, so only the upper class could afford them at the moment. As for those who couldn’t 

convert, they were subject to restrictions, such as the License Plate law which was implemented 

during the Beijing Olympics. It only allowed plates ending with certain numbers to drive on a 

certain days of the week. It sounded terrible, but most of the locals and taxi drivers James had 

asked about it didn’t seem to mind because it reduced traffic. In fact, the bicycle lanes were just 

as full as the main roads, and there seemed to be a bike repairman on every block. Due to the 

smog, it didn’t surprise him that people would seize the chance to preserve rare glimpses of blue 

sky. 
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Of course, he could not stay for long to marvel at the amateur photographers. He had a 

date with the WOLFKON company representative, and then later a tour of the factory. 

WOLFKON was one of the leading manufacturers of electronics. Most of the phones the people 

on the sidewalk were holding up were probably made in one of their factories across the country. 

The phone sitting in his pocket like a paperweight might have come from the same assembly line 

as the phone of one of the people he had walked by. He had worked as an intern for the HR 

division of their American branch, but had now travelled to China because of a job offer. 

Up ahead to his right, he saw the sign for the restaurant where he was to meet his guide. 

The neighborhood he walked through had been based on European architecture, with fringed red 

roofs and creamy yellow walls reminiscent of old Italian buildings. Jutting out from the side of a 

building was a sign reading “YOUTH” in English, capitalized for emphasis. He was unsure what 

the word was supposed to mean, but perhaps it was intended to make the restaurant more 

appealing to Tianjin’s young people. Inside, light spilled through the large windows, making the 

electric chandeliers hanging from the ceiling seem redundant. He scanned each face for the 

woman he was looking for, noticing that the tables were filled with happy couples. Suddenly, his 

eye was caught by waving of a young woman in the back of the room. She was alone and, 

judging by her standing up to greet him, was the woman he was meeting. 

The first thing he noticed about Ms. Wei was that she never seemed to stop smiling, a 

trait shared by the recruiters back home. She looked like one of those pop idols from the 

advertisements he’d seen plastered all over the city skyline, except she had traded the lip gloss 

for lipstick and the miniskirt for a black suit. She had the same clear skin, the same wide, 

mischievous eyes, and soft smile as the models. Ms. Wei was petite, but her clothes made her 

appear even smaller, bunched up in an elegant hourglass shape like the careful folds of the 
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napkins sitting on their plates. Her hair, too, seemed styled by an expert even though it was so 

short, her bangs and the tips of her bob clinging to the sides of her face. James’ collar felt damp, 

and he felt more like a soggy paper plate than a folded cloth napkin. Everything he had learned 

in school, on television, and what he overheard on the radio during those long nights alone in his 

room came down to this moment. To make a good impression, he started their meeting by 

speaking in Chinese, ren shi ni hen gao xing, It’s very nice to meet you. He took her unfaltering 

smile as a sign that he hadn’t screwed up. As the waiter brought them their drinks, his muscles 

began to slacken as his nerves relaxed. 

“Your Chinese is very good,” said Ms. Wei in Chinese, with a faint hint of the Sichuan 

lilt. “How long have you studied?” 

“I’ve been learning it since middle school. Chinese was the required language course, but 

I was one of the few who stuck with it in high school.” He was unsure of where to put his hands, 

so he rested them on his lap, out of sight. His index finger traced a seam on his pants, travelling 

back and forth in time with the ebb and flow of background conversation. 

“And why is that?” His heart leapt to his throat. What if she was testing him, reporting 

back to his future employers? He did have the job, right? Even so, he needed to think of 

something fast, something that wouldn’t make him sound like an utter buffoon. 

He could have told her about how, after the Great Crash, his hometown had become a 

stagnating pit, which he fled from in favor of New York when the American WOLFKON sales 

branch offered him a job. He could have described his father and mother, whom had been so 

worn down by menial jobs and inevitable firings that they had become like the daguerreotypes of 

old deans hanging on his university’s walls – worn, grey, and silent. He could have told her 
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about how, during the months both his parents were unemployed, they could not even afford 

filters to clean the tainted water that ran through the town’s pipes, polluted by fertilizer in the 

groundwater, so mornings and afternoons outside of school were spent plagued by the dull ache 

of dehydration. He could have told her how, when he first saw a picture of Shanghai at night, he 

had been struck by the swathes of color that cut through the black sky. The reds, purples, and 

blues that had never found their way into his birthplace, as old and grey and silent as his family, 

his schools, his house. This job was a crack of light through the wall of the prison he was born 

into, and his only chance at escape.  

However, all he said was, “I’ve always been told that learning a new language opens 

doors, and Chinese seemed like a very important language to learn, given the way the business 

world has centered itself around your country.” His voice no longer quivered despite the 

impromptu interview. Ms. Wei had the calming and quiet aura of a psychiatrist, and the way she 

asked questions made it feel like there were no wrong answers. He found himself studying her 

face, the intense softness of her brown eyes, the symmetry of her cheeks, the elongated heart 

shape of her lips, the perfect dip just beneath her nose. 

“That’s funny,” she said, “In my school English was mandatory; we never had an option 

not to take it.” 

“Really? Which classes could you choose, then?” 

“Wow, the American system really is different! I didn’t get to choose which courses to 

take until University,” she ran her fingers in her hair. At first he couldn’t believe she could keep 

her hair so neat without hairspray, but the parting strands across her thumb revealed it to be 

untreated. It looked so smooth, so soft.  
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“Oh. What did you major in?” His suit had dried by now. So far he hadn’t managed to 

spill anything all over his shirt.  

“International Business. My parents told me that it was the most lucrative, because it 

would get me work with big companies like WOLFKON. So far it’s worked out very well for 

me.” 

“That’s nice to hear, Wei Xiaojie.” 

Ms. Wei laughed, the ends of her bob bouncing as her head tilted back. James was unsure 

why. He hadn’t made a joke. 

“Oh, don’t be so polite! You don’t need to call me “Miss.” Today we’ll be seeing each 

other a lot, so you might as well get to know me better,” by now her face settled back into its 

former smile, “Please, call me Hui Lang.” 

Her smile had infected him, and he mirrored it now, to the best of his ability, to see if he 

could find some measure of her calm. She was every bit as bright and cheerful as the blue sky 

just outside the window. It couldn’t be a coincidence – the sky had freed the city from the 

oppressive smog that covered it, and Hui Lang’s presence relieved him from the isolation he felt 

pushing through the faceless crowds. Perhaps it was a good omen for things to come. 

After an hour and a half of chatting and eating beef with green peppers, during which Hui 

Lang had promised to take him to see the city she lived in, the two of them drove to the outskirts 

of Tianjin. The buildings thinned out into rows of trees, planted in perfect straight lines, broken 

by the occasional bit of farmland.  
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“What do they make in this factory? Is it phones, computers, or something else?” James 

asked, because the silence was making him feel like he was stuck on an elevator. 

“Cell phones, mostly,” Hui Lang’s eyes remained on the road, gripping the steering 

wheel tight, “There’s one part of the factory where they make plastic shells for senior care 

androids, but the electronic parts are assembled by technicians from our Japanese branch.” She 

was no longer smiling. Her eyebrows were slightly lowered, concentrating hard on the endless 

ribbon of road. 

“Oh, I remember those. I used to see them at this rest home I volunteered at once.” 

For a while, she said nothing. The only sound was the rush of the air flowing over the 

outside of the car, but since this was an electric model there was no comfortable rumble of the 

occasional bump to break the regular noise. For some reason, the sound made James think of last 

night’s storm. The cars all glided past each other, but keeping at least four feet away, sliding into 

open spaces like a puzzle. After ten more minutes, Hui Lang’s voice finally cut through the 

silence. 

“It’s coming up on our right. Do you see it?” 

James recalled seeing a picture of a factory in China once in a magazine. There was a 

large, grey building surrounded by a spearmint green lawn. The photos he’d seen of the inside 

showed that the walls were a pristine white, with workers all in a line along the conveyor belt, 

managing the controls for the assembly machines. The building before them now was also 

concrete and very square, but as he got closer he noticed yellow patches in the grass. The areas 

around the gate they passed through had weeds climbing up them, as unruly as uncut hair.  
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A man in a blue jumpsuit the color of a hospital gown was waiting by the entrance.  

“This is Sheng Long, he will be guiding us through the factory.” 

James took in the man standing before him. His outfit was a light blue jumpsuit, 

somewhat reminiscent of hospital scrubs. His hair was short, but looked like it had grown out 

from a buzzcut, with hairs sticking out every which way. Besides that, there were no clues on 

him to indicate what his life off the clock was like, not even a watch on his wrist. Sheng Long 

bowed slightly, grinning, then gripped James’ hand for a tight shake. 

“Welcome to China, Nester Xiansheng!” Long spoke in Chinese, and voice sounded like 

the radio announcers he’d always hear in the city’s taxis, “How do you like Tianjin?” 

“It’s wonderful, thank you. And thank you for taking us through the factory.” 

“It’s no problem at all! That’s what I’m here for.” 

Sheng Long tapped his card on a sensor, and the glass doors slid open. They passed 

through a warm, red tinted lobby with a lot of old, blue vases. The patterns weren’t from any 

dynasty James could recognize, so they were probably made recently as decoration, and were not 

priceless heirlooms. 

