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         LAST NIGHT A cab driver gave me a green fifty as part of my change. So what, right? Why am I wasting your time with this not-noteworthy scrap of non-news? Well, right now I’m standing at a shop checkout and handing the green note across to pay for some apples and almonds. The woman at the checkout screws up her face. She grabs the note at each end. She wrenches it about, listening for its sound. Squinting at it narrowly, she lifts the note to the light. Then she chucks the thing back.
 
         ‘No good,’ she says in Mandarin.
 
         ‘What?’ I say back, also in Mandarin.
 
         ‘No good,’ she repeats, not caring, matter of fact.
 
         I pay with a red hundred and then when I’m outside in the smelly street I compare the spurned fifty with another fifty and find that she’s quite right, it’s counterfeit. Dammit. The cabbie conned me, the bastard. Typical of this bloody town! Okay, crinkle up the dud note, biff it into a bin — a bin already overflowing with rubbish and crawling with flies.
 
         A thin drizzle is falling. Hot, muggy.
 
         Racket on all sides. The blat of traffic. The shriek of the  crossing-woman’s whistle. The melancholy clang of the rag-and-bone man’s bell. They call this the Season of Plum Rain. Very poetic, except that not a plum tree can be seen while I wend my way, twisting my tense body, between the bodies of the smaller and slower-moving folk of One Street. Our neighbourhood streets are named after some obscure provincial city — a city which scarcely anybody here would ever expect to catch sight of or hear of in any other way between the day they’re born and the day they kick the bucket. I live in Obscure Provincial City One Street. Around the corner is Obscure Provincial City Two Street. Down the end where you can glimpse the skytrain station is Obscure Provincial City Six Street. And so on.
         
 
         Mud oozes up between loose pavers.
 
         A minimart invites me to buy. New, glossy with yellow paint and plastic, it’s part of a citywide chain called the Sincere Daily Stop.
 
         ‘How are you?’ says a woman.
 
         A bony, sprawling old woman, she sits knitting on a little square bamboo stool. Long grey hair has been pulled back in an untidy bun and only two teeth are left in the front of her mouth. Lack of choppers means that her words, though technically correct Mandarin, are lisped and laborious. We always greet each other in this formal yet friendly way — often four or five times a day.
 
         ‘How are you?’ I reply.
 
         Always, every day, she turns up first thing to sell a stock of faded back numbers of formerly glossy magazines. Fashion mags, beauty mags. Covers show a pouting array of smooth and lipsticked starlets. A swift grey arrow — a rat — darts past now and then on its way to the kitchen of the nearby noodle-house. The old woman, so long as the weather stays okay, sits and knits. When it rains — like today — she shakes her big bony bod into a shuffling scuttle, gathering up her stock, stowing it under a tatty tarpaulin on her trolley. Afterwards she perches, hoping to wait out the rain, on the steps of the Sincere Daily Stop.
         
 
         Now another old woman comes forward, sketches a quick kowtow and holds out a plastic begging bowl.
 
         ‘Charity, sir,’ she says in Shanghainese.
 
         Be modern — speak Mandarin says an official sign bolted to a lamppost behind the crone.
         
 
         I lob a coin into her cup.
 
         Shanghai!
 
         Oozing for aeons out of the restless mouths of the Yangtze, mud has dropped into sloppy mounds amidst lagoons and looping creeks. Once the creeks were yellow with silt. Now they’re black with shit and industrial toxins. Fat little crayfish crawl through the shitty mud feeding themselves by the thousand before finding themselves caught by boys and men and sold for a few pennies to women who chuck the catch into plastic buckets and squat themselves down on top of an upturned box or maybe a paint can and look around listlessly for a buyer. The crayfish are fat and their shells come in a kind of livery of red and black. Meanwhile, more than twenty million more of us kids and women and men are crawling all over what used to be the sloppy mounds.
         
 
         Nobody knows how many millions more than twenty, given that lots of us are illegals or semi-legals. Men and women who lack the right papers flock here from faraway provinces willing to take any kind of foul work that can be found. No shortage of foul work here in the big smoke. Drains have got to be cut. Pavements have got to be laid on top of the old ooze. Techno-skyscrapers have got to be heaped up downtown to a height of eighty or more storeys into the grim, polluted sky.
         
 
         I sidestep the beggar woman.
 
         Downtown techno-skyscrapers are far away from folk here in my district, a district which is humdrum, ordinary, workaday. Solid, gritty apartment blocks crammed between gritty streets filled with petrol and diesel fumes — the pavements slippery with gobs of spit — stump their way north and south, east and west, towards an invisible horizon. Almost all of these grey, smutted blocks of apartments were built in the eighties of last century.
         
 
         As for me, right now the most real thing in my life seems to be a feeling of sickness in my stomach.
 
         He’s due to turn up today. What am I going to do?
 
         Why has my life gone so wrong?
 
         A fat bored guard nods at me from behind his pane of glass at the gates to the Foreign Experts Hotel. He has almost nothing to do, almost all day long, except lurk behind that glass and be bored. Right now he’s got hold of a banknote which he’s rolled into a tight little tube and is using to clean his ear. He digs deeply, thoroughly. Afterwards he looks at the digging end of the tube to check the colour and texture of the wax he’s dug out.
 
         Note to self: avoid waxy banknotes.
 
         I nod back.
 
         The Foreign Experts is a block of four storeys in its gated compound off One Street. A thin, bored receptionist nods at me from behind the counter with its long slab of marble. Seated on an upended clothes drawer, she hunches her narrow shoulders towards an electric fan. The fan spins frantically in a futile fight to get free from its wire cage. Our building is a blend of the grandiose and the shabby. The lobby smells of piss and fish. I climb wide, shallow flights of polished granite stairs until I come to the third floor, where I turn and find a door. My door. A door opening into a set of rooms which are high, white and rather empty. Floors are hardwood, polished. Bookshelves, desk, tables, chairs, beds, a few other odds and ends are also polished wood. Well, on first glance they’re wood, but really they’re veneer over some sort of customwood.
         
 
         I dump the plastic bag of groceries lumped in from the street and drop myself into one of the armchairs. Two armchairs have been provided with the flat. Austere armchairs — they seem to have been designed not for loosely limbed living humans but for dead mandarins mummified and bent at the waist and knee in neat ninety-degree angles.
         
 
         Check the clock. One, in a tick or two.
 
         He’s due to turn up today.
 
         Somehow it seems as though I’ve spent my whole life waiting for him to turn up, if by him we mean a man, a man who — or a boy, a boy who —? Not that I feel too sure I know where a boy ends and a man begins, really.
 
         Well, back to here and now — let’s see, it’s the end of the second semester. I’m waiting to talk about the final essay with one of my students. Jay. Jay has booked himself the one o’clock slot in my appointments diary. Classes are over for the year. My students, stressed and freaking, stuck at their desks, are spending days and nights cramming. Poor sods. Exams are what make or break a student in this country. Jay scribbled his name in the diary almost a month ago. A very clever kid, he scribbled quickly and nearly illegibly. Of course I shouldn’t think of these students as kids — they’re young men and women of eighteen, nineteen, sometimes twenty. Like I said, though, I don’t feel too sure that I know where a boy stops being a boy and becomes a man.
         
 
         What am I going to do?
 
         Why the fuck has my life gone so wrong?
 
         I look at a red ribbon which flickers faintly on the louvred vent of the air conditioner, while listening to the background racket. One of the things that hit me most when I first came to live in this place a year ago was the racket. What can I hear right now? A gang of workmen drilling a pavement, the thud of their pneumatic drills reverberating through my floor and walls. Also a sort of oceanic roar from traffic as it streams ceaselessly across an elevated motorway. Also high-pitched hums, followed by whooshes, of skytrains shooting from their glazed station. Also the throb-throb-throb of the tired old air conditioner. The air conditioner makes so much noise at night that sometimes the only way I can get to sleep is by kidding myself that I’m on a ship and that the throbbing is the ship’s turbines, and that the ship’s prow is cutting through deep water, which seems soothing somehow.
 
         Ten minutes past one. Why do I love it so much, I wonder — water, I mean — why is it so wonderful?
 
         Ebb and flow, tides, waves —
 
         The faint flickers of the ribbon are meant to prove to disgruntled guests of the Foreign Experts that the air conditioners really are working. Needless to say, the thin nylon red has become soiled by the greasy air of the city as it seeps through the louvres.
 
          Twenty past one.
         
 
         Not that anyone would raise an eyebrow, since students are seldom on time for any appointment. As for Jay, well, of course the brightest kids — oops, students — are often the slackest in their ways. The boy failed to turn up at all for the last class of the semester, almost a fortnight ago.
 
         Knock knock.
 
         A lurch in my stomach. A knock — my door?
 
         The Foreign Experts is not what you’d call high tech. We don’t have laser wands or security buzzers, or even homely little electric chimes, to let us know when someone has come to our door. All anyone can do to that door is knock, with their knuckles.
 
         Or kick, maybe, with their boot.
 
         Knock knock.
 
         Yes, my door. A light knock. Not a strong knock. Yet a knock that makes not only my stomach lurch but my heart bump — makes that tough old ticker bump hard. A bumping so hard that I wonder whether I’ll be able to stand safely, whether my legs will have the knack of carrying me, whether I’ll quite have it in my power to make it to my door without keeling over onto that slippery, slightly treacherous floor of polished hardwood.
 
         Dad? Is it my dad at the door?
 
         Well, that’s a whimsical thought for you. Dad’s not here, he’s on the other side of the world. Nor is he fit to knock on my door. He’s not fit to knock, or knock about, anywhere any more. Okay, up I jump. Trot across to the door. Twist the doorknob. The door swings open to — not my dad, not a wrinkled old red-faced coot of eighty-plus years, but a soft-spoken smooth-cheeked local lass wearing spectacles.
 
          ‘Dr Manfred, I worried about Jay,’ she says in English.
         
 
         ‘Why, Sissy? Have you got a reason?’
 
         ‘Too many!’ she wails.
 
         Sissy spells them out. She and Jay are classmates, and she’s the monitor, yet she hasn’t seen the boy for thirteen days. She hasn’t had an email, a text message, a phone call from him during the whole of those thirteen days. He was last seen by the boys in his dorm late one night — a very hot night, the night before our concluding class. He’d been sitting over his books in the study room when he leapt off a chair, plucked up his cellphone and headed out the door. Sissy has come here this afternoon, knowing that Jay was booked for an appointment, thinking that surely nobody would skip something as important as a date with a professor. Now, getting a bit bewildered by her verb tenses, she stops talking. Also she looks tearful.
 
         ‘Was he unhappy,’ I ask quietly, ‘when he was last seen by you or the other boys?’  
 
         ‘No, he is always happy.’  
 
         ‘Nobody’s always happy, you know.’  
 
         ‘I have bad feeling, Dr Manfred. Very have bad feeling.’  
 
         ‘You may as well wait here, Sissy. He’ll be here soon, I suppose — he’s usually late.’  
 
         ‘Thank you, Dr Manfred.’  
 
         Sissy sits awkwardly. At first I try to set her at ease but since I don’t feel at ease myself it falls flat. After a bit I leave her with some books and a drink of peach juice while sloping off myself into the next room to feint doing some paperwork. Shuffle the papers. Shuffle, shuffle. Quickly the papers get turfed aside. Why not try typing? Okay. Flick my fingertips for a while across the clickety little plastic keys of the computer. Crap! Can’t be bothered trying to type. I switch off the computer. I look out the window and see nothing but the smutted sides of mildewed apartment blocks against a muggy grey sky. Spinning my body back towards my desk, I start to toy idly with a red steel stapler. The stapler came with me from my homeland. Snapping its small sharp jaws onto a folded sheet of white paper, snapping it again and again, I think once more of Dad. Snap, snap, snap! One whole hour passes slowly. I feel sick. I want to cry.
         
 
         Somebody knocks on the door. Knock knock. A strong knock, not a light knock.
 
         A hard knock.
 
         ‘Jay!’ says Sissy.
 
         ‘No. It’s not his knock.’
 
         Somebody knocks again masterfully.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         ‘We keep hearing hype about the Chinese century and the way China’s going to be the biggest economy on the planet, but to my mind they’re still unbelievably backward, and a mystery. You never really know what thoughts and feelings are weaving their way through their brains.’
 
         ‘Exactly! And as for the everyday aspects of lecturing in a university over there —’
 
         ‘Apparently they ask you to take on a dreadful teaching load.’
 
         ‘You won’t get anything like the working conditions we take for granted here, and the pay’s appalling.’
 
         ‘Survival wages. You’ll not save a penny, you know.’
 
          ‘And just think about the things they eat!’
         
 
         ‘Cat, dog — I hear that Shanghai businessmen have taken to eating human embryos bought by restaurants from nearby abortion clinics. They serve them as embryo soup!’
 
         ‘I don’t allow any of your arguments,’ was my statesmanlike reply. ‘We’re so insular about China. What’s the stereotype that keeps getting cranked out in western mass media? By mass media I don’t just mean tele and Time. The stereotype you find on all but the most high-brow media? Crazy old Orient, that’s what. World of the weird and wacky.’
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         ‘Professor Morse?’ asks Detective Inspector Mao.
 
         ‘What? Oh, yes,’ I say. ‘Yes?’
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         The inspector is a small bloke, a bloke of about fifty, stocky and square. He makes himself comfortable and starts stinking out my apartment with the fumes from his Double Happiness. A red packet, printed with a pattern of golden lanterns and gold script in Chinese and in English.
 
         DOUBLE HAPPINESS Super Lights.
         
 
         ‘Manfred Gilbert Morse?’
 
         ‘Exactly.’
 
         As he works through what I suppose is called a police inquiry — the very first that’s come my way in my own fifty years — the inspector doggedly smokes one after another of the little white-sheathed, amber-wadded tubes of poison which he fishes out of the packet. The tip of each fresh fag he lights with the butt of the old fag. He offers me one of the nasty nuisances. I turn down the offer politely. Me, I’ve got no vices. Boring, right? Inspector Mao, brooding in the heavy smoke from those nonstop fags, holds a ballpoint in one fist and scratches onto a piece of thin, greyish paper.
         
 
         ‘Of course you can account for your movements, Professor, on the night during which the young man disappeared?’
 
         Words which fit my idea of what a detective should say. Actually his words come to me only in translation because he hisses them out in Shanghainese, to be subsequently hoovered up and airbrushed into smooth Received Pronunciation English by an interpreter — a student on loan from the university, a Mr Sun.
         
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         Inspector Mao has prepared the way for this question by making use of various conventional phrases to say he is very sorry to disturb my privacy, and that he’s sure that he need not detain me for long, but that Jay was reported missing by the university authorities two days ago. A body has been found. A young man. A naked young man, heavily decayed — decay consistent, apparently, with about two weeks in the water at this time of the year. He was found this morning lodged against the pier of a bridge where the neighbourhood creek flows into the Huangpu. Clues to his identity have been hard to find because of that advanced state of decay. The height and weight of the young man, however, are the same as the height and weight of Yu Jiayu.
 
         Jay.
 
          ‘Professor, we hope you may be able to cast some light on the disappearance of Yu Jiayu.’
         