Inside the factory the walls and floors had been painted white, every part of the room was 

coated with a fine layer of dust, making the place look more of a light grey. In a few small places, 

the paint was starting to peel. While Sheng Long stopped and spoke of the efficiency of the 

factory and gestured towards large, important looking machines, he couldn’t help but pick at the 

flakes of paint like a scab. Sheng Long was certainly animated, but there was nothing that he said 
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that James hadn’t heard before from WOLFKON’s company website. He hoped no one would 

notice that the holes in the white paint were slightly larger when he left. 

Now they stood in a glass corridor above the main assembly line. Hundreds of workers in 

hospital gown blue jumpsuits were lined symmetrically across assembly lines. Each worker 

monitored an arm, and each arm picked up one piece of what he assumed would become a phone 

further down the conveyor belt. The arms waved like a bunch of giant centipedes knocked upside 

down, struggling to right themselves, making them ripple as each phone moved down the line to 

be assembled. 

James thought he heard a balloon pop, and then realized that a door to the side of the 

massive room had been blown open. Two white figures dragged in a struggling blue one. The 

blue person was a man, perhaps a few years older than James. His yells dissolved into the air like 

powder in a liquid, and swelled up until they were diluted throughout the massive room. He 

kicked his legs like a marionette, but his torso could only wriggle in place; the two figures held 

his arms fast. As the three passed under their glass corridor, James got a closer look and realized 

the two tall figures that dragged the man weren’t even human. Their shoulders didn’t move as 

they walked, or rather, glided with the effortlessness of an automated vacuum cleaner. 

The two sentinels were robots, every bit as stainless as the uniforms of the workers 

surrounding them. They resembled a larger version of the boxy white robot that he had seen at 

the Rest Home he’d volunteered at back in the U.S. which looked after the elderly residents. 

However, these were black, and seemed to be built for power. Each robot took one of the man’s 

arms, and although he struggled with all his strength, no amount of twisting could get them to 

release him. Their arms didn’t even move along with his struggling, the way a human’s might, 
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clamping under his arms like crane arms. They dragged him down the hallway and around a 

corner, but James could still hear faint echoes of the man’s screams a few seconds after he was 

out of sight. There was another pop as an unseen set of doors slammed shut. 

“What on earth just happened?” James asked Sheng Long, “What did he do? Why the 

robots?” 

“They’re programmed to block unauthorized staff from going up to the roof.” 

“Why the roof,” he asked, “and not some more important place? What’ve they got to hide 

up there?” 

“They’re not stopping spies from getting up there, they’re stopping jumpers.” 

James felt like a bucket of freezing water had just been dumped on him. “Could you 

please repeat that?” 

“You heard me right,” Sheng Long’s hand brushed against the side of his own pants, 

searching for a pocket that wasn’t there, “It was really bad around the time when the factories 

first opened. My dad said they used to have to put these huge nets up around the roofs, though 

how effective they were at catching them I couldn’t say. This way is easier.” 

The way the young man struggled could hardly be called ‘easy,’ James thought. The way 

the man averted his gaze and turned away seemed to indicate that, although much less visible 

than nets, the robots hadn’t entirely stopped the problem. 

When James later caught up with Hui Lang, he asked her about the man. “Why would he 

want to kill himself?” 
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“For insurance money,” there was an edge to her voice that jolted James out of his 

thoughts, “When a worker dies on factory grounds, their family is given compensation. He 

probably wasn’t satisfied with his wages.” The simplicity of the answer made it feel less like an 

answer and more like a demand. 

“Is it really just for the money?” 

“What else could it be,” she replied, her voice as bright and cheerful as ever. “Each 

factory has its own therapist. If workers are having problems, they should just go see them.” 

“Do the therapists help stop things like that from happening?” 

“I wouldn’t know. From what I’ve heard, nobody ever goes.” 

While the man had been dragged out, the centipedes’ legs never stopped wiggling. No 

one had looked up; if they had made sidelong glances at their observers, the distance between 

them and James had kept him from noticing. It was like this had happened before. In the privacy 

of his thoughts, James thanked Sheng Long for getting him out of that looming corridor. 

*** 

Hui Lang lived in the Eco City not far from Tianjin. It was called that because its 

facilities were supposed to be entirely carbon neutral. It had been completed less than ten years 

ago, and it was to become the shining jewel of China’s new infrastructure, she had said as they 

approached the city. It was built with everything a city needed – apartments, a business district, 

several parks, a movie theater, and a large ribbon of highway wrapped around its side like a gift 

to the people.  
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Through his window, he could see the tall, sleek skyscrapers rising from out of the 

ground. They were so smooth and regular they looked like natural formations; glass crystals that 

had been pushed out from the ground from tectonic movements. “That,” said Hui Lang, “is the 

business district.” 

However, as his eyes were drawn back down after his neck began to get tired, James felt 

like there was something wrong. Yes, the city indeed had everything. On their way to Hui Lang’s 

apartment complex he saw two of the parks, a pier by the water for ships to come in, and the 

office buildings. It was only when he saw the second park that he realized what was missing. 

There were no people. 

“Hui Lang, where is everyone?” James didn’t need to raise his voice even though the 

wind current flapped inside his ears like a flock of pigeons. 

“The city isn’t quite populated yet. Right now, only a few people can afford apartments.” 

“Why? The government had this place built, right? Shouldn’t they make sure people will 

live here?” 

She shot him a look so stern she might as well have slapped him. “What century do you 

think this is? The government stopped allocating people homes decades ago. If nobody can 

afford homes, there’s probably a good reason.” 

Hui Lang still smiled, but the corners of her mouth seemed a bit too tense, like linen 

being pulled taut between someone’s fingers, like there was something she wasn’t telling him. 

She knew the reason nobody came, but she couldn’t say it aloud. Was somebody listening in on 

their conversation? He had certainly heard of the police wiretapping through hidden microphones, 
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but could they do it in someone’s car? Or did WOLFKON also manufacture miniature 

microphones for listening in on its employees? 

“I’m sorry,” said James, “I’m not well-versed with the way the law works. Given that 

China still calls itself Socialist and all.”  

She didn’t turn her head, like she hadn’t heard him. “Soon there will be people coming,” 

she said, her voice softening, “With the way things are going, soon everyone will be able to 

move here.” 

Although comforting, her statements didn’t change the fact that the city was an empty 

mass of honeycombs. In each massive apartment complex he imagined the rooms inside were 

fully furnished but completely empty.  

The shopping district just outside of the apartments, although slightly more populated, 

was no better off. They walked through an outdoor mall that, at first glance, was abandoned. 

However, the occasional person would drift through the vast expanse of the plaza, although 

James couldn’t tell if they actually lived there, were potential buyers of apartments, or just 

curious tourists wandering through the abandoned city. Sometimes he saw windows that did have 

displays, and if he strained his eyes enough he could see the faint outlines of the faces of 

shopkeepers waiting for customers that never came. Their eyebrows were always knit, their 

mouths turned downward, and they seemed confused, as though their stores had been torn out 

from the Tianjin sidewalk and transplanted here without any warning. Usually, the shops that 

were actually populated were surrounded by empty storefronts, single teeth in mouths empty 

from age.  
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The sunlight and open air agreed with Hui Lang, although her hair had become less 

sharply angled as the wind tousled it. The ends of her bob began to look slightly softer like a 

used paintbrush. Her eyes were fixed on the upper floor of one of the towering apartment 

buildings, perhaps the window of her room? James realized that, like Sheng Long, there wasn’t 

much on her person or in her car that served as proof of a life lived outside of the job. In the 

square, she seemed lost, like she was a complete stranger to this place she called her home. 

“Will I be able to see the inside of your apartment?” 

“Oh no,” she giggled, and James’ cheeks burned as he realized what he had blurted out, 

“That’s against company policy. Also, I’m not sure if my husband would like it.” 

“Husband?” His heart began to sink, touching the floor as if it were birthday balloon that 

had been left floating around for a week. 

Her eyes went wide, “You didn’t know?” She covered her mouth with her hand, giggling, 

trying to soften the revelation. “Well, I suppose the company wouldn’t tell you.” 

“Why not?” 

“For recruiters, talking about our private lives before the interview is against company 

policy. Also, I sort of like the anonymity. It makes me feel like I could become anyone I want.” 

“Really? And what’s wrong with your real self?” Was Huilang a recruiter, thought James, 

or an actor? 

“You might think I’m old and not take me seriously. Not the best for persuasion.” 
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Her giggling lessened the tension, so James felt like he could speak without insulting her, 

“Try me. How long have you been married, then?” 

“Fifteen years.” 

It suddenly occurred to him that Hui Lang was well into her thirties. He felt a little bit 

uncomfortable at the idea of someone being mandated to behave like they were ten, maybe 

twenty years younger than they were. She was old enough to be one of his professors back at 

university, and yet here she was shaking her head back and forth and grinning like she was still a 

high school girl wearing pigtails. 