 
         ‘When you say disappearance, you mean death?’
 
         Inspector Mao looks at me sharply.
 
         ‘Do you know he is dead?’
 
         One moment of panic, in which I see myself inside a police interrogation cell somewhere downtown. The cops of this town are not known for kid gloves, though they are known for cattle prods. And electric shocks to the nipples or the cock. And handcuffing of suspects in agonising postures. Maybe a man will find himself suspended from the ceiling on the tips of his toes for hours, or maybe cuffed with his arms bent diagonally behind his back in a way that stops the blood flow and makes bones break after half a day.
 
         One moment of panic, followed quickly by recovery.
 
         ‘Not guilty,’ I say smilingly.
 
         Inspector Mao lets out a grunt, then takes a puff on his filthy fag.
 
         ‘We are not at present investigating a homicide, Professor,’ he says.
 
         Of course really it’s the interpreter who says those exact words, the young man Mr Sun. Mr Sun’s doing his doctorate on Kafka. Kafka translated into English, not in the original German. Always he has annoyed me — Mr Sun, not Kafka — because his face looks like a pudding. A malt pudding. He keeps glancing at Sissy. Maybe he fancies Sissy. Sissy, who looks down at the floorboards not at the men, and who wears her hair in a ponytail tied with a silly little frilly pink nylon ribbon.
 
         ‘What hours do you want to know about? I mean, what hour of the day did he disappear?’
 
          Why are almost all our girl students so girly?
         
 
         ‘Between ten in the evening and eight the next morning.’
 
         Of course I know that it’s a sexist society and the young women get a girly stereotype rammed down their throats from earliest infancy, and it’s not their fault, but the interpreter makes me feel upset, annoyed, even angry.
 
         ‘I was with friends at a bar downtown till about eleven —’
 
         A sec or two is all that’s needed for me to work out that my upset feelings are nothing to do with the interpreter, and they’re not anger. They’re grief. And it’s to do with Jay.
         
 
         ‘And afterwards?’
 
         ‘I got a cab back here. The cab took about thirty minutes because a section of the Inner Ring Road was blocked. I came inside and made myself a cup of tea. I always drink tea last thing at night. I sat down in this room with the tea and a novel for maybe twenty minutes. About midnight I went out.’
 
         ‘Went out?’
 
         ‘Went out. Not illegal, is it? I went out for a walk.’
 
         ‘Your leaving the building,’ says Inspector Mao, yanking a fag from his mouth and lifting a paw to smother a yawn, ‘was noted of course by the duty receptionist.’
 
         Fucking spies on all fucking sides in this fucking police state. Well, that’s my first thought, but of course they’re all just doing their jobs.
         
 
         ‘Okay, well, I kinda walked around aimlessly. I was out for two hours or so, more or less. I don’t wear a watch because I hate anything strapped to my body. I think it must have been about two, give or take half an hour, when I got back here. No doubt the duty receptionist will know the time.’
         
 
         ‘Six minutes past two,’ says Inspector Mao.
 
         ‘I made myself another cup of tea, drank it, and went to bed. End of story. So you see I don’t have an alibi. Well, not unless we can track down some of the people who saw me during my wanderings between twelve and six minutes past two. When I walk that late at night I always find a lot of people out and about.’
 
         ‘You mean you often walk the streets in the early morning, Professor?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘May one ask why, Professor?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure, Inspector.’
 
         ‘Why?’ he insists.
 
         ‘I suppose because I’m wretchedly unhappy.’
 
         Inspector Mao shrugs when this has been translated for him by Pudding. He sucks deeply on his Double Happiness. He looks down at the grey notebook.
 
         ‘Of course we do not suppose you played any part in the disappearance of the young man, Professor. We simply hoped that you might know more than we know. The boy was a favourite student of yours, wasn’t he?’
 
         ‘I try to give all my students equal time and attention.’
 
         ‘Of course, but your eyes would light up with delight every time he walked into the classroom,’ comments the cop calmly. ‘At least, according to one of your young women students.’
 
         ‘He was a very gifted young man.’
 
         ‘Was gifted? You don’t think the present tense appropriate?’
         
 
         This is just silly.
 
          ‘Inspector, I don’t know what’s happened to Yu Jiayu. I wish I could help you. I can’t help you.’
         
 
         The plod seems not to mind.
 
         ‘You know nothing at all?’
 
         ‘Nothing.’
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         ‘NOW, BY WAY of preamble I want to say that we have a long and not undemanding agenda today,’ drones Prudence West. ‘Oh, and inter alia, may I take this opportunity to prompt everybody’s memory regarding the ground rules agreed upon in the matter of mobile phones?’
         

         ‘Switch the buggers off, for those who don’t speak Double Dutch,’ snaps Tim Self.

         Prudence shoots him a dirty look. Tim offers her a little twitch of his upper lip. All the rest of us fidget, or sigh, or yawn, or frown. None of us likes sitting at a meeting table alongside Tim. We know how badly he gets along with others. We also know that Pru, by stupefying everybody with boredom, will make us want so badly to bolt out the door that she’ll find herself able to get her own way and will keep climbing, step by step, the career ladder she hopes will end with some lurk more lucrative than the interdepartmental chair.

         ‘Without any further ado,’ she moos in her monotone, ‘shall we proceed to the first item on the agenda?’

         ‘Perish the thought that we could skip straight to the last,’ yaps Tim.

         ‘Apologies?’ croons Pru. ‘May I hear apologies?’
         

         Where are we? We’re inside a brightly lit meeting room on the campus of my old university back in my home country, that’s where. When? Not long after the start of the first semester early last year. An interdepartmental meeting gets summoned once a month so we can feign to talk about — but really rubberstamp — laws for our school. Pru West is our head of school: the School of Culture Studies. The university has a lot of schools. Schools are grouped into faculties — ours is the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences.

         ‘Chair moves that the minutes of the last meeting be taken as read,’ says Pru. ‘Any seconder?’

         Of course she has several lackeys to hand, happy to second.

         My head aches. Monday, merely, yet already this seems to have turned into Manfred’s Week of Definitive Pratfalls. Seated, comatose, at the big dull table I note that not only my head but also my stomach feels crap. Blame the boozy staff bonding barbecue on Sunday. We all stumbled around a swimming pool while supposedly developing a sense of warm-and-fuzzy group solidarity for the semester. Of course the last thing anyone would want to do with a weekend would be to go to a staff barbecue. You wouldn’t, would you? You wouldn’t want to watch hunks of dead cow singed over steel grills, slapped bleeding onto buns, chewed by my colleagues? You wouldn’t want to glug down the cheap plonk they lay on for academic cannon-fodder like us?

         ‘Now, matters arising from the minutes of the last meeting —’

         My day so far has chalked up one squabble with our departmental secretary, one putdown over morning tea by an ambitious younger colleague, and one suddenly chipped tooth. The tooth chipped itself thanks to my biting too hard into a gritty scone straight after the putdown and finding inside the dough a stone. Making myself come to this table has been the work of half an afternoon. A slow, stumped afternoon spent seated blankly in my office, idling with my red steel stapler, snapping its little jaws up and down, up and down. I don’t know why.
         

         Snap, snap, snap!
         

         The campus is killing me. The rooms like toilets along long straight smothering axes. Corridors, cells, enclosure, airlessness. Bland colours, lack of colour, lack of vitality, movement, accident, irregularity, the organic, the fluid, the flexible, the pliable, the friable.

         Who else has made their unwilling way to the interdepartmental meeting?
         

         Dr Batty from Romance Languages. Two plush chairs caress his plump arse. A skinny arse, by contrast, jiggles on the neighbouring plush: Dr Downer’s. She, yawning her way through the meeting, shows no trace in her tired little eyes of knowing that she’ll be dead by the end of the year when her lightweight car will be totalled in a head-on. Dr Blight has turned up too, of course — moaning as always about how he gets dumped upon with all the dross jobs in Romance.
         

         ‘A propos, may I depart from the strict limits of the agenda for a moment or two and say that in my view —’

         Who’s come along from Comparative Cultural Studies? Let me see — their senior representative, Professor Perfect, always to be found lobbying and jockeying and assassinating character wherever any sort of politics can be found going on around the campus. Last year she threw the contents of a cup of tea — tepid, luckily — at the swollen pink kisser of Professor Swinyard. Swinyard snorted for months afterwards about having Perfect up before the staff disciplinary body on a charge of assault. Who else from Comparative Cultural Studies? Dr Rough, as always. Dr Gunn, sacked later in the year for downloading child porn from the internet. Dr Inkster, seated on my left, hunkered down inside his old tweed jacket with worn leather patches on its elbows. Inkster seems to have something naughty hidden beneath his briefing notes for our meeting. A quick glance or two to check it out. Yep, he’s smuggled into the room a fistful of footnotes to be appended to one of his latest academic articles — a dense thicket of script which he keeps peeking at by lifting a corner of the briefing notes.
         

         ‘Matters arising is our business at present, please note. Which means, I’m sorry, that I must ask you to postpone that matter until the appropriate…’

         Sociology has given us bleary, wrinkled, white-bearded old Professor Stiff and cute perky little Dr Mein, who started her career as a B student before she attracted the friendly attentions of Stiff. Dr Thrasher, also from Sociology. Dr Woolly, who for some reason will go blind early in the New Year.
         

         My mind wafts back to my rendezvous with the red stapler earlier in the afternoon.

         Snap, snap!
         

         A weary old woman called Con Craven sits to my right, come to the meeting in her capacity as monitor for the faculty. Con’s long mournful face with its blue skin and yellow teeth has been seen around the tables of academic committees in one or another capacity for so many years that she’s become known as the Zombie. Nobody knows where she goes when day ends at the university. One theory is that she sleeps in the broom cupboard behind the audiovisual laboratory.
         

         ‘Now, moving on to the next item on the agenda,’ moos Pru.

         One hour has passed, with painful slowness. We start into the second hour.

         Snap!
         

         ‘Disagreeably, we find ourselves forced to consider the possibility,’ she lows well into the second hour, ‘of a policy for a glass ceiling on career advancement in two of our schools, namely —’

         I start to weep. Tears seep from my eyes, slowly.

         ‘Well, speaking frankly,’ snaps Professor Perfect, ‘I’m damned if I’m accepting a glass ceiling for my school!’
         

         ‘May we please speak in an appropriately measured way during our proceedings?’ asks Pru. ‘Given that we’re dealing with matters of no small substance?’

         ‘I’m damned if I’ll measure my words if measuring means —’
         

         Only after a few more slangings have shot back and forth between those two does the table run out of words. Pru gulps. Perfect gapes. All have started to stare at me aghast, for now I’m no longer seeping tears. I’ve begun to sob — hoarsely, snottily.
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         Why am I crying? I don’t know. I only know that I’m thinking about my dad. I’m thinking about my dad not as he is now, but as he was long ago, more than forty years ago, when he was a young man and I was a boy. Pines Beach. I’m thinking of a day at Pines Beach. Kids playing. Broom pods popping in the sun. Salty sand. Sweet, sticky orangeade. One of those long, slow summer holidays when we came from town with our togs and our beach towels and our cricket bats, and rented a cottage, and lay about for week after week, taking it easy. When I say we I mean my brother and my two sisters and me, and Mum.
         

         Dad was less lucky. Dad kept working.

         A tinny little alarm would wake him. He’d drag on his duds, take a pee, cough up a lot of phlegm — as a kid I’d flinch when I heard him in the toilet, hacking away, a smoker’s cough. He’d pack himself a lunchbox. He’d head off towards the bus stop. He’d take a bus down the highway. He’d ride all the way to the city. He’d clock in. He’d work his eight hours and then do overtime for the extra money — which always came in more than handy, given the kids he was trying to keep fed. Why, though, did he have so many kids? Why didn’t he and my mum reach for the condoms, since every other grown-up in our suburb seemed to grab hold of the things whenever they wanted? Anyway, he’d work a long day. He’d clock out. He’d get the bus back to the beach.

         What were his thoughts while he worked, while he smoked, while the bus brought him home to us? Did he think about us?

         Did he think about me?

         Not likely.

         One day when I was seven or so the thought came into my head that I could meet him when the bus brought him back from the city. I’d been at the general store. I’d bought myself a war comic. Mum always gave each of us a shilling from Dad’s weekly pay packet and my shilling — my bob, as everyone called that coin — got itself spent on a war comic. War comics were tatty little booklets, printed in smudgy black and white, telling the story of how we won the Second World War. Story after story about doltish Krauts getting the crap kicked out of them by plucky Poms. You know the kind of thing. Having handed across my bob and got my comic — rolled into a tube, cinched tightly by a rubber band — I stood outside the general store. The bus stop was right in front of the general store.
         

         Why didn’t I do what I always did after buying a comic? I don’t know. Normally I’d scamper back to our cottage, hurl myself onto my bed, peel off the rubber band and start to read. Today, I stayed. I stood by the bus stop with my little paper tube of story. A low light raked across the tops of the pines and the cypress. Magpies gargled. Painted steel pipes sprang from the sandy yellow grass of the playground to prop up swings and slides and seesaws. Crimson pipes. Orange pipes. Sky blue pipes.

         Cars came past with crumpling sounds, sounds caused by their thick black tyres on loose shingle.

         After a bit the bus came up and puttered to a stop. Out stepped the dads. A whole row of dads. My dad wasn’t the only dad who stuck to his last — who kept working in town while his family came here to the seaside. All of those dads stepping down from the bus looked to me, to me the little kid, like the typical dads of my part of the world in the middle of the twentieth century. Youngish blokes whose hair had been shaved to the skull at sides and back, leaving only a little cap on top, clipped hair the colour of brown or straw — a cap maybe like the reverse of a monk’s tonsure. They really were a sort of monk. Almost all those dads had taken vows of service and duty to their wife and their kids. They dressed with the drabness of monks, too. Stepping down onto the shingle outside the general store, the dads loped in a tired but easy sort of way towards the various little lolly-coloured cottages nested amidst sighing pines dive-bombed by those gargling maggies.
         

         My own dad ducked his head at me, a short nod.

         ‘Hello, Dad,’ I chirped, looking away.

         We didn’t touch, of course. Not so much as a thought even crossed the mind of son or father that either might perhaps have allowed himself to touch, let alone kiss. My dad swapped a word or two with some other blokes while I looked for a bit into the store window. While looking I was aware of his lean height behind my back. Afterwards we seemed simply to fall into step. Side by side, we set off. Quiet, but companionable — that was what it felt like, walking alongside that lanky chap. He seemed a calm man who needed not to talk in order to be good company.

         My own tongue got busy.

         ‘We’ve had a neat day here, Dad. We played wars down the beach. I was a German. And we beat the British. And we went for four swims. And a man gave us rides in his speedboat across the lagoon. And it was neat. And I saw seven types of bird in the lagoon —’

         He said nothing, but I felt good as we pressed on towards our cottage.

         Hang on, though — we weren’t headed towards our cottage. We’d gone the wrong way!
         