 He had seen where she lived, he had eaten lunch with her, and he had spent hours sitting 

by her side, and yet he knew almost nothing about her. All he had seen was a mask, a marketing 

tool to bring in more workers, more parts for the machine. WOLFKON probably had an army of 

smiling faces endlessly reciting sales points. Although James did not dare to ask, he thought that 

he was just as interchangeable to her – just another desperate foreigner fleeing across the sea, 

taking whatever job was offered.  How many lunches had she been sent to, how many times had 

she walked down that glass hallway staring out at the endless lines of workers? Perhaps she 

enjoyed her job, you couldn’t smile like that without it having some effect on your feelings. She 

could be just as isolated as he was, living in a stillborn city waiting for neighbors that would 

never come. She could be so fed up with putting on an act that she hated him, along with every 

other ghost she had to entertain. Or, even worse, she could be just as hollow as the apartment 

complex she lived in. Perhaps there was no husband, no apartment, no real Hui Lang. Of course, 

even if he asked her what she kept locked behind her glistening white teeth, as bright as the 

factory walls in that photograph, she would never tell him. 
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 James wanted to run back to the car, lock the door, and then drive as far away from that 

empty shell of a city as possible. He wanted to go back to the red brick streets of Tianjin, 

watching the thick tangles of lotuses at the Water Park. He wanted the company of people with 

no stake in his life, even if it meant launching himself adrift in an unfamiliar country. But even if 

he ran, he had nowhere to go. Tianjin, while pleasant, wasn’t his home. Eventually the money he 

had scrounged and saved in order to come here would run out. He could become homeless here 

or become homeless back home.  

 All around him the world underwent a silent upheaval, like moving into a house only to 

discover that someone had died in your bedroom years before you arrived. Despite his urge to 

react, he was forced to remain fixed, and to act like nothing was wrong. As polite as Hui Lang 

had been, there was a tension in the space between them that kept him orbiting around her, 

almost as if they had been chained to each other. James tried to mimic Hui Lang’s smile, he 

wondered how she kept it up for so long. She didn’t turn to smile back. They walked to the 

parking lot, a pair of strangers. As he climbed back into the car, James looked outside at the 

window, up at the tops of the buildings. Were there large, boxy sentinels on the roofs of homes 

as well, waiting for those who wished to leave everything behind? In a few years would he be 

living in comfort below a roof of his own, or would he take the young man’s place, struggling 

and screaming as he was pulled forward into the light from the blue sky? 
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Wonderland 

It seemed to James that the longer he stayed in this city, the stranger it became. Even 

when he had arrived, a part of him believed that this was simply a vacation, and that sooner or 

later he’d return home to New York. This feeling was strongest when he’d hear snatches of 

familiar songs spilling out of the open windows of passing cars, perhaps the first few notes in the 

refrain of “Hotel California.” Sometimes he’d hear the opening jingle of a pop song that he 

swore he’d heard back in the States, at least until he realized the lyrics were all in Mandarin.  

The funny thing about Tianjin was how development had a mushroom-like pattern. 

Modernization seemed to start at one landmark in certain places: a school, an office building, a 

train station. After that initial building finished, change seemed to ripple outwards from it, like a 

pebble being dropped into a pool. But, there were certain places where the spread of growth 

hadn’t quite reached, crevices of the city where the buildings were run down, streets that were 

strewn with garbage, or places where the shops still opened up to the street with canopies draped 

over them. You could almost pretend you had travelled decades into the past, but then someone 

would zip by on a bright yellow Solar Scooter and the illusion would shatter. The effect was that 

of drifting between decades. 

He was willing to admit to himself that his first day at the office terrified him. Of course, 

he wasn’t going to work in the assembly lines, but he often caught himself wondering if 

WOLFKON needed robots to monitor its office workers. The thought of one of those hulking 

black figures watching him without a sound for the first sign of deviation made his spine feel like 

it had been dipped in ice water. The only thing that made him feel better was to be prepared, 

which was why he not only brought a box lunch and some identification papers, but also had a 
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change of clothes tucked in to his briefcase. Being prepared didn’t make him feel in control, but 

if everything fell apart he could at least feel like it wasn’t his fault. After all, he had done 

everything right so far. 

James was going to work in the HR department with recruiting. It sounded like lower 

level work, helping to manage the databases for their online recruitment site. His days would 

consist of wading through seas of spreadsheets, and pouring names, phone numbers, and email 

addresses into them. He was also on hand for beating the kinks out of the site’s programming, 

since they had recently switched over to a totally new service.  It was nothing he couldn’t handle 

– he’d done the same sort of work at his first internship at the U.S. branch. What made him 

nervous was going into a room full of complete strangers. Making friends was always the hardest 

part. 

The building had been built during that phase in architecture in which “modern” offices 

were supposed to have as many windows as possible. While the upper windows were tinted so 

that they only showed zigzagging lines of reflected clouds, the bottom floor was as transparent as 

a fish bowl.  At the end of the lobby towards the elevators was a man in a tan suit. He was your 

average salaryman – short, balding, with glasses. He was from higher up in the department, but 

had taken time out of his day to show around the new guy. Although when he smiled, there was a 

slight tension around his mouth, as if he had more important things to do than be a tour guide. 

James could only feel a slight tremor as the elevator slid upwards through the building. 

His floor was towards the middle of the office building, not quite high enough to see across the 

tops of the taller skyscrapers, but still had a broad view of the street below them. James wasn’t 

sure what to expect – he had worked in offices before, but never in a building this large for such 
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a major company. Would they have individual desks, or would it be cubicles all the way up until 

the CEO? The silver doors slid open. 

What he found was a combination of the two. The office was divided by large tables, 

where each person had their own place with their computers. The whole room was so quiet that 

you could hear papers rustle from all the way on the other side. It felt like a library. As he looked 

closer he noticed that there were dividers between each person that could be adjusted depending 

on one’s desire for privacy. From above, each of the four rows of desks would have resembled a 

series of zippers. James turned his head towards the rear of the room to scan the space between 

the desks. Not a single robot in sight. He wiped his brow with the back of his arm; a wayward 

thread of polyester tickled his forehead. If this old shirt had finally started to wear, he worried, 

then he might need to bring out the spare shirt. Would he be able to afford new shirts with his 

first paycheck? 

The man in the tan suit motioned him towards an office that was slightly partitioned at 

the side of the building, separated from the rest by a few walls of glass. There were a few similar 

cubicles next to it, giving the impression of an icebox. In the room they entered, a man was 

sitting at the desk, but as soon as the tan suit man entered he sat up straight at attention. 

“Hello, Luo Xiansheng,” said the guide in Chinese, “I’d like you to meet James Nester, 

who has come all the way from America to work with us,” he moved his hand away from James, 

towards Mr. Luo, “This is Han Luo.” 

Han Luo seemed to be in his late twenties. Everything about him seemed sharp, from the 

black suit he wore to his neat buzz cut to his cheekbones and chin. Even the frames of his glasses 

had corners that looked like they could slice through vegetables like a cleaver.  
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“It’s very nice to meet you, Luo Xiansheng,” said James. 

“It is a pleasure to meet you as well,” said Han, as he shook James’ hand. 

Mr. Luo got out of his chair and followed them around the office. The two higher-ups 

went through the important landmarks first; where the bathrooms were, the vending machines 

and fountain, and the copiers and printers. Finally, they stopped at an empty part at the very edge 

of one of the tables, right near the window.  

“This will be your desk, Nester Xiansheng,” said the tan suit man. 

The lady in the seat next to the one that would be James’ stopped typing and looked at 

them, a curious light in her eyes. 

“This is Gao Meifeng,” said Han, “It appears she will be your neighbor.” 

The young woman sitting at the desk smiled at him, revealing a straight row of teeth with 

slightly prominent incisors. Her hair was braided and gathered into a hairpin; much like the turn 

of the century Shanghai ladies James had seen on a pack of playing cards in a gift shop he’d 

wandered through, searching for a gift to send back to his parents. Her wardrobe was a soft 

mouse grey, but her eyeglasses were a bright, peony red. Because of the piercing mote of color, 

there was nowhere to look except her face. 

James took advantage of the pause to scan her desk, trying to get an idea of who he 

would be sitting next to. The first thing he noticed was a small plush dog sitting near her monitor 

which mournfully returned his gaze. It was a Basset Hound, and its drooping jowls only added to 

its sorrowful impression. Her computer’s wallpaper also had a picture of Basset Hounds, but 
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these dogs were running, and their faces stretched and squashed in the wind until they were 

frozen into lopsided grins. A hint of a sense of humor, he hoped. 

“Hello,” said James, “it’s nice to meet you.” 

“You, too,” said Meifeng as she took his hand, “I look forward to working together.” 

Her hand was soft, if somewhat clammy. He could feel their rounded tips of her 

manicured nails pressing into the side of his hand. He told himself not to get too attached, not 

after Hui Lang, but he couldn’t help himself. Her smile had infected the other two men as well. 

Even when Han left for his office and the higher-up left for the elevator the grins never left their 

faces. James was left putting his new password into the login screen, trying to be discreet about 

his occasional glances towards his new neighbor.  

*** 

After the end of his first month, some of his coworkers had invited him to tag along with 

them to a local bar. He’d made a few acquaintances among the 10
th

 floor crew, but there always 

seemed to be a bubble between him and everything else that kept him from really connecting. 

Perhaps it was just because he was pretty much the only white guy in the whole building. 

According to the other men, it was a bar that was frequented not only by locals, but also 

by students and foreigners. Unlike the more upscale places downtown, this bar looked a bit worn. 

Its walls were covered with graffiti in several different languages – not only English, but French, 

German, and even a few vertical lines of Japanese kanji. The support beams were covered with 

driftwood, making it seem like the room had grown out of the ground like a tree. There wasn’t a 
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single metallic surface in the place; the only indication that it was a modern bar was the giant 

flat-screen television that hovered over the bartender’s head like a halo. 

As soon as they entered, the group scattered, and James was left alone. They probably 

hoped that he’d find some foreigner or other to befriend. He decided to sit at the bar and wait for 

interesting strangers to trickle in. Perhaps he’d meet another young man out of his element. He 

sipped his Qingdao beer, the bitter taste of its carbonation tickling his tongue. Things were rather 

quiet, perhaps because it was a weeknight. 

He heard the creak of the stool next to him, and he expected it to be one of the workers. 

However, when he turned, he realized it was Meifeng. She had changed from conservative office 

attire to a red tank top and a black miniskirt. There was an orange drink in her hand that faded 

into different shades, like sunset. It was half-empty, and perhaps wasn’t her first, since she 

leaned on the bar with her elbows on the table. Her shoulders were bare. James tried his best not 

to study the slope of her neck. She turned towards him, her face glowing with the warm light 

from the lamp above them. 

As she opened her mouth, the air was suddenly filled with the strains of a synthesized 

guitar. She blushed, embarrassed, as she reached in her red purse and pulled out her cell phone. 

She turned away, speaking low, but he caught a few syllables. Two of them were “ma ma,” in a 

flat tone, her mother.  

She tapped the “End Call” button, and turned back to James with a smile so big he could 

see where her teeth met her gums. 

“That was your mother? What happened?” 
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“The results from the college entrance exam. My cousin got a great score on the Gao Kao. 

Now he’ll be able to get into a good university.” 

“Really?” James remembered hearing about the Gao Kao, the Big Test, during his culture 

lessons. “That’s great!” 

Meifeng smiled, but her eyebrows bent inwards and her gaze fixed on something just to 

the left of James’ head. 

“What’s wrong,” James asked, “that’s great, isn’t it?” 

“It is…but what’s the point?” 

“The point?” 

“Well, you nearly give yourself a stroke studying for this test. From the day you set foot 

in school everyone tells you it determines your future.” 

“So passing it is a good thing,” said James. 

“Yes, but what kind of future is it? So you decide to become a doctor. How do you help 

the people in the slums, the people who are starving? The same with lawyers. You can help with 

cases, but only the ones the government deems important. What about the people who can’t get 

lawyers, who have no chance to prove themselves innocent? Even if you pass, you aren’t free.” 

“Everything is decided for you,” said James. 

She nodded, and then said, “I’ll be right back.” 
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Before he could respond Meifeng was already halfway across the room to the alcove 

where the restrooms were. James looked around and wondered if she had stopped because 

someone was listening. Everyone was occupied with something, whether words on a little 

portable screen or the words of their companions. He shifted back in his chair. Everyone had 

been quite nice to him, and there was no reason to suspect that they had any reason to be nervous 

around him. Perhaps it was just culture shock. In the office the spreadsheets offered comfort, and 

the mechanical act of typing in names, numbers, and dates soothed the aching part in the back of 

his neck where worry seemed to collect. Here, though, he felt exposed. Any talk outside of the 

usual fare took on a somewhat conspiratorial tone, with people lowering their voices before the 

buzz took hold.  

Although he enjoyed speaking with Meifeng when she returned, he had to leave before 

10 in order to get some sleep. In his room, he sat and stared at the ceiling, trying to angle his 

neck in such a way to ease the dull ache that had settled at the bottom of his skull. 

*** 

“A dinner party,” James asked, “in Beijing?” 

“Yes,” said Supervisor Han, “and I’d be very happy if you could accompany Meifeng and 

me.” 

“But why me?” 

“As a coordinator, I’ve been asked to take a small number of our employees with us to 

act as representatives for each branch of the company.” 
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“I’ve only been here for two months. Wouldn’t it be better to bring someone more 

experienced?” 

“Don’t be so modest, James. So far you’ve done an exemplary job. Besides, you’re one 

of our first foreign workers. Your presence will show that our company is opening up to the 

global market.” 

James tried his best to feel flattered, but something about the way he said “presence” 

bothered him. He wasn’t expected to give a speech, just to stand there so everyone could see him, 

like a fine vase. Han didn’t seem to realize the implications, simply nodding goodbye and 

leaving, as casual as giving a memo. James was left to stand by the copy machine, in that same 

bewildered fog he’d been mired in since he arrived in Tianjin. 

*** 

Sometimes, just over the dividers or by the water cooler, he’d hear snippets of gossip. 

Most of it was small talk, perhaps about the health of someone’s great-grandmother, but at 

certain times during lunch break he’d over hear something interesting. It was the sort of thing 

that didn’t get on the nightly news, but leaked out anyways. For instance, there was a protest 

going on in a rural province nearby. There had been no trace of it in the papers, or on the 

television he watched every evening, and every site he dug up in his attempt to search for it 

greeted him with a deadpan “page not found.” Thus, he resorted to the only other second-hand 

source he could think of. 

“Meifeng, did you hear about the protests?” He asked her two weeks after she first started 

coming by his table to sit with him for lunch. 
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“The ones in the countryside? Yes, I’ve heard.” 

“How is it that everyone’s heard of them but not me?” 

“There are ways,” she said, drawing up some microwave noodles near her mouth, “We 

just don’t talk about them.” 

“Do you know what they’re about?” 

Her voice lowered, “The protesters are farmers. The government wanted their land to 

create new housing. This isn’t new – other farmers agreed to move into state-built apartments in 

exchange for a fee for the land. These people don’t want to leave, and they’re taking action.” 

“So, what do you think will happen to them? The farmers?” 

“I don’t know,” her chopsticks lowered. James couldn’t tell if she had finished her 

noodles or lost her appetite. 

“How does the government handle things like this?” 

“I think it’s time we headed back. Excuse me.” 

She rose to leave, but James stayed behind. He checked his wristwatch. The glowing blue 

screen told him that lunch wouldn’t end for five more minutes. 

*** 

James had never seen an overnight train before. The only trains he’d taken were the dingy 

subway cars beneath New York, and anything farther was done by car. It was bizarre seeing a 

train car whose walls weren’t covered with graffiti. Secondly, there were bunk beds in the train. 
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Within each car were about eight to ten compartments that had lockable doors and two sets of 

bunks. The bunks were arranged perpendicular to a single large window. Each bed’s sheets were 

clean and white, and each wall above the bed had its own television. Outside the rooms at the 

end of the car were a single bathroom stall and a sink with a giant mirror. It was like a motel that 

could move at 200mph. 

He had been making small talk with some of the other passengers in the lunch car, 

businessmen from Hong Kong. It was the first time he’d spoken English since he first toured 

WOLFKON’s factory. The conversation on his end had run dry, but Meifeng seemed ready to 

talk for hours. She’d always wanted to visit Hong Kong, she’d told him, but could never seem to 

find the time or the money, so she had to rely on second hand reports. 

He stepped back into his room, hoping to take a quick nap. As he pulled back the door, he 

realized he wasn’t alone. Han was there, his legs taking up the entire space between the bunk 

beds, his collar loosened until its pointy white tips spread from his neck like wings.  

“Ah, James. I didn’t know you were coming back so soon.” 

“I’m sorry,” he began to turn around. 

“Don’t go. It’s your room as much as mine. I’m used to sharing my room, I had a little 

brother.” 

“A brother?” 

“My family petitioned the government for the right to have a second child.” 

“I see,” Han moved his legs so James could come in and sit in front of him. 
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“We aren’t in the office right now, so there’s no need to be so formal. I don’t get many 

opportunities to talk to the residents of the wide world outside of my office. Except for Meifeng, 

but that’s only because she brings me memos,” he laughed, and James laughed right along with 

him, although a part of him insisted that he knew her better. 

“So tell me,” said Han, producing a water bottle from his black laptop bag, “what do you 

think of China?” 

“Everything here is so different from back home – from America, I mean. Back there, I 

never really noticed the government except when I watched the news. Here, it’s everywhere. All 

the police, the guards, the censorship, it’s like somebody’s always watching me. Doesn’t it 

bother you?” 

He laughed, “Not really.” 

“Why not?” 

“I suppose it’s different if you’ve grown up with it,” said Han. “But you also start to 

notice ways around it. For instance, my little brother, he plays guitar for a rock band in Beijing. 

When they were getting their first album published, they had to send it to the censorship 

department. Since some of their lyrics were a little iffy, it got rejected.” 

“What did he do?” 

“He just changed the lyrics on the album’s jacket.” 

“So he didn’t change anything?” 
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“Nope. And you know what happened? It got released. Nobody even bothered to listen to 

the CD a second time.” 

“Whoa,” James put down his coffee cup, “And nobody came after him?” 

“Over a rock band? Of course not,” Han sipped his tea, “You don’t have to be so worried. 

Robots haven’t taken over the government, at least not yet.” 

“You’re quite rebellious, not what I was expecting when I saw you in the office.” 

“That’s nothing.” 

“Really? I’d be afraid.” 

“Seriously,” the sternness from his office persona began to creep back into his voice, “it 

doesn’t mean anything. Nobody really cares what kind of music you listen to, if you have a 

plugin, or if you buy things from the black market. There are rules laid down, but the 

government lets us bend them. Provided, of course, we keep our heads down.” 

“So…no protests, then?” 

“Of course not, at least, not if you want to get arrested. It isn’t like the government breaks 

down your door every time you think bad thoughts.” 

“Not yet, anyway,” said James. This time, Han laughed along with him. 