          Looking up, worried, I wondered why my dad had gone the wrong way. Dad always went the right way. He was that sort of man. Somehow, it occurs to me now, it seems not so much a strength as a weakness, that he should always have gone the right way. Does it mean he didn’t even wonder whether there was a wrong way? Anyway, I’m looking up at my dad — and with a shock I see that the lanky bloke loping next to me isn’t my dad at all. He’s some other boy’s dad. Bewildered, turning my head sideways, I see my own dad heading off the right way.
         

         I feel shame. I feel my face flushing hotly.

         Looking back up at the unknown bloke, I see that he’s smiling down at me in a daddish sort of way. Absent, vaguely friendly. Maybe he’s thinking about how he’s weary at the end of his day and how good it’ll be to get back to the cottage and kick off his town shoes and put his feet up and sing out to his wife to open a bottle of beer.

         ‘Sorry, mister,’ I whisper, and scoot away.
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         Pines Beach was where I found myself a few months after the interdepartmental meeting, seated on a dune looking out to sea while making up my mind whether or not to run away to Shanghai. I was at the beach because I own a cottage there, and have done since my divorce. I was on a dune on a working day because I’d been given stress leave by my university. Stress leave is what they call it when we get sent home with nervous disorders. We keep collecting our pay. I wasn’t at all keen about ever going back to my job, so I was asking myself whether or not I should try throwing the whole show over and scarpering to Shanghai.
         

         Carmen had already been working there for more than a year, so the nuts and bolts of it would be easy. After my phone call, begging her for help, she’d done some quick asking around, calling in the odd favour, and landed me a job — not as a historian, the only trade I’m qualified for, but as a teacher of English.

         ‘It’d be a doddle,’ she said. ‘What they want’s mostly language and just a few rats and mice of literature, so you wouldn’t need to write lectures about Congreve or Orwell.’

         ‘You need special skills for language teaching, though.’

         ‘Not in China, you don’t.’

         ‘How come?’

         ‘Teaching standards are really low. Apparently it wouldn’t mean much more than working your way mindlessly through the textbooks.’

         ‘Okay, cool.’

         ‘You’d be wise before you left home to do some sort of crash course in Mandarin.’

         ‘Right you are, sis.’

         ‘Let me know which way you go. Gotta get my skates on now.’

         ‘Okay. Smooches!’

         ‘Smooches!’

         So what would be best? Staying safely at home? Or heading to Shanghai? Perched on my dune, trying to make up my mind, I found myself watching an old gaffer who pegged his way with a walking cane and a spaniel back and forth on the sand. Other folk were roaming up and down less sternly. Old men, old women, dressed in a way they no doubt would call sensible. Shapeless, bulky. They were what I might become myself in another twenty years — or ten years.
         

         ‘Mutton dressed as mutton,’ Mum used to say when she saw the old coots going back and forth on the sand.

         Mum’s been dead for years. Cervical cancer. Pines Beach was not only where we spent summers during my childhood but where I came for holidays during my own years as a young dad, the years of the childhood of my own children. So many summers have gone by — summers of kids and skinned knees and pine resin and seagulls and sand and sandwiches and — and now my two girls are grown up and out on their own in the world.

         ‘Okay, I’ll do a runner,’ I said to myself, seated on my dune. ‘I’ll do a runner to far Cathay.’

         Of course the widely received wisdom is that it’s wrong to do a runner from what ails you. Stay and slug it out! That’s what we’re told, right? Dig deep! That’s what we’re also told. Grub up your ghosts, vaporise your vampires, find your fears, cry your tears, mourn your dead, move on!

         Well, okay — but no thanks.

         I’m sick of stress leave. I’m sick of talking my life through with a shrink. I’m weary of having to work out an answer. I want things to be easy. Why can’t things be easy? Why not just run away? My home city gives me the creeps. Driving down the streets I know so well — too well, too bloody well — makes my chest hurt. My mind knots. Dad keeps dying. A sad little kid, creeping around quiet corners, sneaks glances at me — a kid who’s myself, of course, myself forty and more years ago. Can’t I get away now? Can’t I run away? You don’t really have to stay in a cemetery all your life, do you? Let me out! I want to run away.
         

         Run — run away!

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            THREE
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         SHANGHAI WAS A shock. A plane had powered its way with a payload of groggy, drinking, gobbling, snoring passengers for more than eleven hours across the Pacific. Afterwards, lurching myself and my backpack and my headache out of our narrow vinyl-lined, foam-rubber-padded aluminium tube, looking up and down the length of an immense yet almost empty concourse of stainless steel and glass, I’d wondered why anyone would want to try to find their bearings inside the seamless surfaces, the nameless spaces, of a faceless international airport.
         

         ‘Dr Morse?’ said a small round woman with a small round face, bobbing and nodding.

         ‘Dr Sun?’ I begged hopefully.

         One hour had already gone by since landing. An hour of wandering and queueing and wandering, and of documents getting stamped.  
         

         ‘Dr Morse, welcome to China. I hope you had a good flight.’  

         Bob bob, nod nod.  

         The two of us, together with my suitcases and my backpack and of course my headache, were stowed inside a sleekish car sent by the university and soon were speeding down a motorway. All I wanted to do was scope the sights — a flashing sequence of fields, factories, motorways, warehouses, apartment blocks — and down a couple litres of coffee, and not have to listen, let alone speak, but of course I worked my socks off at civility, at bright and interested answers to bright and interested questions, smile smile, bob nod.
         

         ‘We are looking forward to meeting you at the department tomorrow morning, Dr Morse.’
         

         ‘I’m looking forward myself to meeting you all, Dr Sun.’

         One hour after climbing into the cab we were swapping these words, with our last bobs and nods of the day, on the steps of the Foreign Experts. My apartment had been shown me, the facilities pointed out, my suitcases seen safely into the rooms. I was fighting hard not to show my dismay. The apartment seemed so drab. The neighbourhood seemed so bleak. The city seemed so ugly.
         

         My colleague and I waved each other goodbye, both labouring to the last to smile brightly.

         Next step?

         Dismay was about to come busting forward from the back closet of my brain, to be followed at a quick clip by hysteria, so it seemed a good plan to poke my nose into the nooks and crannies of the neighbourhood. Lots of nooks. Still more crannies. Crowded streets, crowded courtyards, crowded alleys. People everywhere, inside and outside. Women, kids, men, grannies milling about, shuffling, scuffling, standing, sitting, squatting, wandering, eating, working. Heat struck me, as I started sloping up One Street. Heat pulsing from the pavements, from the blotched masonry walls. Stink, next. Bad drains, rotting fruit, rotten meat. The weary look of my neighbours was what struck me after the stink. Weariness in the set of blank faces, the bones of slack bodies. One woman lay flopped in a sort of flimsy deckchair on the footpath, looking as limp as though all her bones had been pulled out, her head hidden under a damp yellow towel she’d thrown over herself as a way to get a little cool. Working men sat on boxes in shorts and nothing else, smoking hungrily over a game of cards played on top of another upturned box. Working women in thin pyjamas, fanning themselves, squatted in doorways.
         

         I found my way down to a creek. A black, greasy creek. Flying creatures, little bats, were flickering their black wings over the water.

         The creek gave me the creeps.

         Hunger was now my most pressing worry. After trailing up and down the streets for an hour I felt so starved — having not found any place where I could make sense of the menu stickytaped to the glass — that I stepped into the noodle-house nearest the Foreign Experts, sat myself down at a table and stabbed at the names of a few dishes on offer. Not a lot later my eyes widened when the waitress brought me a great big juicy bowl of steaming animal offal. The offal had been stewed in red chilli, together with what looked like enough oil to keep all the moving parts of a small car running smoothly for a year. My next dish was bowl of jellied pig’s blood, cut into cubes. After the blood came a dish of flesh, though what sort of flesh was the worry. The flesh of some small being, about the length of my little finger, spiky at one end, stirfried with oil and onion. Gnawing showed it to be a vertebrate, for inside was a tiny bony spine. Okay, a chewy and leathery vertebrate. What kind of creepy-crawly could be that size and shape? Snake? A small snake? Skink — with limbs lopped off?
         

         Wrapping one in a napkin, I took it back to my apartment to study at my leisure.
         

         Let’s see, what could it be?

         Nothing more outlandish, as it happened, than a pig’s tail.

         Hunger continued to be a bit of a worry for the next few days, though slowly I worked out ways of fitting myself into the neighbourhood. My bearings proved not too hard to find in One and Two Street. As the days went by, more and more of my mind was able to switch itself from humdrum puzzling about food and water onto bigger things like how to get myself ready to start the academic year, and how to explore the wider world of this huge city. Now it’s the evening of the Ghost Festival. I’ve been here for two weeks and have been invited to a banquet at a restaurant downtown. About to take a shower to get myself scrubbed up for the party, I’m forestalled by a sound of a tiny electronic trill.
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         ‘His cancer’s come back,’ says a mezzo. ‘They want to cut him open again to have another go at digging it out.’

         ‘Urgh,’ I say — baritone tending to bass, by the way.

         ‘Can’t talk now, gotta get to the gym,’ says Carmen. ‘How about we have a powwow over coffee?’  

         ‘Okay.’  

         ‘Noon tomorrow? Can you come over my way?’

          ‘Sure. Where?’
         

         ‘A place called Dante. Text me for the address when you’re in the cab.’

         My sis, out of town at a pathology conference in Tokyo when I first landed, has been back for a few days. She lives downtown and works at the Anglo-American Hospital. Already she’s shown me a few sights, helped me to get my bearings, opened a few doors, fed me up with cheese and chocolate and gossip.

         ‘Cool,’ I say.

         ‘Cheers, Big Ears.’
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         Now, my shower. A windowless bathroom opens, like a private cave, off my bedroom. I strip myself in the bedroom. I drop my clothes on the floor. My feet not too eagerly follow my head into the murky darkness of the bathroom. My fingers find a light switch. The sound of a faint little winking of light, and slowly an anaemic blueish white, or whitish blue, blooms inside a fluorescent strip over a mirror.

         What does that weak light show?

         The body that belongs to me and gets mistaken by others — and sometimes by me, too — for myself. Six foot tall. White skin. Blue eyes. Glance at myself quickly in a mirror screwed onto the wall. Let’s not look too closely, okay? Luckily, for someone my age, the weakness of the light cranked out by the fluorescent strip helps to bleach the moles and dim the wrinkles. I wonder whether I should shave. I hate shaving. I check out my jaw more closely. Five o’clock shadow?

          Not exactly. A bloke my age doesn’t so much sport a five o’clock shadow as find himself hoary with a five o’clock frost.
         

         Step into the bathtub. A plastic curtain, bunched onto plastic rings, hangs from a chromed tube. The chromed tube hangs in turn from a scrap of wire someone has hooked into one of the aluminium strips which hold up the asbestos panels of the ceiling. The ceiling sags with the weight. One of the asbestos panels has broken off at its corner, leaving a ragged little crack through which, when I peer at it closely, I can see greasy black pipes. Someone has long ago stubbed out a fag by wedging its butt between the frame and another of the panels. Okay, let’s give the curtain a tug. The plastic rings run with the curtain along the chromed tube for a bit, but all of a sudden the tube splits in two and the curtain falls to the floor.

         Hmmm. Well, no worries — happens a lot.

         Now, turn on the tap.

         Flying Angel is the name of the mixer tap in my bathtub. A clumsy steel apparatus. The bracket into which the shower rose is supposed to slot has been broken, snapped off near its base. Not a lot works the way it should work in Shanghai. I’ve soon soaped up and sprayed myself with lukewarm water. We don’t always get water piping hot when we want it. Afterwards, pull a pair of blue jeans up my legs, throw a green T over my head, and we’re ready to rock.
         

         Swing out into One Street.

         ‘How are you?’ says the old woman.

         Cooks are sweating in the kitchen of the noodle-house. Young men under the eye of an older bloke, hunching in their smutted white overalls, they bend over woks, stir and toss, run back and forth, and spell each other by taking short breaks outside on a bamboo stool. A boy on the stool grins up at me as I go by. The noodle-house does a roaring trade among local folk at this hour of the day — early evening, rush hour.
         

         Turn a corner. Scarper for the skytrain.

         Commuters are streaming, hurrying, scowling. I elbow my own way into a dark concourse. I trundle up two escalators. I come to a steel palisade of electronic turnstiles. Wheeling pools of snappish cits, banking up behind the palisade, collide with clumps of peasants. The peasants look bewildered. Men clutch big bags stuffed with family belongings. Women peer at metro smartcards. Lancing across the plastic surface of each card can be seen a white bolt of lightning, symbolising speed and electricity. The women wonder whether lightning is auspicious. Kids pick at scabs on ankles. Granny stands with her eyes wide open in terror. Country folk come by the hundreds of thousands every year to seek their fortune in this Babylon. Often they come illegally, without proper papers. I slide my card across a scanner mounted on a stainless steel pylon.
         

         The steel pylon says bleep.
         

         An escalator carries me higher to a long, crowded platform, pulsing with heat. A shiny train, swishing above a choppy sea of red terracotta, carries me towards the central city. Shimmering apartment towers — stiff and glassy — burst out of the red rooftops on all sides as far away as the horizon. Vast signs can be seen through our windows.

         SIEMENS
         

          CITY-MART
         

         BUDWEISER
         

         CHINESE CIVILIZATION FLOWS LIKE A GREAT RIVER
         

         AVIS RENT A CAR
         

         Forty minutes later and I’m striding the pavements of a broad, brilliant avenue. You could be forgiven for thinking you’ve not simply come downtown but that a space probe has shot you straight to some shoppers’ Shangri-La on one of the rings of Saturn. Suave young groovers are sashaying self-consciously. Matrons in silk and gold surge up escalators. Skinny boys in flares call to passers-by, in English, while flaunting fake Rolex.

         ‘Watch? DVD?’

         West Slender Lake Restaurant welcomes me with the bowings of uniformed young women, one of whom leads me upstairs to a private dining room.

         ‘Welcome, Dr Morse,’ says a bookish-looking old chap, shaking my hand weakly.

         ‘How are you, Mr Sun?’

         Mr Sun is no kin to Dr Sun, as far as I’m aware, but as we all know, surnames are in short supply in China. An acquaintance made through one of my new colleagues on campus, translator for a staid publishing house, he seems to have been knocked about a bit by life, yet his manners are slow and courteous and very much at odds with the fittings of this room, which you could call Las Vegas Louis Seize. A baby-faced young waiter in black is moving about, as gravely mannered as Mr Sun. Our host, a merry man of about seventy with a mane of silver hair, picks some snot from his nose, looks at it thoughtfully, then wipes it on the fine white linen of the tablecloth.

          ‘Mr Yu,’ says Mr Sun, introducing me to the host in English.
         

         Mr Yu stands and beams, and nods and bobs.

         ‘My pleasure, my great pleasure,’ he chuckles in Mandarin with a thick Shanghai accent. ‘An honour, a great honour.’

         Mr Yu was a high-ranking cadre in the Propaganda Ministry during the days of the Gang of Four. Comrades found out that he liked boys. He was sacked from the job and kicked out of the Party. Now he thrives as a real estate broker.

         We work our way around the table, nodding and bobbing.

         ‘Mr Jiang, the guest of honour,’ says Mr Sun, taking me to a gentleman of eighty, dimpled, smiling gently. ‘You see his skin is as white as an egg?’

         ‘Beautifully white,’ I try to say in Mandarin.

         The whole party laughs politely.

         Mr Jiang is a retired opera singer, it turns out, who played on stage the roles of women warriors.

         My seat gets pulled out for me at last and I plonk myself down. Not really my cup of tea, this dinner party. All of us are men and I’m the youngest. Somehow it’s as though I’m seated in a circle with a chorus of chaps who could each in turn have been my father, each of whom certainly has enough years tucked under his belt to qualify as my father, and all of whom now seem to beam at me with what looks awfully like the wise benevolence in which dads are widely supposed to abound. Gulp. I feel faintly weepy. Looking at all these older blokes, thinking about fathers tending their sons. Even the grave young waiter acts like he’s on his way to becoming a granddad.

          We sip tea, tipple at beer.
         

         Slowly the waiter starts to set out dishes on the table. One dish in the middle. The second dish next to the first. The third dish set obliquely from the other two. Dishes must not be set out in a straight row. Setting out dishes in a straight row is what you do for the dead.

         ‘I am amazed, so many good girls willing to sell themselves to a stranger,’ says Mr Sun a little later, devouring duck and once more trying out his English.
         

         Mr Yu says that anyone is a fool who thinks that marrying a sugar daddy will make them happy.

         We’re talking about a squillionaire in the city who’s just placed ads in newspapers and magazines asking for a young virgin to become his bride. A website set up by his consultants to help spread the word has had thousands of hits already, apparently, since it was launched only a few days ago. The tycoon says he wants a young woman who can prove that she has no sexual experience. A lawyer acting on his behalf has been reported as saying that a shortlist will be drawn up of a few hundred applicants who comply with the requirements for face-to-face interviews.
         

         ‘He claims to have strong traditional values,’ says Mr Sun unhappily. ‘He claims he cannot accept the woman with avant-garde spirit.’

         ‘We must be alert about this trend of loving money,’ says Mr Yu. ‘It is a matter concerning the future of our country.’

         ‘How about the tycoon?’ I ask. ‘Is he a virgin himself?’

         A slightly bitter little run of laughter from Mr Yu and Mr Sun.

         A turtle gets brought to the table, where it finds itself set to boil alive in a sort of yellow soup. My fellow guests have greeted it with happy smiles. I turn away. The turtle, after simmering in its soup, gets pulled to bits.
         

         ‘None for me, thank you,’ I mumble shamefacedly, as a choice hunk hovers on the end of a couple of chopsticks.

         Mr Yu is at the other end of the chopsticks.

         ‘My pleasure, my great pleasure,’ he says with lots more bobs and nods. ‘Please do me the honour —’

         Grimacing with what I hope looks like a grateful smile, I watch as he drops the hunk into my little porcelain bowl. The turtle is obviously the chief dish of the dinner. A good guest must not turn it down. Well, all I can do is make sure I keep face for my host by faking enjoyment while chewing the oozing, dripping hunk of muscle and tendon — which is what I do now, secretly wanting to spew.

         Mr Sun nods approvingly.

         ‘The turtle, it makes the penis strong,’ he says.
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         A dark street in the old French Concession. A cab has dropped me off at a small garden in front of a high-gabled villa. Windows in the upper floors are dim or dark but on the ground floor glows a small neon sign, while bright light streams into the garden through doors and windows. Men stand at ease, talking in groups or lounging on garden furniture, smoking. I’ve come here at midnight after saying goodnight to my host and fellow guests at the West Slender Lake Restaurant.

         ‘Everybody here are queers!’ growls a Chinese man in English.

          Ducking my head, feeling shy, like a little boy about to start his first day at school, I tread across the lawn.
         

         My shyness seems a bit lame, since after all this won’t be by any means the first gay club whose threshold I’ve scuffed across in my best black-and-tan Timberlands. As my shoes start to wade through the rather tufty, carelessly clipped grass it occurs to me that I seem to be growing more rather than less shy. Somehow it’s something to do with the fact that here I’m no longer the youngster. I’m old. At the dinner I could play the part of kid. Here, where so many babes are soft and smooth, suddenly I’m once more a dad. A bookish, wrinkled fogey.

         I get to a paved bit, where I stop. I find myself accosted by a guy of about forty.

         ‘Your first time here, is it?’

         Singaporean, I think. A shortish fellow. A fellow whose melon belly swells above a glossy black belt branded Yves Saint-Laurent. He says something about the club. I say something back. We swap a few more words about the city, and about our lines of work. Yes, he’s from Singapore. He tells me more than I really need to know about his import–export company.

         ‘You have many gay friends in this city, is it?’ he goes on. ‘Gay friends our age?’

         ‘Um, no — none —’

         Our age. I feel foolishly flattered.
         

         ‘Myself, I know of many gay men aged thirty or forty living lives of quiet desperation in this city,’ he says. ‘Gay men who suppress their true preferences to lead less than satisfactory lives in sham marriages, just to appear respectable.’

         ‘Poor sods,’ I say.

          ‘I feel sorry for their wives,’ he says soberly.
         

         ‘Me too,’ I say in a hurry, recalling with a quick twinge my own ex.

         ‘I feel still sorrier for the wives of the straight men.’

         Actually he doesn’t say ‘straight men’ or ‘quiet desperation’, since he’s speaking Singlish. He says stray men and choir desperation. I like Singlish. Not too sure, though, that I like to listen any longer to this particular speaker of Singlish.
         

         ‘Why?’ I say unwillingly. ‘Do the straight men lead sham lives too?’

         ‘On the surface, straight businessmen project an image of propriety, but beneath the surface there is wanton bonking going around. My business associates shag different girls every week even while keeping a mistress or two. Yesterday my colleagues and I attended a karaoke session with a local Communist Party secretary. You keep to yourself, okay? His idea of classy entertainment was to order lots of hard liquor and show off his harem of girls with a boast that I can have any two of them sent to my bedroom for sexual romps after the singing. As the evening proceeded he was fondling the breasts of his two teenage escorts while he sang with gusto and pomp a patriotic song called “I Love China”.’
         

         ‘Okay, well, I don’t suppose I’ll meet many Party officials. Anyway, I’ll be staying well away from karaoke on the grounds that I love music.’
         

         ‘A joke, is it? Haha.’

         ‘Um, kinda.’

         ‘Your being blond and blue-eyed will definitely arouse some of these boys to stare at you. They think your looks are exotic.’

          A hand has dropped onto my right buttock.
         

         ‘I’m not exotic. I’m like most whites from my part of the world, sort of a mishmash of English and Scottish. Spuds and porridge.’

         And though it’s true my eyes are blue there’s no way my hair is really blond. When I was young my hair was a nondescript brown. As the years went by it faded unevenly into grey, streaked with brown in a lacklustre sort of way, till it came to look like the pelt of some old half-albino rabbit. Or rat. For the past few years I’ve been getting my hairdresser to put in what he calls lowlights of ash blond.
         

         ‘Wah, you are handsome-handsome! A word of caution, can? Always be careful about dealing with cute young boys. Cute young boys are mostly money boys.’

         The hand is patting my bum.

         ‘Money boys?’

         ‘Hookers. They are only after your money and are linked to gangs. Money boys have been known to drug you by spiking your drink and robbing you of your valuables. Notorious! Haven’t happened to me but it happened to a couple of my friends who got charmed by these boys.’

         ‘I’ll be okay. I’m not looking for boys — I’m looking for a man.’

         ‘A grown man your own age knows how to please you, is it?’ he says with an ogle.

         ‘Kinda — er —’

         The hand on my bum is no longer patting but stroking.

         ‘Thanks for the tips!’ I squeak. ‘Cheers!’

         I dive for the door and into a writhing throng of strobe-lit boys. The music is trance. Lasers shoot their rays of crimson, magenta, turquoise, citron. Almost all the lissom twinks on the dance floor wave glow-wands. Almost all have skin the colour of coffee, or amber, or cinnamon. Almost all have black hair, shiny, spiked with gel. Squeezing through, I start to bop.
         

         After half an hour I feel a bit of a fool.

         Squeezing my way back through the grooving, lithe bods, I get myself out to the garden for a breather. Not that the night could be called cool in comparison with anything but a sauna. I finger the waxy leaves of some shrub I don’t know and ask myself whether it’s worth staying any longer. Slipping into bed seems a pretty nice option right now. Cut your losses, flag down a cab, and …

         A slim, handsome man is smiling at me.

         Wow.

         I smile back. He comes forward. He looks great. Narrow waist, square jaw. He stops in front of me, a little nervous. Age about thirty. Too young, but —

         I make the first play.

         ‘How are you enjoying the evening?’

         ‘Pretty good,’ he says, slowly but accurately.

         ‘It’s my first time here,’ I say, happy that he’s able to speak English.

         ‘I am not into clubbing normally. I prefer to stay at home instead of visiting a meat market. I was dancing for a while, but I felt the air not fresh inside. And have a guy always dance around me, and he even try to touch me sometimes. A white guy, like you.’

         ‘I was dancing. It wasn’t me though, haha.’

         ‘You are more cute than him.’

         Always when someone says something like that, I feel myself flushing with disbelief, yet at the same time gag to hear more.
         

         ‘Thank you. I think you’re very cute, too.’

         ‘We can chatting?’

         ‘Sure. My name’s Manfred.’

         ‘My name is Jin Dui. You have boyfriend?’

         ‘No.’

         I touch him lightly on the upper arm, hoping it doesn’t seem as though I’m just trying to get in a grope, like the bloke from Singapore.

         ‘Want to take a little walk, Jin Dui?’

         ‘Sure!’

         You think I’m being conned by this cutey, don’t you? You think he’s a money boy, right? Well, as we stroll slowly along the street of dark villas he tells me that not only has he got a good job, he’s got two good jobs. On the record he’s a civil servant. Off the record he adds to his income as a bureaucrat by running his own advertising studio. Civil servants are forbidden by law from making money in private business, so the studio has been registered in his mother’s name. Jin Dui tells me how he plans to be rich one day. He tells me about the pace and haste and modernity of Shanghai.

         ‘Shanghai people is smart and up to date,’ he says.

         I tell him I teach at a university.

         ‘Teach what?’ he asks.

         I tell him.

         Jin Dui leans across and kisses my mouth lightly.

         ‘The talk with you is quite nice,’ he says.

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘I like the words you used. Quite attractive. And the style of your speaking feels good.’

          An old woman shuffles up to us, holding by the hand a little boy. She wants money. The little boy holds out his open hand listlessly. No doubt the woman rents him by the hour from some boy farmer. Jin Dui walks on without acknowledging either woman or boy. I shake my head before walking on too. The woman knows that the shaken head is a sign of weakness. She and the lad start to follow. I hear her slippers shuffle. I hear his bare feet pit-pat. Feeling bad, I turn. I shake my head once more. The little boy is looking at my glow-wand. The woman points at the wand, points at the boy. Sheepishly I thrust the wand at the lad. He takes it gratefully — too gratefully.
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         ‘LOOK, AS FAR as I’m concerned,’ says Carmen, ‘the old coot is no better than a stringy bit of smoked and dried camel willy.’

         I let out a surprised little snigger and snort.

         ‘Dad may be stringy but he’s not smoked and dried. He’s still got plenty of sap.’

         ‘Well, there’s a thought to give a girl the hots.’

         We’re at her local cafe, Dante, where we’ve seated ourselves in two armchairs at a small round table in one of the windows. Carmen chose the windows. Obviously, for they allow optimal scoping of the well-heeled shoppers who stalk restlessly up and down the pavements of Nanjing Xi Lu. My sister is forty years old and a pathologist. Fond of a drink, fonder of food, she sips a red wine and chows down on a triple-chocolate megamuffin. Her hair, dyed a strong glossy black, has been bobbed friskily. As she sips and chows she laughs a lot — loudly — and at the same time twists in her seat to keep casting an eye over the doings, while cocking an ear for the words, of the other clientele of the cafe.
         

         ‘I don’t mean that,’ I say, letting out another sniggery snort. ‘I mean blood coursing through his veins.’
         

         ‘I think you mean lymph oozing.’

         ‘He’ll see ninety yet.’

         At the next table sits a family group made up of a young woman with two folk in tow — her boyfriend and her mother. The young woman wears a little black number low on her shoulders. A thin silver chain drapes itself around her white neck. Her hair is tastefully auburn, artfully streaked to look real, tied back in a ponytail with a silk kerchief. She drinks coffee. The boyfriend wears a white polo shirt and in his ear a tiny diamond stud. On his wrist he sports a Rolex. He drinks coffee too. The mother, bored and jaded and about my age, drinks green tea. On her head bobs a black beret, while turquoise mascara burrows into the lids of two squinty eyes. Her neck hurts her, I think. When not talking she reaches back awkwardly with her right hand and presses the palm against the nape of the neck.

         ‘Yeah, well, you may be right,’ concedes Carmen. ‘Given that he’s already spent ten years tottering along wordless and bloody useless since the first surgery.’

         ‘He’s extraordinary, isn’t he?’

         ‘Dad is the least extraordinary man I know. Not that I think I know him anyway.’

         ‘Yes, well, point taken. I was meaning his will to stay alive.’

         ‘It’s not will to stay alive, it’s fear of death.’

         ‘Can’t be! He enjoys everything so much. He enjoys everything with gusto. Kinda lovely when you think how in his earlier days, when we were kids, he seemed to be living from a sense of duty. Now it’s clear that he lives from a sense of — of feeling that he’s happy just living one day, and then after that another day.’
         

         ‘Happy? The old goat can’t be feeling happy.’

         ‘Hey, maybe we shouldn’t use words like goat and camel’s willy. I worry that if I let myself use words like that, then —’

         My sis stares at me boldly.

         ‘Then?’ she prompts.

         ‘Well, you know, there’s something to be said for not letting yourself speak out. The words that pop into my brain whenever I think about him aren’t nice words.’

         ‘You mean they’re true words.’

         ‘I mean they’re bad words. They’re bloody crude words.’

         ‘Civilised society needs people willing to speak crudely,’ proclaims Carmen. ‘It needs loose cannons.’

         ‘I can’t help feeling that if I let myself speak crude words then the next thing to follow will be crude deeds.’

         Carmen loses interest in anything I might have to say right now, because two young women come and grab a table nearby. One wears a pink tanktop. The other has silver piercings. Apart from us they’re the only white punters in the place. My sis eavesdrops on their nattering.

         ‘Oh no, she’s coming to the party?’ says Tanktop. ‘Random!’

         ‘Oh groan,’ says Piercings. ‘How fun will that be? None!’

         ‘I hate to do the back in my day thing,’ says Carmen to me in a stage whisper. ‘But back in my day a girl knew that if she had a bust the size of a bus it wasn’t wise to wear a tanktop.’

         ‘I was thinking of taking a quick flight back home for a few days. You know, before teaching begins.’

          ‘What? Why?’
         

         ‘To check up on Dad.’

         ‘Waste of time, waste of money, waste of love. Don’t do it.’

         ‘Well, no doubt I won’t. I don’t exactly fancy seeing him again so soon after getting away.’