*** 

It was a sea of silk and satin. Above them was a massive dome of crystals lit from the 

inside, and the light bounced off the gilded ceiling, tinting the room and the partygoers with gold 
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and silver. James wore his first tuxedo, the first nice outfit he could ever afford for himself. 

Although his collar itched from time to time, he felt as successful as the executives who were 

huddled by the hors d’oeuvres. Perhaps, if he stuck it out, he could be among them? It might 

have been too much for a foreigner to hope for, but hope was what got him into this position in 

the first place. 

As the night went on, James couldn’t help but feel as if he was being paraded around like 

a stuffed deer. He was one of the few Americans there who wasn’t a journalist. He saw others 

like him, but they all seemed to avoid each other, preferring the company of their coworkers. 

James was in a constant state of disbelief. Why had he been brought here? Perhaps it wasn’t 

because he had proven himself, but because he and the others were symbols of conquest.  The 

Chinese economy had become so powerful they were now outsourcing jobs to Americans. James 

wished he was back at the bar with his new friends, people of equal status didn’t make him as 

uncomfortable as the executives and journalists, and with drink they had less to hide. 

Han was wearing a tuxedo much like James’, but on him, everything always seemed 

more fashionable. Perhaps it was the upright way he always carried himself. He could hardly 

believe that this respectable man was the same person who, as they spoke on the train, admitted 

to breaking the law. Meifeng was talking to some other women from the Shanghai branch. Her 

hair was wrapped in an amazing headdress of braids, he wondered if she’d done it herself or 

went to a stylist. The light blue dress she wore seemed to change into beads of sea foam as it 

rippled out from her. Once again, he couldn’t believe that the grey office girl, the woman in the 

red tank top, and this elegant blue lady were contained in a single person.  
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 At the end he felt as if every ounce of life had been wrung out of him. Parties where he 

didn’t know anyone often ended like that. He drifted out onto the parking lot, through the crowd, 

to the car they rented to drive here. Meifeng was already there. 

 “Finally, you’re here!” 

 “Meifeng? You’re going home, too?” He wondered why someone overflowing with 

energy like her would call it a night so soon, “Is Mr. Luo tired, too?” 

“No,” she said, “it’s just me.” 

“Just you? What about Mr. Luo and the others?” 

“He was asked away by one of the executives. Everyone else has decided to go for a 

party.” 

“And you aren’t going with them?” 

“No, the wine gave me a little headache. Besides, being around that many people makes 

me nervous.” 

He laughed, “I know that feeling.” 

“Besides,” she smiled, her cheeks flushing, “someone has to make sure you get home. 

Would you mind if I drove? Since you’re not feeling well, I mean?” 

“Not at all.” 

 It was strange, being this close to her. He was about as close as they were in the office, 

only a few feet from each other, but this time was different. Whenever they spoke there was 
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always somebody else, just off to the side or in the background. Now they were barely two 

inches apart from each other, and the car was so silent he could hear both his and her breathing. 

As far as he could tell, she liked him. They always seemed to bump into each other. He searched 

through the dust choked crannies of his memory for a good line, sifting through every romantic 

movie he had ever watched, every date he had been on, but everything he thought of just 

sounded stupid. No wonder he was still single. 

 After a long, awkward silence, James finally looked away from his hands and out the 

front window. Then he realized that a turn the car recently took wasn’t back towards the city. As 

the car progressed through the dusk, the buildings became less dense, until the landscape began 

to be swallowed up by flat, green fields. They were heading towards the outskirts of Beijing, and 

the sun was beginning to set. 

His stomach began to twist inside of him, and he asked, “Where are we going?" 

“There’s something I want to show you,” said Meifeng, her eyes fixed on the road ahead, “It’s 

over there, to your right.” 

At first he wasn’t quite sure what he should look at, but then from out of the earth emerged a 

castle. 

“What is that?” James couldn’t believe his eyes; he knew they were a long way from Shanghai 

Disney. 

“Wonderland,” she said. 

*** 
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Someone had gone through the trouble of carefully painting the shafts of each tower, making the 

walls seem as stone-like as possible, and some of the false bricks even had dots of fake moss. 

And yet, the further up the eye travelled, the less complete it was. Scaffolding poked through the 

domes of each tower like an exposed ribcage. It was a 3D model of a castle, not quite 

materialized in the real world.  

“This was going to be an amusement park,” she said, her feet travelling across the crack 

in the parking lot like a train on a track, “the largest in Asia, but it was never finished. There was 

a disagreement between the government and the farmers over the price for land. The Party 

counted on the sales of this land to fund the project, but nobody wanted to leave.” 

 Wonderland was surrounded by a red brick wall, made to look like a medieval fort. 

Unlike the castle, the walls were finished. Inside was what would have been Main Street: a street 

surrounded by more brick buildings, a recreation of a cheerful European village. The structures 

were there, but without lights in the windows or banners over the doors, resulting in a row of 

soulless shells. Instead of cobblestone the path was covered with thick grass. 

 The buildings behind the street were nothing but scaffolding, giant fractal skeletons 

shaped like massive warehouses. The grass around the two of them grew taller, until it was 

higher than James’ head.  

“There’s a field of crops here, rows of it. How did it get here?” James paused to push 

aside a leaf with the toe of his shoe. 

“After construction stopped, the farmers took the land back.” 
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The government abandoned its efforts, and the farmers came back and resumed their 

work, as if the bricks and the scaffolding and the castle weren’t even there. Perhaps adapting to 

the changes was better than trying to protest, then being crushed as the entire infrastructure came 

pressing down upon them. 

“I guess it was a bit easier, since the government gave up. When they push for something, 

you don’t have much of a choice. It’s why I had to move out of Beijing, you know, when I was 

seven.” 

She looked him right in the eyes now. Her face was neutral like her grey work uniform. 

“A developer wanted to build a park, right where our houses were. It was in an old, ratty 

part of town, the sort of place you’d see counterfeit electronic stores. They wanted to build a 

park, and they bribed some local officials. The only thing I could remember from that night was 

standing outside in the dark, after we drove home. My parents saved up money to go on a trip to 

see my uncle in Shijiazhuang, and when we came back our house wasn’t there. It was like 

waking up to a missing tooth. There was nothing left but a few slabs of stone, the buildings were 

completely flattened. It was cold, so cold I could feel it through my shoes and my stockings and I 

felt as if my skin would shatter at the slightest touch. I held my mother’s hand, but it was even 

colder than the air. Nobody told us they were tearing it down, no one had called to warn us, there 

were no signs put up, no knocking on our door. It was there, and then a few days later it was 

gone. And we just stood there, mom and dad and me. We stood under a streetlight with the 

darkness around us.” 

James fought back the urge to say “sorry.” What could he say? Not even at their lowest 

financial point had his family’s home been repossessed. 
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“And while we were standing there I vowed to work hard, I thought that if I were 

successful they’d never be able to come and take my house, if I had enough money I could stay 

wherever I wanted. Perhaps, if I moved up in the world enough I could help others like me. But 

now it’s just as precarious as when I was a girl. Any time they want, the developers can come 

and take my home away, and leave me with nothing.” 

It was almost dark. As the chill fell about them he realized that his hand was the only 

warm place on him. She was holding his hand, pulling him close. Her voice seemed to escape in 

desperate breaths, like the fog that was starting to appear around their noses and mouths. She 

needed him to stay, and to listen. 

“Now that we’re alone, there’s something I want to ask you,” she said, her hands in his. 

“Okay,” he whispered, not sure what was going on. 

“I’m going down to the fields outside of Tianjin, where the protests are. I’m going to help 

them keep the officials out. I want you to come with me.” 

It was as if her voice had slapped him awake. The residue of the champagne fell away 

from his brain like a bathrobe slipping off his shoulders and onto the floor.  

“I can’t,” he said. 

“Why not?” 

“I have a job. A new life.” 

“But you’re an American.” 

“Yes, I am.” 
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“And I thought you’d be willing to help. The old movies I watched always hammered 

that home, that you should stand up for yourself. Wasn’t that what you people dreamed of, and 

what it was like before the economy was ruined?” 

“It was a pleasant dream, but that was far before I was young. I can barely remember 

what it was like to not worry about whether your parents could feed you. You’d think that there’s 

nothing in our country like the Gao Kao, but you’re wrong. The entire educational system has 

become one giant test. If you fail, you get swallowed up in a sea of mediocrity or sink to the 

bottom and rot. And if you pass, and you get your degree and your training and your direction in 

life, you leave as soon as possible. Nobody sane would stay in America, it would be like staying 

in an oil tanker while it sank. It might have been easier to say those things in the past, when we 

had money, but that’s changed. China is the center of the world again, and I need to adjust to that 

fact.” 

Meifeng was silent. 

“You know,” James continued, “it’s funny. The characters in Mandarin for ‘China’ mean 

‘Middle Kingdom.’ It’s a prophecy of sorts, a repeating history of this country. And it was what 

China meant to me. I’d always dreamed of coming here, escaping New York and the fear that 

consumed my parents’ lives. I thought that all I needed was to come here, to get a job, to live my 

life. But you were right. Everything’s been decided.” 

She looked down, somewhere between their shoes. 

“You know, you sound just like my dad when you say that. Maybe that was why I 

thought I could tell you these things.” 
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She turned, the grass rustling as her toes pushed it apart with each step. 

“Meifeng, wait.” 