         ‘What will I wear to the party?’ wonders Tanktop. ‘Can’t make up my mind whether to wear my new skirt or my new bootcuts.’

         ‘Wear your bootcuts, they’ll look wicked,’ cries Piercings.

         Tanktop orders a chai latte.

         ‘How was your hot date with Thingy?’ she asks Piercings.

         Piercings orders a mochaccino.

         ‘Well, I am totally not man-bashing here,’ she says, ‘but —’

         ‘Dad is a sad old fart whose life is empty of everything but habit,’ cuts in Carmen. ‘Trust me on this, big brother. As far as I can work out his life has always been empty of everything but habit. We’re duping ourselves if we think there’s anything there for us. Anything like fondness, kindness, warmth or any other noun you might care to choose to denote qualities that could be thought fatherly. Not only does he not need us, we don’t need him. We never, in point of fact, ever had him. I won’t be visiting him any more. Not unless I turn up there one night with an axe.’

         ‘An axe — what?’
         

         ‘I wonder how far you have to go before you’re driven to murder somebody. I quite fancy myself as an axe murderer, chopping my way through his scrawny useless neck.’

          I’ve got a lump in my throat. I can see my sis wants to cry.
         

         ‘Hey, he’s done his best, Carmen. He tried. He —’  

         A tall white guy lopes into the cafe. German, I’d say. He wears flared jeans, a flared leather jacket with wasp waist, lots of pockets, seventies retro style. The main mark of his pleasant but otherwise not notable face is the way he’s meticulously clipped two sideburns on each side of his jaw. Sassy sideburns, raking across his pale white skin.  
         

         ‘Mm, a blond,’ says Carmen.  

         ‘Peroxide, I think. He’s young enough to be your son.’  

         ‘Who cares? Arse and facewise he’s not my type, but mmmm — a blond. Drool. Blond is always good.’  

         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         One evening, a fortnight later, Jin Dui and I are seated on the balcony of a costly apartment drinking beer. The apartment belongs to Jin Dui. We came back here together that first night after picking each other up at the club. We shagged, then slept together. We’ve slept together a couple more times since. Now we’re looking out at the dark sky. Jin Dui has slid a CD into his sound system. New Age. The night is humid, hot. A full moon has come swimming over a cluster of vast glassy tower blocks. One of the towers is shooting rays of light up into the darkness — a little like the strobes of the gay disco — above floodlit domes. The rays are violet, then indigo. The domes make me think about Constantinople seen from the Bosphorus in the fifth or sixth century, except that they swell not from the calm waters of an inland sea but from the slick tops of techno towers.

          ‘Kind of tired today,’ says Jin Dui.
         

         ‘Poor guy,’ I say.

         ‘So maybe we just take it easy. Go to bed early for sleep.’

         ‘Okay, that’s cool,’ I murmur, having already come to understand the guy well enough to know that go to bed early for sleep means just what it says. ‘I had an email about my father’s operation today.’
         

         ‘Successful?’

         ‘Successful.’

         The entrance to this apartment tower is guarded by an immense Roman gateway. Corinthian pillars climb to a height of three storeys, in curved colonnades. A roaring stone lion crouches, ready to pounce, at the end of each colonnade. The apartment behind our balcony measures 188 square metres, counted painstakingly. The number 8 brings good luck. When you speak it out loud it’s a homonym for the word meaning wealth. A lot of numbers can bring good or bad luck in this city. The number 66 is good because it means all goes smoothly. A very bad number is 514 because it means I want you to die.
         

         ‘I so happy,’ says Jin Dui. ‘I happy your father don’t suffer.’

         ‘Dad’s a man who’s — he’s very —’

         I falter because the words I want to use are words like stoical, uncomplaining, which won’t be easy for Jin Dui to grasp. So I’m fishing for other words, and as I start fishing it occurs to me that I don’t know whether my dad really is stoical and uncomplaining. I know only that those are the signs he chooses to show the world. What feelings secretly pulse inside his chest? What thoughts really race through his skull?
         

          ‘I do not like my father,’ says Jin Dui.
         

         ‘Oh, sorry to hear that,’ I say, feeling a quick friendly warmth.

         ‘Very unlikeable man. He drinks. He bets. He has many girlfriends, and he spend too much money on gifts for them, make my mother unhappy. A bad father. He almost never talk to me. Every year, only a few words.’

         Only a few words from my dad, too, for years and years. Nowadays, of course, no words — or only words written in wipeaway ink on a whiteboard.

         ‘Does he know you’re gay?’

         ‘I think he knows but not knows. Never say a word. Chinese think the gay things are ridiculous, or childish. My father wants the grandson. Marriage is such a necessity.’

         ‘Will you marry?’

         Jin Dui sighs deeply.

         ‘My mother wants the grandson too.’

         ‘Wouldn’t it be a bad mistake to get married? You wouldn’t be happy. Nor would your wife.’

         Jin Dui sighs still more deeply.

         ‘I so very tired,’ he says.

         Not too wonderful, given that he works ten hours a day, seven days a week, almost always.

         ‘Poor guy,’ I repeat.

         ‘Everyone is tired in China.’

         We slope back inside and swing the air conditioning up to full bore, having become sick of the sticky heat outside. Jin Dui begins gazing beatifically at the tele-screen, on which affluent and attractive people are agonising over their emotions in a soap opera. We loll on a leather sofa. We swap the odd kiss. After a while he gets restless and switches to a costume drama, a story about a wealthy family of drop-dead gorgeous warriors and women of rank during the Tang Dynasty. Jin Dui yawns a lot. The actors pose and pout and speak in smart anachronistic soundbites.
         

         ‘Let’s turn off the tele,’ I say. ‘Why don’t we go to bed so you can have a nice snooze?’

         Code, of course, for saying let’s nip into the bedroom and maybe with fancy fingerwork I might after all get in a bit of nooky before the good-looking guy next to me on the sofa drops his head dead on the pillow.

         ‘Soon,’ he says.

         Crap. I haven’t come all the way across town to watch tele, exactly.

         Lifting my head, looking up, I stare out through the window and past the balcony at the white domes. I see red navigation lights flicking on-off-on over a score or more other tall towers, while high above wallows that white moon, and a sharp point of hot red intensity marks Mars.

         ‘I’ll get you another beer,’ I say.

         ‘No beer. I feel dizzy.’

         ‘Dizzy? Why?’

         An ad has come onto the tele hyping a drink supplement for kids. Want your son to grow taller? Course you do! Boys who grow taller will do better at school. Higher in height, higher in grade is the slogan. Boys are often made to sluice four or more litres of milk a day because milk is thought by many to be the secret of tallness. Boys are also made to pop calcium pills for the same purpose. Tall sons not only have better luck in exams but also look more modern, have more likelihood of landing a beautiful wife, and have more success in their career. One widely believed pseudo-scientific theory is that kids will stay short if they have too much aluminium in their body. Apparently they get too much of that metal into their system by drinking fizzy pap from aluminium cans. Wise parents will feed the lads with an anti-aluminium pill.
         

         ‘I feel I am suffocating,’ complains Jin Dui.

         ‘Toxic air?’ I say.

         ‘Yes, toxic air.’

         Jin Dui complains a lot about what he calls the toxic air of his apartment. Certainly there does seem to be a thin, unnatural odour always lurking in corners or wafting through doorways. Formaldehyde, maybe, from walls and floors and furniture.

         ‘Well, we could down the air conditioning,’ I try, ‘and open a window or two to let some air blow through.’

         ‘Air outside toxic also,’ says Jin Dui. ‘We live in the modern city.’

         ‘Hmm.’

         ‘Is your city modern? The hometown in your country?’

         My mind quickly flicks across the ocean to alight on the leafy streets I feel most fondly about. Old wooden houses, old trees, old gardens. What’s a modern city? I know what the phrase means to Shanghai. Techno city. Screens, glass, speed. Yet of course in my country we’ve left behind the dream of modernity. We tend to think it was a bad dream anyway. We look askance at the techno. We rather like the worn, the lichened. We’re keen on wetlands, and hand-me-downs, and wooden shacks on the sand.
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         Coffee next day at Dante. My sis and I keep tabs on each other. As we spoon froth from the tops of our coffees and bring it up to our greedy lips I tell her that I’m worried, in a low-key way. I’m worried because I’m a fake, because I know nothing about how to teach English. Classes start tomorrow. I’m fidgety at the thought that the students, when I stand up in front of them and open my ignorant gob, will twig straight away to the fakery.
         

         ‘Wing it,’ says Carmen. ‘They’ll be wowed by your wit.’

         ‘Yeah, but —’

         ‘Hey, are you eating healthily? I’ve been thinking about ordering you a breadmaker from back home so you can bake yourself wholemeal loaves. Don’t forget not to drink the tap water.’

         ‘Mr Sun says the water is more or less okay — he says it’s free of bacteria most days.’

         ‘Well, he’s right, is your wily old Mr Sun. But it’s not bacteria that are the worry. Tap water in this town is full of heavy metals. Drink too much of it and in a week or two you’ll get a lifetime’s allowance of lead and mercury. So how are things going with Jin Dui?’

         ‘Next topic?’

         ‘Hmm. Well, as for me, I’ve just joined a cyberdating thingy and am having an interesting time chatting up blokes. Chose as my online nick Chatwoman.’
         

         ‘Any encounters as yet?’

         ‘One yesterday and one the day before. The chaps are not really up to scratch in general. The guy yesterday looked doable at first sight, but turned out to be a Christian. So I binned him. I’ve had phone sex twice. And then blocked the guys from being able to call me. So it’s fun. I’m a hot tamale because I’m a professional and because I’m tall. And probably also because they don’t have my photo. I bought a new pair of jeans yesterday. When I got them home and put them on and twisted sideways to look at myself in a mirror my bum looked big enough to hire out for balloon sightseeing rides over the Yangtze Delta.’
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         How to get a back wax, that’s the worry. One of the things about hitting fifty, if you’re a white guy, is that your back has very likely been getting hairier — and then hairier — for years, while elsewhere your thatch has long since thinned out. My way of handling this till now has been with wax. Shanghai, however, has proved to be a bugger of a town to try to buy a back wax. Shanghainese are naturally smooth.

         Maybe you’re asking yourself why I should want to be smooth anyway? Because I’m back in the market for guys, that’s why.

         ‘When I face to you in the dark and in the daytime, I always wanna have much feeling language to talk with you,’ says Jin Dui. ‘I wanna but do not know how.’

         We’re on his balcony, another hot evening, looking once more at the slick towers.

         ‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘It’s always hard to talk about feelings.’

         ‘I am not good at English. I wanna tell you I don’t wanna leave you. I wanna tell you I just hope you are my lover forever. I know I am only a normal and soso guy, and you are a professor. I know we belong to different country. But I feel so happy and fortunate and appreciative that I can meet you in this world.’
         

         Hmm, not too bad for someone who says he can’t talk about feelings and can’t speak good English.

         ‘I’m sorry, Jin Dui. I don’t feel the same way.’

         He bursts into choking tears.

         ‘Why?’ he pleads. ‘Why?’

         Why? Well, how about the fact that you’re always sleepy and there’s hardly ever any nooky? And how about the fact that even the first night after meeting at the club the score on the nookometer was so low that it registered only as blah? And how about the fact that you do nothing with what little free time you give yourself but eat too much and drink too much and watch tele and yawn and doze and afterwards wake up for no better reason than to get yourself ready for bed? And — and —
         

         ‘We’re very different from each other, you know. And you’re always — you’re always so busy.’

         The guy looks at me, his cheeks wet and blubbery.

         ‘What you mean busy is, I have to deal with my government work and my own business. I wonder whether you can imagine. You know I have to rush between my government office and my designing studio. I feel that I hardly can find joy and goal of my life. So just live hopeless and sightless.’

         ‘Your life is tough, I know.’

         ‘I don’t wanna lose you. I wanna we just belong to each other in this world.’  

         ‘I’m sorry.’  

         He sends me a text message shortly after we’ve said goodbye. I’m walking fast down an alley, having scooted quickly downstairs and out into the smelly heat of the night. A night that, while it may stink, seems wonderful because it’s the first night since my first landing in this town when the air seems slightly less humid, slightly less stiflingly hot.
         

         ‘Forget me thank you for what you gave me and I wish you have happy life.’

         I text him back to say that he is a good man who deserves to be happy.

         Afterwards, silence.

         I feel a heel. I also feel free. Yippee! 
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         GRABBING MY BRIEFCASE, weighty with books, I scoot downstairs and out into hot, smelly One Street.

         ‘How are you?’ says the old magazine woman, giving me a gummy grin.

         ‘How are you?’ I say, smiling back.

         Opposite the two of us, to the tune of some patriotic song squawking from loudspeakers, kids march into the classroom block of One Street Elementary School. The school climbs to five blank storeys. The kids wear nylon tracksuits of shiny green and yellow. The street entrance has been landscaped with a tiny geometric lawn, clipped shrubbery and a swirl of bright yellow and pink dahlias and chrysanthemums. A black palisade, taller than a very tall man, keeps the kids inside and outsiders out. A bossy woman’s voice can be heard now hectoring the kids over the loudspeakers.

         ‘Children, keep quiet. Monitors, keep watch —’

         The principal, probably.

         My white shoes, stepping nattily over choice gobs of spit, pick their way across an oily stretch of pavement in front of a bike workshop. Tiny, airless, let into the ground floor of an apartment block and jammed from floor to ceiling with steel chains, gears, cogs, wheels, brakes — the whole lot thick with grease — the shop is manned by boys who squat on their heels all day long and well into the night. Delicately probing the innards of battered bikes brought to them by local folk, the boys have a hunted look. Yet they’ve bleached their hair an unlikely blond. Clearly they think it looks sharp.
         

         Now my way takes me past a row of stalls selling crickets.

         The crickets chirp. The stalls are rickety. Cops come on occasion to try and clear this trade away, but cricket sellers keep coming back because they’re jobless or just out of prison. All are men about my own age. We’re older than the streets and structures in our neighbourhood. What was here two generations ago? Ponds, paddyfields. Almost the whole of this town is much the same — raw, new, inventing itself out of nothing, or nearly nothing.

         A few steps away from the last cricket stall you turn a corner and stare straight at my campus.

         Stop for the red lights, wait for the traffic.  

         A prospect of timelessly dreaming spires seems to welcome you. Okay, blink! The university was completely rebuilt just the other day. New masterpieces, run up on the spot, display a choice selection of historic architectural styles from all corners of the globe. A monumental palace — Palladian, fit for a parliament or a duke — broods at one point of the compass and houses the library. At other compass points are various schools. One has been topped with a gleaming golden dome. Russian Orthodox? Another has been topped with two domes, also gleaming gold. Moorish? The layout of the campus if seen from the window of a plane whooshing overhead would look not unlike the Forbidden City in Beijing. The same calmly arid symmetry. Concrete streets, laid down at rigid right angles, cut between clipped lawns, topiary, regimented rows of bamboo.
         

         Wafting inconsequentially between the massive facades are a lot of tiny little earthlings.

         Students, poor sods.

         Now, nip across the campus. A guard in his uniform is raising the flag of the republic as I scull past the basketball courts. I come to my own school, English. A giant building of red brick, looking a bit like a Jacobean jail, it proves when you step behind its fancy facade to be like all other buildings on campus — nothing more than a standardised block enclosing sets of heartlessly spaced cells onto which architecture has been applied skin-deep, as though the image of a historic building has been xeroxed in colossal colour magnification and then pasted onto the outside of a big concrete box. My office is almost naked. One fake wood desk. One chair. One plastic basket inside which is a rag. The rag is for wiping the blackboard.

         Okay, sit at the desk, open the briefcase and spend an hour working through papers, feeling oddly nervous.

         Afterwards, set off to my classroom.

         My classroom is spanking new and very hot, with no air conditioning. A hundred or so students look up, stop yakking and stare. They seem scarcely older than those kids seen marching through the portals of One Street Elementary School.

         ‘Good morning,’ I say, smiling broadly. ‘Welcome to academic writing in English.’  

         Grabbing their pens, the kids start to scribble.

          Ninety minutes follow of trying to get them to stop scribbling and start thinking. I ask them to speak out. I ask them to doubt. What do you think? What’s your opinion? After a bit they stop scribbling. A few of the brighter or more dogged or more biddable fix their eyes on me and wonder what to say. Others, having downed their pens, begin to yawn, to text friends, to take a nap, to drink Coke. At the end of the class nearly all run away without a backward glance. Only a group of the more bookish girls, along with two or three boys, come up to my desk. The girls begin talking on top of one another, which leads to a lot of giggling.
         

         ‘My name is Sissy,’ says a lass with buck teeth. ‘Welcome to Shanghai, Professor Morse.’

         ‘Thank you, Sissy.’

         ‘Did your ancestor invent the Morse Code?’

         ‘Uh — no. Not that I know.’

         Sissy, like all the more geeky girl students, wears shiny specs and has pulled her hair behind her head in a tight ponytail. Cooler chicks on campus like to sport flared jeans and wasp-waisted jackets dyed bright colours.

         ‘Shanghai is such a rapidly developing city. Shanghai is just like the sun and students are flowers growing in the sunshine. How do you think about Shanghai, Professor?’

         Clearly this calls for a little tact.

         ‘Shanghai is very big, and very — very busy, and the city is — um —’

         ‘Shanghai is a phenomenon!’ cuts in Sissy. ‘High buildings of new pattern, booming business, that is Shanghai. I can’t doubt that Shanghai is on the top of days in China. There are so many shops that it seems I can’t finish arriving every place. In a word, it’s so wonderful. The inhabitants of Shanghai look very self-confident all the time. I think they’re very proud of being citizens of this city. Do you need a class monitor, Professor?’
         

         Taken off guard by her last sentence, I hear a low humming sound. A sound that starts to gather speed and rise to a higher pitch — then more speed — and higher and higher pitch — until like someone whistling to a dog the sound vanishes into thin air.

         The skytrain on its concrete pylons half a kilometre away.

         Stumped, I ask the forward young woman to spell out what she means by a monitor. Brightly, she does so. She explains that it’s the custom for the teacher to choose a student to help run the class. Apparently the task brings with it some kudos. Sissy seems keen for the kudos. Without another word she takes the task upon herself and starts to introduce the other girls, telling me their names in English. Carnation, Candy, Elaine, Echo. We nod and bob. The girls giggle. Next I ask about nicknames. Nicknames are important, I know. More giggling. Sissy says that because Carnation has a round face they call her Baby — though sometimes they call her Trouble because they think she’s cheeky. The girl they think prettiest is called Apple. The most relaxed of the girls is called Sheep, which is a pun on her surname.

         One of the boys meets my eye. A tall, athletic, strikingly good-looking boy.
         

         ‘I am very curious about academics,’ he says. ‘Is there any conflict between reality and academic world for you?’

         ‘Reality is a word it’s hard to define, don’t you think?’

         ‘Answer my question, please.’

         I laugh.

          ‘Sure, there’s conflict. There’s conflict not only between reality and the academic world but between reality and what we like to think is the real world.’
         

         ‘Meaning?’

         ‘Why don’t we ask what everyone else thinks? Nobody should look to me as an oracle.’

         The girls glance at one another anxiously.

         Sissy a little later tells me that the boy’s name is Jay. She’s walking me to the pay office, to help me collect my first salary. We’ve dealt with her duties as monitor. Now she’s making the most of the chance to gossip.

         ‘What sort of boy is Jay?’ I ask.

         ‘A sunshine boy,’ she says with a laugh.

         Sissy means that he’s a guy who works hard never to look anything but happy. She and the other girls believe that the best kind of boy is a sunshine boy, a boy whose face is sunny.

         We go into the pay room, which like my classroom turns out to be stiflingly hot. My salary will take the shape of a stack of banknotes, handed across by one or other of the pay clerks behind a long counter. Women clerks wear pink skirts, pink blouses. Men wear blue jeans. Pink for girls, blue for boys. All seem to be either languidly at leisure or frenetically at work. A crowd of my colleagues, come for their own pay, jostle for a place in front of the counter. Clerks choose quite at random from among the crowd. Almost every transaction involves some sort of crisis — hardly anyone simply gets handed money in a quiet way according to procedures set out in a staff manual. Clerks frown, fret, dither about, shake their heads, jump up, ask fellow clerks about what to do or, more likely, what not to do. Banknotes — thousands and thousands of red banknotes — sit stacked up on all sides, trussed with rubber bands.
         

         My mind takes me back to those childhood war comics, cinched in a tube and clutched in my white smooth fist, and also to the sand, the surf, the gulls, the magpies of faraway Pines Beach.

         After stuffing a wad of notes into my wallet, I shake hands with my monitor.

         ‘Thanks for your help, Sissy.’

         ‘You can’t understand what happy I am to help you, Professor.’

         I set off home. On my way I buy a watermelon in Two Street. Big and unwieldy, it proves awkward to handle with my briefcase. Maddeningly, I find myself stuck behind three tubby women about my own age who block the pavement by walking in a very slow and stately way. Two carry parasols. The third holds a fan over her glossy head to fend off the worst of the sun. I wouldn’t mind a parasol myself. Men never carry parasols, however. Not manly. Okay, outflank the three loitering ladies and duck into One Street. The magazine woman, catching sight of me, bares those almost toothless gums and gives a bony wave.

         ‘How are you?’ she sings out.

         ‘How are you?’ I reply.

         My melon, cut into cool pink watery slices, soon goes into my belly. A few hours after gobbling down the last hunk I feel a pain in my gut. I wonder whether — oops! Quick dash to the bathroom. I spew. A couple of hours later, the squits. Afterwards, I throw myself onto my bed, where I toss and turn. All night, spewing and squitting. Next morning, an item of interest in the news.

          Toxic chemical sprayed on watermelons by farmers to speed up the ripening process …
         

         Ethephon is the name of the chemical, the story adds helpfully. Sprayed onto fruit crops to accelerate ripening, the chemical can be used safely in a solution of something like one to three hundred. Farmers have been smearing melons with a solution of one to four. A campus doctor looks me over later in the day, just in case my shits should be something serious.

         ‘I agree with your own diagnosis of food poisoning, Dr Morse.’

         ‘Okay, Dr Sun.’

         Dr Sun, by the way, mustn’t be mistaken for my departmental colleague, round-faced, nodding, bobbing Dr Sun. Nor must he be mistaken for Mr Sun, the courteous bookish translator acquaintance who took me along to the turtle banquet.

         ‘Charcoal pills will help,’ says this Dr Sun.
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         Autumn starts on a different date every year depending on the phases of the lunar calendar — this year it started early. A hot spell during the season is called an Autumn Tiger. We may well find that the tiger keeps clawing our throats for weeks and weeks yet. I feel so sticky with the heat by the end of my first teaching week that early one evening I set off by bus for the Bund. Maybe some fresh air will be blowing off the Huangpu.

         Once I get there, and fight my way through the crowds onto the embankment along the big grubby brown bend of the river, the last thing that seems on offer is freshness.

          ‘America, Germany, hello,’ says a boy poking a boxful of knockoffs under my nose. ‘You like Rolex?’
         

         Sweat, rolling down that nose, blots my shirt.

         I flick the kid and begin to trek with the throng along the packed pavement. Who’s out and about tonight on the Bund? Crowds of country folk gawping at the big smoke. Vendors of fizzy pop. A beggar whose fingers have been lopped off. Vendors of greasy snacks. A beggar lacking legs. Vendors of luminous perspex models of the Oriental Pearl Tower. Peasants posing for family pics against the background of the snaking stretch of smelly water, slowly flowing, barge-burdened, brown. On the opposite shore can be seen a cluster of remote and shiny futuristic glass needles, spheres, scalpels, bulbs of sleek towers streaking up into the sky.

         After a while I climb a suspended walkway.

         ‘Hello,’ says a youth. ‘You like boy?’

         Traffic streams under the walkway. On a nearby terrace can be seen a catwalk of red carpet across which white wedding frocks come wobbling. Fantastic yet flimsy, the frocks have been spun from chiffon, tulle, gauze, gossamer. Popping out of the top of the froth are simpering female heads — the heads of models modelling, for this is a fashion parade. A soprano on an electronic soundtrack warbles words from an opera by Mozart. Does anyone on the catwalk know what the sad soprano means by her Italian?

         That’s how they are these days, modern husbands: methodically unfaithful …
         

         Overhead, hanging from helium balloons tethered by steel hawsers, hangs a red nylon banner advertising skin whitener.

          A bus rattles me back home from the Bund.
         

         ‘Professor, I am Jay in class three,’ says an email that pops into my inbox first thing next day. ‘I happen yesterday to see u in the Bund.’

         I can feel a smile lift the corners of my mouth. All week I’ve been struck by how my best students seem to see me as more than simply some outsider paid by the university to give classes. They seem to think that they and I are going to get to know each other. Odd, when you come from my kind of country, where a teacher would be the last one on the planet a student would want to get matey with. Working my way through the rest of the email, I find myself thinking fitfully about what it would be like to be not just a teacher but the father of a frank, quick lad like Jay.

         ‘Actually, the crowd below catch my eyes. So I stop to watch. And suddenly I find that u r in the crowd and are watching and looking very thoughtful. I don’t want across to say hello to u. I don’t want to disturb ur thoughts. Now I am suggesting my friends to play a game of basketball. I very love basketball! Wish u enjoy weekend! Urs truly, Jay.’

         A second smile now spreads itself all the way up into my eyes.

         Okay, breakfast.

         Toast and grapefruit and hot coffee. After breakfast, a workout at the gym. After gym, lunch with some colleagues. After lunch, lolling about with a novel. After lolling, dinner with some more colleagues. After dinner, at ten in the evening, I get ready for clubbing. I take a shower. I slip into linen flares. I drop a tanktop over my head. I flag down a cab. I head across town to Jimmy’s Bar.

          ‘Wow, so sexy!’ says Jimmy.
         

         Jimmy is a chunky, lying spunk of about forty, who comes from one of the provinces and always does his best to make you feel welcome by laying on the flattery.

         ‘Yes, you are,’ I say with a wink.

         ‘Hehe,’ says Jimmy.

         The bar looks like hundreds of your classic dark cellar-like spaces found all around the world, though in fact it’s not a cellar. Simply step off the pavement of an avenue and there you are, the bar. Already I feel as though I know it from top to bottom, though this is only my third visit. A marble statue of a scholar from late imperial days — one palm lifted up stiffly, the other dropped down stiffly, in the traditional gesture of learning — stands on a plinth behind Jimmy. Otherwise the look is low-key techno. Tiny white spotlights cast small pools of light. A red glow comes from the bar. A group of lesbians drink and smoke on stools. Two wear the international dyke uniform of cropped hair and baggy trousers, while the others look like nicely brought-up young ladies of the city. Clients otherwise are all guys. A few foreigners, like me, but mostly locals. The waiters are babes. They wear black jackets with red piping. One sports a red mohawk.
         

         I sit at the bar and buy a beer.

         A young guy opposite, wearing a white baseball cap and a white T, glances at me then looks away. Cute, but too young.

         He looks back. He smiles at me tentatively.

         We glug at our beers. He looks away.

         He looks back.

         Ben is his name, it turns out. He’s a junior lecturer in architecture at another university. He tells me it’s his first time in a gay bar. We speak in English.
         

         ‘I think I’m no fool, man,’ he says. ‘But ego aside, I’m pretty joe average, I guess.’

         ‘Oh, okay, sounds cool. Tell me more?’

         ‘Sure. Things I don’t do are drugs, smoke, rave, backstab, one-night stands. Things I do are classical music, fine wine and food, art, romance. I’m a cinema buff, too. I’m not into just hanging out being silly. Or going out partying. I don’t rate myself as wrapped up in all the problems in life. I focus on the good things that are all around us. I totally like a good conversation. I totally like doing chilling-out type of stuff. I like to be random sometimes, but most of the time I’m methodical. I’m not insane. I’m not obscure. I’m not fake. Enough said. So, yeah, that’s me. Good to meet you, man!’
         

         ‘Where did you learn to speak English so fluently? Have you spent time living in another country?’

         He smiles, strokes a button nose, then shakes his head.

         ‘Dude, this guy’s never even been outta Shanghai, hardly, let alone to another country. It’s just I like to chill in chatrooms, right? I cyber all these chicks and guys around the world. I’m online heaps of time. I was online tonight, too, but then I told myself, come on, don’t cheat on yourself, go downtown, go to a bar, you need to meet somebody.’

         He looks away, and once more strokes that nice little nose, this time more nervously. My heart’s given a bit of a bump. Maybe he’s someone I could get close to. I want to be close to somebody. I want to hold somebody. I feel lonely. I’ve always felt lonely. I’ve always felt afraid of being lonely. I’ve always felt afraid, at the same time, of being close to somebody.

          ‘Okay,’ I say, a bit more breathily than I’d like, but somehow my heart’s now in my mouth. ‘I’m somebody.’
         

         He looks at me, then looks away, then looks back.

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         ‘Have the wax strips come yet?’ asks Chatwoman.

         ‘What wax strips?’

         My sis and I are seated once more over coffees, and in her case cake, in one of the windows of Dante. Carmen looks today like a big shiny apple. She’s wearing a linen trouser suit with loose legs and a looser jacket, the whole outfit dyed the bright russet hue of the fruit when it’s ripe — or maybe overripe. Her big round face glows with sweat. The hairdressing salon has turned her lately into a redhead.

         ‘I emailed my beautician asking her to make up a pack of wax strips and send it to you. My beautician back home, I mean. Tiffany. She’s got piercings in the webbing of her fingers. Not a common look, and not necessarily a good look, but she knows how to buff and polish yours truly. Where the hell are those wax strips?

         ‘Well, you know China Post.’

         ‘True, but Tif told me she posted them to you ten days ago. How are you, apart from hirsute?’

         ‘Box of birds. Ben seems sweet. How about you?’  