“We should go home. I’m sorry for wasting your time.” 

“Meifeng!” 

And although they were only a few feet apart on the way back, there was a space between 

them that stretched for miles and miles, as vast as the walls and fields of the unfinished kingdom. 

*** 

A few days after their return from Beijing, Meifeng’s desk was empty. He asked around; 

the general story was that Meifeng had fallen ill. He had another idea of where she’d gone. In the 

meantime, James had finally found a software add-on that could get his computer around the 

firewall. In the quiet of his apartment, he watched the download bar slide towards the end of the 

screen. About halfway through he realized his arm was as tense as rubber band between a thumb 

and forefinger. He released his poor mouse from his death grip and waited. 

He waited a day before trying it out, to make sure that if the authorities came knocking 

before then he’d have an excuse. Nobody came. So the next evening he tried looking up the BBC, 

since it usually had more international news stories. The old logo greeted him without incident, 

and the newscasters looked to him like old friends, even though he wasn’t much for news during 

his university years. The first thing he thought to look up was the farmers’ protest. There were a 

few small articles, but all he saw were somewhat wordier versions of Meifeng’s explanation. 
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On the other side of the browser was a video. Its description read “Protest Supressed by 

Chinese Authorities.” James could almost hear the squish of his heart falling from his stomach 

onto the floor. After a moment of hovering the cursor over the thumbnail, he clicked. 

The faces of the protestors were blurred by the dim lens of the camera. It was probably 

from a cheaper model of cell phone, perhaps a knock-off. Most of the colors looked like sun 

faded construction paper, and were dominated by the green of the fields and the washed out grey 

of the sky. The only way he could tell the figures in the crowd apart was from what they wore. It 

was a sea of rainbow colored t-shirts, blouses, and cloth pants, with the occasional hat or pair of 

glasses to distinguish certain individuals. 

The camera was focused on a large gate, probably the entrance to the village. As far as he 

could tell, it had been blocked off with various boxy shapes, furniture from local houses, 

perhaps? The wall of a barricade in the center of town was being pushed from the other side, and 

it seemed to pulsate to a steady rhythm, as though the door was breathing. Then, in the brown, he 

saw a sliver of black. After the next pulse, a platoon of armored guards burst through the 

barricade like a dark blue typhoon of beetles. Armed with pepper spray and batons, they 

slammed against the protesters, and all that could be heard was the tinny sound of screaming 

recorded by a cheap microphone. 

 The cameraman turned to run, and for a second the faces blurred. And then, something 

caught James’ eye. Like a coat getting snagged on a doornail, his eye was caught by something 

familiar. He paused the video right before the cameraman started to run. The face of one of the 

blurry figures was much closer to the camera. It was a woman, her nose and mouth covered by a 
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bandana, and her hair tied back into a ponytail. However, even pixilated her eyes and those red-

framed glasses were unmistakable. It was Meifeng. 

 In his mind, James hollered at the cameraman to turn back, to look at the people being 

forced to the ground. He begged him to tell him what had happened to those people, to her. And 

yet, the young man took off running, the street and the houses ahead vibrating with the wind and 

the shrinking sound of the screams behind him. Then the picture froze as the video stopped. 

 The newscaster began to go through the same old routine; they didn’t know what 

happened after the camera turned off, but were determined to find out the truth, et cetera. 

However, her teleprompted words submerged under the image of Meifeng’s gaze. If he had been 

there himself, perhaps he could have done something. Even if he could only find out what had 

happened to her, he would have endured the gauntlet of batons and boots. But he had already 

made his choice. Everything was decided. 

*** 

Meifeng’s desk would remain empty until a suitable replacement was found. In the 

meantime, her things would be thrown away. Men in grey suits came to take what she left behind, 

whether they were police or janitors, their mission seemed to be to erase every trace of her. 

He didn’t know why, but when he saw the Basset Hound sitting in one of the moving 

boxes he knew he had to take it. When the movers were busy opening her desk, he got up and 

walked towards the vending machine. His hand darted from out of his pocket, snatched the dog, 

and retreated back with its prize. James at least knew she hadn’t jumped into some hole in the 

earth, but even if she were released she’d never return to her desk. At least now there would be 

something of her left. 
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And yet, even that wasn’t enough. Each day he could still feel an absence next to him, 

like a cold draft blowing up from a hole that everyone chose to step over, despite its taking up 

much of the floor. The dog told him nothing, it just sat on his dresser back in the apartment, 

staring at him with those sad eyes, asking him where his owner had gone. James had no idea. She 

had probably been arrested, but he didn’t know whether she was kept in detainment, released, or 

in hiding. He had no idea where she lived, and the only phone number or email he knew of was 

through the company. 

He had tried asking Han where she was, once, but he’d told him nothing. “I understand 

you’re upset, but for someone in your position it’s best not to press these kinds of issues,” he said, 

“you might give the wrong impression.” 

“I just want to know if she’s okay,” said James. 

Han grimaced, as if there was something he wasn’t telling him.  

“Listen,” said Han, “Meifeng was my friend, too, but she was careless. She took things 

too quickly, and she paid the price. It’s best if we just leave it alone.” 

He took his search underground. He scoured the internet, repeatedly typing in her name 

into every search engine he knew. A few times he’d see her name in a list of other people 

arrested on message boards. There was a communication blackout regarding their status, 

apparently they were being questioned, but nobody knew how long it would take, or what their 

sentences were. She was reduced to an item in a list, a couple of characters taking up a small 

space on a page. The search proved fruitless. 
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For the first time since he started his job, James got back into the habit of taking long 

walks. He would go through town squares, but he also tried the quieter parts of the city, where 

the apartments were. He would sometimes crane his neck as he passed to look between the 

fences in the courtyard, as if he would find her peeking through the iron bars. As time went on, 

his walks grew longer until he was out well after the sun had finally vanished, leaving the city to 

illuminate itself. 

Sometimes he would ask passers by if they’d seen her. He haunted the bar like a ghost, 

unable to rest until he’d caught one last glimpse of her. Every once in a while, amidst the gray 

silhouettes of the people moving through the night, he could swear that he’d seen a flicker of red.  
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 Fruit and Vinegar  

The Peoples’ Park was a small pocket of green nestled in the shadows of apartment 

buildings. Most of it was occupied by a pond crisscrossed with bridges, connecting the small 

islands scattered across its surface. The rest of the water was dotted by the occasional pedal boat, 

whose plastic duck head made the pond look more like a bathtub. Around the lake were trees and 

various attractions. There was the comedy club that only opened at night, a small amusement 

park with rides for the neighborhood’s children, and a tea house that was surrounded by carved 

stones. James’ favorite place to visit was the cage. 

Within the park’s biggest patch of woodland was a giant aviary filled with all kinds of 

birds. Since he had visited so many times, he began to understand the civilization they had built: 

the colony of black chickens whose leg feathers made them look like they were strutting around 

in pantaloons, the pheasants who hid inside the cave which dominated the cage, and the family of 

peacocks. There was the male, who lounged around the cage like he was prince of the aviary, but 

never sat very far from the female. She, apart from a shimmering flash of green feathers on her 

neck, was much less remarkable than her mate. She was the more active of the two, and had 

hatched a small yellow chick that she took for walks around the cage’s edge, keeping an eye on it 

as it balanced on the cement curb near the wall.  

It had been a few weeks since Meifeng had disappeared. The gap of her empty desk had 

been filled by a young temp. And yet Meifeng’s absence was still noticeable, and James spent 

much of the time not occupied by a dim computer screen fussing over that fact like a large scab. 
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 James was thankful for the shade of the leaves. It was only 10:00 but he could already 

feel his shirt cling to his skin. He was thankful that he didn’t have to go to work drenched and 

disheveled.  

 The reason he came to the park, despite the blistering summer sun, was because he was 

meeting someone. After Meifeng vanished, he had done some research in an attempt to find out 

what happened to her. He couldn’t find much on the message boards, so he decided on a more 

direct method. Looking through a directory would be pointless – Gao was a common surname, 

and there were probably thousands of them in Tianjin alone. Therefore, he had asked Han to tell 

him how to contact Meifeng’s parents. If anyone knew what had happened it would be them.  

 His visitor wore a white t-shirt and slacks. Judging by the absence of damp patches, he 

hadn’t been outside long. As he leaned on the railing and lowered his head, James noticed that he 

had a small bald spot on the back of his head. 

“So,” said the man, “you want to talk about my daughter?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You’re a friend of hers?” 

 For a few seconds, James’ mind tried to process what that actually meant, “Yes, I was her 

coworker. In fact, we sat right next to each other.” 

 “She was always very outspoken,” Mr. Gao grunted. Since he didn’t have to 

worry about impressing James, he made no effort at smiles or handshakes. 

 “I’m under the impression that a lot of people here are ‘outspoken.’ They’re just very 

quiet about it,” said James. 
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 “That’s the thing,” said the man, “You can say whatever you want as long as nobody’s 

around to hear.” 

 “Then what do we do?” James spent the pause wiping the thin film of sweat from his 

brow with the back of his arm. 

 “The only thing we can do is wait,” There was the click of a lighter opening, the flint 

grinding against itself for a moment as it lit a cigarette which had materialized from Mr. Gao’s 

back pocket. In James’ opinion it was too hot to do anything with fire, but given Mr. Gao’s 

current circumstances he decided not to make a joke. 

 Billowing out of his mouth, the smoke gave the impression of Mr. Gao’s being 

somewhere much colder and more remote. He stared through the cage’s bars, but his eyes did not 

rest on any of the birds. “It’s what my family’s always done, what we always seem to do, when 

things change like this,” he continued, “when the world trembles and the continents seem to shift 

into new places. We wait to see where everything settles before we start anything. It’s how my 

grandfather lived when the revolution came. It’s how I lived as a boy when I saw the outside 

world pour in. And I thought that was how my children would live, but my daughter was 

different.” 

 He put the end of the cigarette to his lips in a manner as gentle as a kiss, and then drew it 

back, exhaling a cloud of smoke. The rest of his face never seemed to move, not even his 

eyebrows, even though the web of lines around his eyes and the corners of his lips evoked a 

lifetime of smiles and sadness. “The children now aren’t the same as the ones I grew old with. 

My daughter, she was always the same girl whose forehead I kissed before bed every night, 

whose face would disappear into the crowd at school every morning. And yet, the older she got, 
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the less I seemed to know her. She was always moving. Of course, young children always move, 

because they’re children. But they grow out of it, they learn to sit still. She never did. Even when 

she was at the dinner table talking with us I could see something like candlelight flickering 

behind her eyes. She always had to be doing something about something.” 

 “So you feel like you should have stopped her from going?” 

 Mr. Gao’s stern face collapsed into a laugh. “If I could have stopped her, she wouldn’t be 

in jail right now. My question for you, Mr. Nester, is what you think you’re going to do. We’ve 

already sent a petition to the government, we’ve tried scrounging up the money to post bail, but 

we’ve heard nothing.” 

 “It couldn’t hurt for me to try.” 

 “It could, you fool. The only reason why you’re allowed to live here is because of your 

visa. If you stir up trouble, they’ll kick you out without a second thought.” 

 “They could kick you out, too, if they wanted. Why are you trying?” 

 Mr. Gao exhaled smoke with a slight hiss, like a battered steam engine. “Because if I 

were the one in prison, she’d be out front with a whole crowd of people with signs, megaphones, 

and slogans. For me, a no-name salaryman from Beijing. I’d be a failure of a father if I didn’t try 

to match her effort. But that’s not why I came,” He flicked the ashes off his cigarette, “I want to 

ask you something. What do you think you’ll gain by looking for her?” 

 For a time, James was quiet. What was Meifeng to him? The feelings he had before their 

trip to Wonderland still lingered, but seemed less bright. The tape of the protest being broken up 

gave him many feelings, many reasons to do this. A part of him thought that if he had gone with 
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her, he could have done something, even though the rest of his mind knew it wasn’t true. A part 

of him wanted to become the hero she wanted him to be, an apology for his refusal to go with her. 

But having multiple answers, he thought, wouldn’t satisfy a man like Mr. Gao, so he reflected 

upon his thoughts until he had something satisfying. 

 “I suppose it was for the same reason you’re trying. Because she would do the same for 

me.” As the words escaped into the air, James realized it satisfied him, too. 

*** 

 Culture Street was another time capsule of a neighborhood, although the sensation of 

walking into the past was invoked on purpose. The facades were constructed in a traditional style, 

and dark red was the dominant color. Visitors were squeezed through a narrow street dotted with 

bronze statues of laughing children, chatting housewives, and dozing shopkeepers in traditional 

dress. After a high stone gate, both ends of the street opened up into a square filled with small 

kiosks and a little temple. Walking down that street felt much like travelling backwards through 

time, at least until you took a good look at the wares. Near the entrance alone you could find 

stores with counterfeit Chanel bags, a dollmaker whose family had worked there for generations, 

tea shops with varying qualities of leaves, and a store that preserved insects and seashells in 

plastic molds that could be worn as jewelry.  

 James had bought a bag of assorted candies from a rather large food store that jutted out 

in a building’s façade. One thing he’d noticed about food in China, compared to the so-called 

“Chinese” cuisine back in New York, it was always somewhat bitter, even the sweets. They 

preferred the gentler taste of fruit to the insistent, cloying sweetness of American candy. Not that 
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he minded – in some dishes it worked quite well. Vinegar fish had become one of his favorite 

foods, the sour and sea salt tickling his tongue into submission. 

 He wondered if he should have saved the candy for after his visit as a reward, but he’d 

needed something to calm his nerves a bit. The sound of crinkling cellophane reminded him of 

his family’s visits to his grandmother’s, before she had to give up her apartment and go to a 

retirement home. As soon as he stepped through the doorway, the world seemed to soften. The 

air became fuzzy with the faint aroma of cinnamon, with which his grandmother loved to bake. 

His parents also changed – his mother stopped staring out the window so much, and his father’s 

jaw loosened, and they’d be drawn to the kitchen table like magnets were to grandma’s 

refrigerator. The magnets held up various crayon drawing by James of pink ladies with smiling 

red lips, a birthday card from James’ mother with red flowers, and a photograph of his father, 

Grandma’s only son, when he was barely 5 years old, one of his front teeth missing. For a time 

they could all forget about the dim, dingy little room that awaited their return. 

 Whenever they left, Grandma would always place a few of her snickerdoodles that she 

baked just for their visits into his hands. His mother always protested, she didn’t need to go out 

of her way to buy eggs and butter, we don’t want to be a burden on you, your company is its own 

gift and so on, but Grandma would always insist. And so, after they left, when it was late enough 

that the sun had also seen fit to return home, he would carry back a little piece of that other 

apartment, a remnant of cinnamon, that would hopefully last him until tomorrow evening. 

 For now, all he wanted was something to last him until his search was finished. 

*** 
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 The waiting room to see the lower level officials looked like a crowded mouth. Every 

chair was occupied, and the people who couldn’t sit crammed the edges of the row like wisdom 

teeth. There were lines for those who had just arrived that stretched out into the hallway, 

terminating at a tiny windows, each staffed by a young man in a dark green uniform. 

 James had been there for several hours, and was grateful that he had picked up a snack 

beforehand. There was only the large room and the desks of the officials, where clerks spoke to 

those waiting through holes in the walls. There were not enough chairs for everyone, but some 

clever folks had brought small, collapsible plastic stools to sit on. James was not as well versed 

in the vocabulary of waiting rooms, but there were snatches of phrases he could pick out from 

the air, most notably the man who had reached the end of the line to James’ left and the one in 

front of him. 

 He listened to the left, a man in a t-shirt, perhaps a bachelor since he was alone, who 

rumbled, “Left my house at…” 

 Then he heard the woman in front of him, “Please let me see him…” 

 Then left, “Three o’ clock this afternoon…” 

 Front, “He’s not a bad boy, my son, just…” 

 Left, “I paid my rent, why should I have to…” 

 Front, “Never meant for this to happen, just…” 

 The old woman whose son was incarcerated stood at the front of the line, her hands 

clutching at the tie of her light blue shawl as if it would open up and blow away at any moment. 

The clerk’s face never changed from its fixed, stern expression. Judging by her plain clothes, the 
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old woman was very poor, and the shawl was the only nice thing she had to wear. From the 

sounds of it the young man was her only son, her only means for a livelihood, since she was too 

old to work. James could only gather over the whirlwind of voices that her son was in jail for 

theft, but he had no way of knowing if he deserved jail or not. Family was funny like that – if 

you loved someone enough you could defend them to the death no matter what. 

 After the old woman shuffled past him, tears etching new lines into her face, it was time 

for James to plead his case. 

 “Excuse me, but I’d like to know where a certain person is being incarcerated.” 

 The man stared at James as if he’d asked him to take off his clothes. 

 “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,” said the clerk. 

 “And why not,” asked James. 

 “Because if you were meant to know, you would have been told. Next!” 

 James tried to protest, but the man behind him shoved in front of him. Queues in China, 

especially ones as long as this one, were a matter of extreme seriousness. His place had been lost, 

and with it, his chance to solve Meifeng’s disappearance. 

*** 

 James was on the home stretch of the sidewalk to his office, and still savored the coolness 

of the subway air-conditioning on his skin. During these in-between times his mind moved as 

fast as his feet. The government wouldn’t help him out, so it was time plan his next attack. 



53 

 

And then the whole world spun. He could feel somebody’s fingers digging into his arms 

as he was thrown into the passenger seat of a car. His face collided with the seat cushion, and 

someone behind him pushed him upright, towards the middle of the seat. His assailant followed 

him in, slamming the door shut behind him. A few seconds later, another man, in a police 

uniform, opened the other door and sat down, sandwiching James between them. There was little 

room between them for James to move his arms, so handcuffs weren’t necessary. 

 The rear windows were tinted, and the front of the car was blocked off by a steel barrier. 

The engine vibrated all the way up from the soles of his feet to his teeth. He shivered from the 

animal rumbling of the car, and due to the adrenaline that just now was surging through his veins, 

a bit too late. 

 For the first minute, he was too afraid to speak. Chinese class had never given him a 

series of useful phrases for kidnapping, and the words he did know seemed to drown, bobbing up 

for  air, then sinking down again into the depths of his memory. But, after a few seconds, he 

adjusted to his moving prison, and the power of speech returned to him. 

 “What’s going on,” he stammered, “Why did you take me?” 

 The two men with their matching uniforms did not move. With their faces blurred by the 

darkness. They might as well have been twins. 