         ‘Box of birds also, though blokeless. Cyberdating is proving to be a mixed bag. I went on a date with a guy last night. A local guy. Angsted away about him for the whole day because he’d sent me his pic by email and I’d made up my mind he was out of my league. Also I worried about what to wear when I found out he works for Hugo Boss.Met him and found him to be uglier, shorter and a lot less cheerful than a garden gnome. Consequently cut the meeting short and sloped off morosely to a takeaway joint with goal, achieved, of chowing down on cheap Thai.’
         

         ‘Didn’t know there was such a thing as cheap Thai in Shanghai.’

         ‘Well, thinking it through, there isn’t — not for poor saps on a lecturer’s salary.’
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         Cooler weather has come at last. We’re all smiling and wishing each other joy for the fact that temperatures are now almost always lower than thirty. The woman who lay under a damp cloth on her deckchair like a boned joint of meat my first night in town can now be seen sitting up alertly, her bones all miraculously reinserted into her body, her sharp little eyes taking a good squint at the neighbours.

         ‘How was school this morning?’ I ask Ben.

         ‘Boring as usual, man,’ he says. ‘Can we don’t talk about that?’

         We’re on the phone, and while we swap words I twist myself to look at my back in a mirror. Hairier than ever.  

         ‘Okay.’  

         ‘Have your lunch yet, dude?’  

         ‘I grabbed a banana. How about you?’  

         I don’t give a flying fart about food, nor do I give half a flying fart about how anyone else has been foddered, but in this town grub is spoken about as earnestly, with all its ins and outs, as real estate and jobs and money. Ben might talk like what he thinks is a groovy guy, and might think that he understands what he likes to call fine wine and food, but already I’ve found that nothing makes his eyes sparkle more brightly than quick fingerwork with a pair of chopsticks and a table groaning with local mainstays like thousand-year-old eggs and smelly tofu and sticky meatballs.
         

         ‘Lunch with colleagues. One of them, my co-teacher, got promoted to be an assistant professor, so she invited us to eat.’

         Yawn.

         ‘Was that fun?’

         ‘Yeah, man! We found a nice mutton hotpot restaurant. Totally nice, their mutton is famous.’

         ‘Cool. What time do we meet at Shimen Lu?’

         A time is settled. We say goodbye. We’ve been seeing each other a lot since that first night at Jimmy’s. Walking away from the mirror, willing myself not to think about my shaggy back, I make myself think instead about Ben. I feel guilty going with a guy who’s so young. He’s twenty-five years old — same age as my oldest daughter! Going with a guy in his twenties is sick and pervy. Yet — well, I love the way he looks. I love the delicacy of his skin when we strip off. As for him, he doesn’t seem to mind that I’m twice his age. He said the other day he thinks I’ll look even better when I’m older! How can he say that about some old grizzly who’s got so many tough little tufts sprouting where they’re not meant to sprout?
         

         Where’s that wax?

         Yesterday I sent him a text saying I was gagging for our next fuck. He sent me back a text telling me not to talk about such things on the cellphone

         ‘Dude, we r in China,’ he said at the end of the text.

          The authorities have been carrying out random checks on texting for a while and new, tighter monitoring was imposed just the other day. Police software can seek out key words. The state claims to be doing it to crack down on sexual immorality. Ben can be forgiven for feeling fidgety. His university jumps on any of its staff known to be — or thought to be — queer. Several lecturers there have been whispered about, then sacked, under the pretext of psychological unfitness for the work. All were good teachers. What gets to me most about the whole matter is that Ben doesn’t frown on what the university and the state do to such guys. He thinks a scholar must behave with propriety. Funky cybering online is one thing. A correct career is another thing. Ben’s father is an official in the Party. His mother is a lady.
         

         Just now on the phone, puzzled by the knowledge that we’re to be meeting his sister, I asked him a question I’d not got around to asking before today.

         ‘Your sister knows all about you, does she?’

         ‘Are you crazy? Of course not, man!

         One last tweak to my clothes and I’m out the door and off to the skytrain.

         Fireworks are fizzing and popping in One Street. We’re about to begin National Week, when we celebrate the liberation of the motherland by the Party. Not many people believe in the Party any more, needless to say, but everyone believes in a week’s holiday. Fireworks have been going off at odd intervals for days now. Explosive bangs rather than pretty sparkles. Also the normal noises of our neighbourhood — sirens, traffic, women calling out to each other — and the terrified squalling of a cat somewhere, sounding as though it’s giving birth to kittens every time someone lets off another string of crackers.
         

         Ben meets me at the metro stop and walks me to a teahouse nearby. He wears jeans and a military green T on which are printed some white words in English.

         I depart with full of time. 
         

         I control time, 
         

         but it’s also me who 
         

         is run by time.
         

         Yes, well. We come upon three wizened little dark men with bad teeth, in cheap shiny black suits, yarning cheerfully. We swing around them and almost walk into a young man. Wiry, wary, he’s trundling behind him a cheap suitcase on its two little plastic wheels. A peasant of some sort, come to work in the city. He looks at me narrowly as I skirt him and his stuff. Foreigner, he’s thinking. I wonder whether he’ll float or go under. So many go under.
         

         Not that you’d know from the look of the teahouse. A brick mansion, spiky with terracotta turrets, it was built during the twenties of last century by some rich official or merchant or gang boss.

         ‘We can eat here, right?’ I ask after we’ve been settled at a table. ‘It’s not just tea?’

         ‘Dude, they only do a few dishes. They’re, like, totally expensive.’

         We’re parked on top of hard seats of wrought iron, meant to look Italian. Not only are we parked, we’re writhing. The seats of the chairs are naked metal but for one small brocaded cushion which you try to stick into the small of your back. You try, yet it keeps floating away. You’re poked and prodded by the knobbiest knobs of the ironwork.

         ‘Oh, okay, so you don’t want to eat? Just drink?’

          ‘Yeah, man. We come here to drink the tea. They do the tea real cool.’
         

         A slight young woman, having minced towards us, drops herself into one of our chairs.

         ‘My sister,’ says Ben.

         ‘I am Aeolus,’ she says.

         Aeolus is a word that has to be spoken twice, and afterwards spelled out slowly letter by letter, before I’ve grasped what it is, this supposedly English forename. China seems to be thronged with well-schooled young women whose English teachers have given them, or who’ve taken on themselves, all kinds of weird and wonderful names of goddesses and half-goddesses and sprites and nymphs from the old folk worlds of Latin and Greek. Why don’t they take the names of goddesses from the old folk world of English? That’s what I wondered when I first got to this town. Why do I keep meeting a Danae here and a Chloe there, yet nary a Freya? Why no Frigga? Why are some boys called Hercules but none Woden? Well, they’re taught that the father of English is Latin. Those are the words. The father, as though words were flesh, as though words were born into the world saddled with a full weight of filial duty like good Confucian kids told to kowtow to their elders and betters. Blow that for a joke. One father’s quite enough, thanks.
         

         Anyway, what’s she like, this lass with the nonsensical name?

         She is demure, correct. She wears a ribbed green halter and a pair of specs with thick black rims. Her long hair, tied behind, has been delicately highlighted with copper. She wears no makeup but has plucked her eyebrows down to a fine line and then marked them with black. She works in publicity. She drives an Alfa Romeo. I’ve heard all about it from her brother, who covets the car and calls it her wheels. She can’t possibly have bought it on her own salary. Nor could her father have bought it for her on his salary.
         

         Aeolus opens conversation by starting to complain about the way too many country folk have come crowding into town for National Week.

         Ben joins the complaining.

         ‘I don’t take shit from anyone, dude,’ he says, turning to me. ‘I tell it how it is, pretty simple. These peasants, they’re dirty and they’re stupid and they’re scum.’

         A waiter begins the tea ceremony.

         Decor in this place seems to be drawn chiefly from some stereotyped concept of southern Europe, yet the clobber for making and drinking the tea is ye olde Middle Kingdom. Little wooden bowls, like embalmed magnolia blooms, are set down on our table by the boy. Sunflower seeds and salted broad beans have been scattered inside each bowl. A little wooden tray, stencilled with the characters for noble tea and topped with a tiny porcelain cup, is given to each of us. The boy takes the cups, warms them by swilling heated water inside, then warms a glazed teapot the same way. Tea leaves are dropped into the pot. Hot water is poured on top. The leaves are steeped briefly. The tea is then thrown away. More leaves are dropped into the pot, and more hot water poured on top of those leaves — this is the tea for drinking. The boy waits briefly. He fills our cups. He pops a sort of porcelain thimble upside down on top, to hold in the bouquet.
         

         ‘The tea smells great,’ I say, trying to be a good guest and having learnt already that you savour the bouquet from the thimble before sipping the tea. ‘Very smoky.’

          Aeolus, flicking me a cursory smile, sets down her own cup.
         

         ‘Have many teahouse in your country, bro?’ asks Ben.

         ‘We drink a lot of tea, but not this way.’

         ‘Okay.’

         No follow-up, no asking how we might happen to drink tea in my country, nor any thoughts about the meaning of tea in this country, nor anything at all but a dead stop. The siblings begin slanging each other about the clothes each has chosen to wear, telling the other that he or she doesn’t have any sense of style. Aeolus says her brother is scared of colour. Ben says his sister is too try-hard. Neither shows any sign of wanting to talk about anything other than the petty.
         

         Well, I’ll give it another go. Stirring myself once more, I do my bit like a good guest.

         ‘Aeolus, how has your day been so far?’

         ‘Boring, stay at the home and watching television,’ she says. ‘That’s all — so boring.’

         Okay, I get the picture.

         ‘What kind of clientele does this place attract?’ I try.

         The sister looks blank. The brother shrugs.

         ‘A cool clientele, dude.’

         Ben is so fond of the sound of his own words that he tends towards the blabbermouth — or maybe it’s better to say motormouth since so much of what comes up from his lovely smooth throat, or down from his comely smooth brow, turns out to be a sort of verbal coolant recycled inside his mind, like the liquid that goes round and round under a car bonnet to stop things from getting too hot. Ben’s brain runs little risk of getting too hot. All the filched funky slang in the world can’t hide the truth that, on close acquaintance, the bloke is as boring as his sister’s day.
         

         Slackening off my effort at being a good guest I let myself just watch the two of them be brother and sister.

         ‘You looks bad wearing the green,’ says Aeolus. ‘You looks like the dead people.’

         ‘I’m not really into red,’ says Ben.

         ‘You should wear the red.’

         They’re twins. The family is double happy. Twins mean the lawful outflanking of the state policy of only one child for each married couple. Watching the lucky twins while they slang and snap at each other becomes more and more a yawn. I wonder what might go on between the two when they’re not with an outsider. Are they close? Do they tell each other the truth? I doubt it. Aeolus, for one thing, not only hasn’t been told but seems not to have guessed, nor come close to guessing, that her brother sleeps with guys. She seems to assume that because he and I are both academics we must have met at his or my university.
         

         We tipple at tea. We gnaw at nuts. I offer our young woman a glass of cold water.

         ‘I don’t drink cold water,’ she says. ‘My stomach cannot stand it.’

         Of course. Ben thinks his stomach can’t stand it either.

         ‘I can only handle it in small dosages, dude. It’s just not my thing, I just ain’t into it.’

         After an hour or so a thin lady about my age comes up to our table. A frock, cut from black crepe, drops from her neck to her ankles. Her black hair, thinly streaked with dye the colour of rust, has been drawn back from her cheeks and rammed in place with a lacquer comb. Pearls droop around her collarbones.

         ‘Our mother,’ says Ben.

          ‘So finished?’ says the lady, in English.
         

         Mother has turned up at the teahouse to ask her daughter to come shopping. Aeolus, not needing to be asked twice, jumps up. Who would’ve thought she could so suddenly come alive? She and her mother lock arms. Slanging in Shanghainese, they head towards the door. Aeolus trips daintily. Mother walks with a sort of swayback strut, in shiny black step-ins with Cuban heels.

         Ben pays the bill, after which we follow.

         We find ourselves wandering through a vast techno space, the atrium of a shopping plaza. Brand names are minimalistically displayed over glowing doorways. Lagerfeld. Chanel. Bvlgari. Versace. A string quintet, tucked into black suits, plays light waltzes by one or other Strauss. Ben and I, while the womenfolk windowshop, talk brokenly about cars, clothes. After a bit we get onto the more meaty topic of the family. Ben tells me that lately the word is that it’s time to find a suitable husband for Aeolus.

         ‘Suitable!’ I say with a bit of a laugh. ‘Who would be suitable, exactly?’
         

         He looks at me seriously.

         ‘Somebody suitable,’ comes the answer.

         Well, of course I should’ve known not to get saucy. What families of their sort say is men dang hu dui. Stick to your own kind.
         

         ‘Right,’ I say. ‘Hey, I think I’d better head off home now and do some work.’

         ‘Gotta get your act together for school, right? Call you tonight, man. Okay?’

         Please don’t, I think. Not unless you’ve got something to say.

         ‘Okay.’
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         One hour later, turning into One Street, I catch sight of a tall boy. A boy who’s good-looking, who has great big eyes, who’s bounding along blithely and who smiles when he sees me.

         ‘Oh, hardworking professor!’

         ‘Hello, Jay.’

         ‘Are you enjoy the beginning of National Week?’

         ‘Well, it’s really interesting to see the crowds of visitors.’

         The boy grins. We swap a few sentences about our plans for the coming week. I’m staying in town to keep writing lectures. He’s heading back home to Nanjing. Next I ask him how he feels about the way I won’t be setting exams but will be grading my classes on the basis of term work. Not quite grasping my meaning, he thinks I’m asking about the exams he sat before the start of the academic year.

         ‘I already take two public course exams.’

         ‘Public course exams? What does that mean exactly?’

         ‘Modern Chinese. Mao Zedong thought. Deng Xiaoping thought. Hope you know the two fucking leader?’

         He laughs happily, with his whole body.

         ‘The exam in Modern Chinese is just a test of grammar?’

         ‘Yes, very dumb.’

         ‘And the exam in the thoughts of the politicians — it’s just a memory test, right?’

         The boy once more laughs happily.

         ‘Yes, we don’t have to very know their thoughts. Their fucking thoughts.’

          Now it’s my turn to laugh, taken aback by his bluntness.
         

         ‘Okay,’ I say.

         We’re standing in front of a knife-grinder on the pavement outside the Sincere Daily Stop. A stringy little man under a dirty straw hat, sitting astride a little wooden trestle on which the grinding wheel spins, he pedals with his right foot. A shopkeeper’s meat knife is being sharpened to a shower of sparks.
         

         The boy — merry, eager, serious — looks straight into my eyes.

         ‘I just think Chinese people they don’t care much about politics. If they can make a living that’s enough. Chinese people are numb. I very enjoy your classes, Professor. All other classes I get sleepy.’

         It’s fun listening to the tumble of his words after the nothingness of the tea party.

         ‘Hah! I get it. Your definition of an enjoyable class is one that doesn’t make you sleepy. I don’t feel too flattered.’

         Not quite following every word I say, the clever lad guesses at the gist, and guesses right.

         He grins quickly.

         ‘You are unique, Professor. Always in other class I get sleepy. Always twenty minutes after the class began I could hardly bear the weight of my eyelids. Or most of the attentions are focused on what to eat after class.’