 The room they brought him to once the ride finished was a warm yellow, lit by 

fluorescent lights filtered to look like lightbulbs. Perhaps it was meant to make its occupants feel 

more comfortable. A strange sentiment, given how James had come to be in this room. There 

was no clock, were no windows, no means of telling how long he’d have to wait. He was hoping 

that there’d be a one-way mirror like interrogation rooms in those old cop movies, but the walls 
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were blank. He could almost feel the cold electronic eyes of the cameras that were no doubt 

scattered across the walls and ceiling. He couldn’t pretend that he wasn’t alone. To keep from 

losing his nerve, James tried to figure out how much time was passing. His phone had been taken 

from him, and he never felt the need to get a wristwatch, since he could always check his phone 

clock. He counted his breaths, repeated “one Mississippi” in his head over and over again, and 

tapped his toe on the floor.  

There was a sharp report behind him, almost like a gunshot. He turned to see that it was 

the door he had been forced through a while ago slamming shut. From the mouth of the wall 

emerged a man in a uniform just like the men who snatched him off the street. In the light, James 

could see the badge on his chest. A policeman. At least in the light he looked human, unlike his 

kidnappers, hunched over in the darkness of the van’s insides. His interrogator’s head was very 

rectangular, his hair cut so short that it was almost hidden under his hat. 

“Why am I here,” James stammered. 

“You know what you did,” said Square Face. 

 “No, I don’t,” said James. 

 The policeman pulled a folder from under his arm, removing a thin stack of papers from 

within. He took his time shuffling through them, one at a time, as if trying to impart gravity to 

his every action.  

 “You have been accused of conspiracy. You have been observed conversing with 

subversive elements, and coming in contact with a political dissident.” 

 In other words, Meifeng. Now was perhaps his only chance to get some answers. 
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 “Of course I ‘came into contact’ with her. She was my coworker. And my friend.” 

 Square Face smirked, “So you admit to associating with her?” 

 “If you’re asking me about the protest, I didn’t know about it until the night before she 

left. I didn’t go with her. Otherwise,” he could feel cold sweat on his forehead and shifted his 

arms, wishing his hands were free to wipe it away, “otherwise I would have arrived here much 

earlier.” 

 The officer shifted the papers back into the folder. 

 “What happened to her,” James blurted, “if I may be so bold?” 

 “She was imprisoned, the fate of many such dissidents. And before you ask,” he said just 

as James’ throat began to vibrate on the next syllable, “I will not tell you where she is being kept. 

For security reasons, of course. We can’t have you snooping around.” 

 “What I wanted to ask,” James lied, “was what the punishment is for those who associate 

with these ‘dissidents?’” He was emboldened by the anger gnawing in the lowest chamber of his 

heart, at this man who had the nerve to not give him a straight answer, who delighted in the 

power he had over his captive. Perhaps this was the same man who had seen Meifeng off after 

they caught her? 

 “Ah, yes. The price for your freedom is this.” 

 James was expecting a taser, or perhaps liberal application of a nightstick on his kneecaps. 

Instead, the officer withdrew from his mysterious file a single sheet of paper, which he slid 

across the table to James. It was a rather nonthreatening manila color, almost peach in this light. 

Being not so well versed in Chinese law, there were some legal terms on the paper he didn’t 
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quite understand. The neat, regular print of the characters on the page reminded him of his Visa 

form. He could have laughed if he didn’t want to scream, cry, anything but sit there like a 

dummy in that chair.  

 “It’s a confession to your crimes,” said Square Face.  

 A guard came up behind James and undid the shackles on his wrists, then handed him a 

pen as if James hadn’t been handcuffed for the past few hours. Blood tingled up his arms, into 

his palms. He rubbed his wrists, trying to erase the soreness that saturated his skin. All he could 

do for the next few moments was stare at the paper. 

 “What are you waiting for? Hurry up and sign it.” 

 The small, secret part of him that watched him from outside his body wanted to say no, 

just to see how Square Face would react. That part of James inside of his skull boiled and 

seethed with fear. He had heard stories about what happened to people whom were taken into 

rooms like this: being hung from a steel bar by their cuffs until they wore into their wrists, 

beatings, and the fact that some people disappeared, maybe for years at a time. How long would 

they be willing to keep James here if he refused, and what would happen to his parents if he 

couldn’t send money? 

 There was a soft noise as the pen scratched upon the surface, as if the paper was just 

about to tear from the pressure of the nib as James pushed it down.  

 “There,” he said, folding his arms, trying to suppress the quivering in his voice, “I did it. 

What now?” 

 “Now we are finished,” he turned to address the guards, “Take him.” 
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 Unlike the first time he was grabbed and cuffed, the guards’ arms hooking under his 

armpits inspired a wave of relief. He was escorted through a long corridor filled with other 

officers, beauracrats sitting at desks, and a few other people in cuffs like him, people in 

plainclothes awaiting judgment. For a moment, the rows of desks reminded him of his own 

office. There were photographs on each person’s desk of smiling children, women, men, and old 

people, their parents. Whose photos were on Square Face’s desk, he wondered. What would he 

do now that he had no one to interrogate? Would he pick out another one of those frightened 

faces corralled on the benches, like some kind of warped psychiatrist? Or was he stuck at a desk 

job most of the day, with the fear in his prisoners’ eyes the only respite from the dullness of 

office work? A paper pusher just like James. He couldn’t help but smile at the thought. 

*** 

 “What the hell were you thinking?” 

 Han had called James into his office under the guise of a ‘performance review.’ The 

review itself had taken under five minutes, but now they were having the real discussion. 

 “Seriously, what the hell were you thinking, saying her name in a public place like that? 

And then you go and look up all those protest sites without having an ID blocker installed?” 

 “Well, I was surprised that the firewall bypass didn’t come with one,” said James, feeling 

a bit stupid. 

“Of course they didn’t, because that’s pretty much a given. The only thing I’m surprised 

about is that they didn’t come for you sooner!” 



58 

 

 “No offense, Han, but you weren’t the one who was just kidnapped off the street. Do you 

have any idea how it felt to be locked in a room with a guy who all but calls you a terrorist? I 

thought they’d never let me out. If I were Chinese, things would’ve probably gone a lot 

differently,” James sighed. 

 “Indeed,” said Han, “If you were Chinese they’d probably have knocked your teeth out.” 

 James’ back straightened in his chair. 

 “You think you had it bad? Compared to Meifeng and the others you got a slap on the 

wrist. Do you want to know why? It’s because you’re a foreigner,” Han continued, getting out of 

his chair, “and even though America’s limping along like a two legged dog, the Party doesn’t 

want to make an international scene by detaining one of theirs.” 

Han had made his way over to James, and now leaned on his elbow at the edge of the 

desk, “You need to understand, James, that the people who actually live here have been 

interrogated and jailed for far less.” 

“I live here,” said James. 

“I know that. But you only live here at the Party’s behest, same as everyone else.” 

James recalled Mr. Gao’s words to him at the park. Would exile be so terrible? Although 

he had a comfortable job, leaving China would not be the spiritual amputation of someone who 

had lived there for a lifetime. And yet he had worked his whole life just trying to get here. 

Leaving now would be giving up. Although he didn’t want to admit it, there was also a tiny part 

of James that hated the idea of being cowed by Square Face and his goons, and wanted to stay 

just to spite them and whatever faceless official had authorized his kidnapping. 
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“That confession was a formality, just like a scholar-official kneeling before the emperor, 

or going out to drinks with your coworkers. It doesn’t mean anything, in the sense of a 

punishment, but at the same time it means everything. It’s about showing you who’s boss. Most 

people who live here have a run in with the government at least once, no matter how exemplary 

they are. It keeps them in line.” 

“So I suppose this was a sort of rite of passage, then?” 

Han laughed, “I guess so. But like a rite of passage you shouldn’t hope to repeat it. I like 

seeing your face in my office, so please be a bit more careful from now on.” 

“I’ll try,” said James, standing up and shaking Han’s hand. 

*** 

In his apartment, his sole companion was the toy basset hound he stole from Meifeng’s 

desk. Its expression always meant something different each time he looked at it. Now its 

sorrowful eyes seemed to hold a hint of reproach for giving up his search for its mistress. He 

hadn’t touched his room’s computer in days. Nobody had come for him, so the matter had 

probably been dealt with. There may have been a blurb about his confession in the news, but he 

couldn’t bring himself to check. 

In the hour before he went to sleep he spent his time lying on the bed in his undershirt, 

rubbing his sock-clad feet together to feel the texture of the threads on his toes. This was also a 

time for reflection, and sometimes regret. His gaze remained fixed on the dog, whom from this 

angle was now ignoring him in favor of a very interesting crack on the ceiling. The quest to find 



60 

 

Meifeng was an attempt at an answer to her questions back at Wonderland, perhaps a way to 

become the kind of man she wanted him to be. Of course, he’d failed. 

Would his visit to the station be the beginning of a long, slow departure? When he was in 

the room, before the officer had arrived, only three thoughts dominated his mind. First, he 

wished he was back in his apartment, lounging around in his socks. Second, he wondered 

whether Han would laugh if he saw James hunched over, fighting back fearful noises. Third, he 

wondered if Meifeng had been taken to a room just like this before they locked her away. He 

didn’t think about his parents, or his grandmother, or the street he grew up on, the sound of cars 

sputtering in the street, or the rancid smell of steam escaping from the sewers. His mind was 

fixed on home: China. 
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