         ‘How do you like this town, Jay? Do you like living in Shanghai?’

         ‘I love living everywhere, Professor.’

         ‘Good answer!’

         A dazzling smile, during which he jiggles on his feet.

          ‘My main problem is how do I wash my clothes. I think I am helpless with my clothes.’
         

         ‘What do you mean, helpless?’

         ‘As long as I am living a place far away from my hometown I need to wash my clothes by myself and for myself. I haven’t been thinking until now that a human being will need so much clean clothes a day. In fact, I don’t know the exact standard of clean. Just wash them when one of my six clothes racks are free. Always asking my dormmates how soon should I wash my pants.’

         ‘What do they say?’

         ‘They think in the silence for a long time, said that whenever I want. Now I know what the meaning of life. Clean clothes!’
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         A parcel comes in the post. Small, light, wrapped in padded white plastic. Ripping it open eagerly, I find inside a kit of twenty narrow cloth strips, each thick with a sticky mix of glucose, fructose, maltose, triethylene glycol, potassium citrate, polybutene —

         Wax, in a word!

         Ben has been understanding about this business of waxing my body. Now, when he hears the news about the parcel from home, he says he’ll come over to help and afterwards stay the night. We fix on a time for him to turn up: nine in the evening. He comes at eleven. He seems tense. He won’t meet my eye. He tells me that when he was crossing downtown by cab all the lights went off briefly in the big buildings. The dark crowded streets, he adds, seemed eerie. We’re speaking English, as always, and he uses that very word. He adds that he felt as though there was going to be a war — that bombs were about to start dropping.
         

         ‘Really?’ I say, surprised. ‘Who’s the enemy — who would suddenly start dropping bombs?’

         ‘America, of course.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Or maybe Japan.’

         ‘So that’s why you seem a bit upset?’

         ‘No,’ he says very slowly, very unwillingly. ‘No, that’s not why.’

         He looks at the hardwood floor. I make up my mind to say nothing more, at least for now.

         ‘Okay, why not get the wax job out of the way?’

         Stripping off my shirt, I lie on a towel. Ben lifts a wax strip, looks it over, pats it down. We wait. He peels the strip off, quickly. Ow! He lifts a second strip, starts on a second patch. Ow! Ow! There’s always a little low-grade agony involved in this business of ripping out these damn hairs by the root. Ben is deft. The methodical movements seem to relax his body, too. He grows less tense, looser, after every fierce yank. Now — partly from a wish to help the guy, partly because I’m nosey, and partly to take my mind off the thousand-and-one needlepoint pinchings of the wax — I coax from him the story about what went wrong. Family fight, it turns out. A row with his father, who was angry when he found his only son was about to leave home to spend the night with friends.
         

         ‘He told me it was too late to go out. He told me I should stay at home. He told me I behave like bad son. He told me a good son stays at home with his family.’

         ‘Yet the son’s a grown man, twenty-five years old?’

          ‘My father, the moment I stepped through the door, slammed it shut and told me never to come back. Bad news, bro. A bummer.’
         

         ‘He doesn’t mean it, Ben.’

         ‘I’m a bad son, man.’

         The only way he can make himself feel better, in the end, is by picking up the phone and dialling his dad and saying he’s sorry. They talk for a bit. Father seems willing to make peace. Ben, putting down the phone afterwards, gives a quick grimace.

         We clear away the hairy strips of wax. We go to bed. We try to get into some nooky. Not too memorably.

         ‘Okay, let’s just cuddle,’ I say. ‘I wanked earlier today, anyway.’

         ‘What is that word, wangke?’
         

         ‘Wanked. Masturbated.’

         ‘Dude, self-abuse? I seldom do that.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘It wrecks your health, man. Self-abuse can nuke your memory.’

         ‘Who told you that?’

         ‘A website from the internet.’

         ‘A Chinese website, right? A website certified by the state?’

         ‘Yes, a website providing some information about the human body.’

         ‘Right, well — we used to think that way about wanking too, in our part of the world. Now we know it’s okay.’

         ‘Say what?’

         ‘A young man like you can easily wank two or three times a day.’

          ‘You’re talking shit, man!’
         

         ‘Our bodies evolved a million or more years ago to squirt out semen whenever a boy feels in the mood for a wank. Didn’t your dad tell you it was okay?’

         ‘Never. This is taboo. It’s shameful for a father or mother to remark about sex before kids. Westerners are wild, man. Too wild!’

         ‘Come on, let’s cuddle.’

         A cuddle is what I need right now, because suddenly I’m feeling glum. The poor guy, burdened with so much guilt. Poor me, too. My own dad told me no more than this other dad about sexual health or sexual sickness. Dad told me almost nothing about almost everything. He never talked to me about strength or weakness, softness or hardness, friendship, fondness, hatred, knowledge, ignorance, life, death. He never told me why, how. He never tipped me a hint, offered a word in my ear, just between you and me, son. He never even told me how to wax a hairy back!
         

         Why should this make me feel bad right now? Not what you’d call news, for fuck’s sake.
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         A HEAVY HAND knocks on my door. Knock knock. A strong knock. Knock knock. A hard knock. Day after day I’ve been waiting for this knock on my door.
         

         I feel sick about Jay.

         The cops know I’ve got no way of proving myself innocent of murder. They know my story is shot through with holes. My story about that night, that night when the boy was last seen — that night when the body went into the creek. Of course I can’t prove myself innocent. I can’t prove myself innocent for the simple reason that I’m guilty.

         What am I going to do? Why has my life gone so wrong?

         What have I done to his life?
         

         Fixing the right kind of mask on my face, I open the door. Inspector Mao. Young Mr Sun. Young pudding-faced Mr Sun the Kafka doctoral student, not kind middle-aged Mr Sun of the turtle banquet. They know. They know it’s me who did it to Jay.
         

         ‘How are you?’ I say in Mandarin.

         ‘We are sorry to intrude, but must ask for some more of your time, Professor Morse,’ says the inspector in Shanghainese by way of Mr Sun’s bookishly correct English.
         

         Sweating, starting to stink of fear already, I show them into my living room. Inspector Mao makes himself at home the way he did when he first came here — when was it? Only a few days ago, earlier this week. Once more he lights up a Double Happiness. He seems to have a knack for putting himself at ease when very likely he always brings with him unease for others. I sit myself awkwardly on the rim of one of the hard armchairs. I do my best to look puzzled and honest and straightforward. I can smell my fear, though. I can taste it too. Sour, bitter — far more bitter than the blunt rankness of that first fag lit by the flatfoot.

         We go through a slow rigmarole of laboured questions about the characters of my various students, and the hours of my various classes, and whether or not I have any new thoughts about what might have become of Jay.

         ‘No new thoughts, no,’ I say, faking what I hope looks like placid good sense.

         Inspector Mao lights a fresh fag with the butt of the old fag.

         ‘Professor, you said when we last spoke that you are wretchedly unhappy.’

         ‘Did I? Very likely.’

         ‘Why are you wretchedly unhappy?’

         I heave a sigh — a deep sigh, a very deep sigh, in spite of myself — and feel the sinews of my face give up their tense pretence of making my skin look perky. My mouth seems to quiver, crumple down, cave in.

         ‘I’m lonely, Inspector. I’ve always been lonely. I wasn’t really loved when I was a little boy, and I’ve never really been loved as a grown man — not loved the way we wish for when we talk about love. Of course I’ve got my daughters, and my sister. I’m not meaning that sort of love. I’m meaning the sort of love where you lose yourself, and feel glad you’re lost. You want to be lost because it’s the only way to be found. Well, there’s feeble thinking for you. And here’s me supposedly an intellectual. Let’s just say I’m lonely, and lately I’ve become more aware than ever of that loneliness. Does this concern us now, though? Is this germane to your inquiry?’
         

         ‘Possibly,’ says Inspector Mao.

         ‘How?’

         ‘Would you say that your friendship with the missing young man was an intimate friendship?’

         Okay, pull yourself together, mate.

         ‘I’d say it was a good teacher–student relationship.’

         ‘Some of your other students feel that there was an emotional aspect to the relationship which was perhaps not quite proper between a teacher and a very handsome boy.’

         So, my students are spies. Nasty little pricks and bitches. Well, no, that’s not fair. They’ve been bailed up and made to talk by this bloke. Keep calm. Keep your cool. Your best way of getting on top of this must be to try to make yourself look like an unworldly scholar — unworldly yet quietly sure of his values. And to keep your trap shut as much as you can, cut short anything you say.

         ‘Our relationship was quite proper.’

         ‘Yet you are lonely?’

         ‘Yet I’m lonely.’

         ‘Professor Morse, you have never been seen keeping  company with a lady. Do you not like to keep company with ladies?’
         

         ‘I’m a divorced man, Inspector Mao. I’ve had enough of keeping company with ladies.’

         The plod grins, and busies himself for a bit with his notes while taking a few deep draws on his Double Happiness. Next he looks up at me sharply.

         ‘Do you prefer boys?’

         Fuck.

         ‘I take it you’re asking whether boys are my sexual preference?’

         ‘Yes, Professor Morse.’

         ‘Only a criminal would become sexually involved with a boy, Inspector Mao.’

         He looks at me hard.

         He shrugs.

         We both look away. The Inspector finds time to light the tip of a fresh fag with the butt of the old fag — though surely he can’t have puffed his way through a whole fag so quickly? Also he scratches some characters onto that thin greyish notebook. I’m looking up towards the ceiling and noting the red nylon ribbon on the louvred vent, which as always is flickering fitfully — blackened with smuts, streaked with grease — while the air conditioner keeps up its tired throb-throb-throb. Once more I try to kid myself that I’m on a ship and that the noisy throbbing is the ship’s turbines, and that the ship’s prow is cutting through deep water, which seems soothing, as always.

         My mind goes back to the waves at Pines Beach. Waves breaking onto clean sand, tides ebbing, flowing — and a little boy who mistakes a stranger for his father.

         Sorry, mister.
         

          Now the cop tries another tack. He tells me, as one grown man to another, how the inquiry is coming along so far. I feel myself sweating, blushing, more on the back foot, somehow, by being treated as trustworthy. What are the new facts in the inquiry? The lungs of the body found in the water have been cut open and submitted to forensic autopsy. They show no evidence of death by drowning, so far, for the dead young man is too badly rotted. We can’t know whether he drowned or died in some other way.
         

         ‘In an act of violence, for example,’ says Inspector Mao, looking up at me sternly.

         A blank look back from me. I’m proud of that blank look.

         Why am I feeling proud of something so petty when what I did — what I’ve done — is kill Jay?

         Okay, look away. Quick!

         Not sure whether he saw that little shift of mood in my craven eyes. He shows nothing in his own eyes, when I sneak a look back to check him out. He takes another toke. He goes on with his story. He says that notwithstanding the lack of forensic evidence an act of violence may well have been the cause of death. A quarrel was overheard near the creek at about one in the morning after Yu Jiayu was last seen by his dormmates. A quarrel in English. Two men quarrelling. One a young man, and one not so young. Afterwards a heavy splash, and then silence.

         ‘And you really think the young man may have been Jay?’ I ask coolly. ‘Who overheard this quarrel, Inspector Mao?’

         ‘A young woman student from your university.’

         ‘One of my students?’

         ‘Not one of your students. She happened to be studying very late in her room nearby.’
         

         ‘Why did she pass on this information to the police?’

         ‘She’s a good citizen, so of course when she heard on campus that a student was missing —’

         I feel sicker. How can I run away?

         ‘So she speaks English? She can tell you what the quarrel was about?’

         He looks at me hard once more, while trying not to show that he’s looking at me hard.

         ‘Unfortunately, no.’

         A sense of immense relief. I try to keep speaking coolly.

         ‘What a pity.’

         ‘A pity. The young woman is a student of Japanese. The only words she recognised in the quarrel were common words recalled from her middle school English. Words such as why, you, hate. Also various obscene words.’
         

         ‘How does she know obscene words in English?’

         ‘Foreign films.’

         Inspector Mao looks down at his notebook. He snaps it shut. We seem to have gone over all the ground that needs to be gone over today. I find it hard to believe my good luck — if good and luck are two words fit for the way my life is now.
         

         ‘Please excuse me if I don’t see you to the door. My bladder is full.’

         Wondering whether I’m not so much going to pee as spew, I take to my heels, scamper down my corridor and burst into the bathroom. A bathroom fitted not only with the dim mirror and dodgy shower you know about already but also a handbasin, a flush toilet and a bathtub. All three cons, definitely not mod, have been moulded from yellowish ceramic but each has its own playfully unique pattern of mottles or streaks. The streaks in the toilet bowl are orange. The mottles in the bathtub are grey. The mottles in the handbasin are brown. I stoop over the handbasin, wishing to splash my face with cold water.
         

         I see, writhing in that shallow pit of porcelain, red worms.

         Thin worms, thin as human hair.

         A first shrinking back is followed by the quick thought that they’re not worms at all and that somehow some of the yarns from the red ribbons on the vents of the air conditioner have dropped into the handbasin, where they’ve got wet, and where they’re now waving around in their wetness like worms, when really they’re nothing more loathsome than threads, grubby yet harmlessly synthetic, nothing worse than nylon. A thought followed in turn by the thought that the thought is nonsense. The truth of the matter is that living vermin have somehow crawled up the drainpipe of my bathroom basin and are now starting a colony, a colony like the colony founded by my forebears when they crawled down the camiknickers of Queen Victoria — which for some weird sexist reason is how my brain right now personifies the process by which creaking wooden ships carried great-grannies and great-granddads across deep oceans — a colony which would become, after a century or so, my homeland, my country.
         

         Worms! Okay, swallow hard. You’re not in a nightmare, right? You’re in your bathroom. Tiny invertebrates have taken a wrong turning and all you need do is turn on the taps.  
         

         What if they haven’t crawled up the drainpipe but have come through the tap water?

          Gross!
         

         I lurch into the kitchen, grab a plastic bottle of dishwashing detergent, burst back into the bathroom and flood the basin with the green viscous crap. Crap which must be toxic enough to kill the worms, surely. Surely if I leave this detergent soaking in the sink for a few hours there won’t be any worms tomorrow. Certainly this isn’t a nightmare —
         

         Yet it is, it is a nightmare.
         

         Jay!

         The cops will work it out. They’ll come back. Not that their coming back is the worst of it. The worst of it is what I did to Jay.
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         ‘I’M PISSED OFF with bloody Lenore,’ says Carmen. ‘She still hasn’t phoned me after our row, which you’ll know — if like me you’re keeping tabs on your calendar so you can work up a good grudge — now took place a full sodding fortnight ago.’

         ‘Why do you want her to phone you? Don’t you find it quite restful not to be phoned?’

         Lenore is our sister, by the way. Younger than me, older than Carmen, she lives with her husband in Melbourne. The husband is a financial planner and consequently likes to talk about making money. Spending gets looked after by Lenore. She’s not our only sibling, as you know. Godfrey, one year older than me and a computer geek, lives in Singapore.
         

         ‘Well, true, it’s like a holiday not having to pick up the phone and listen to that ignorant cow moo on about nothing. Married in Melbourne. What a fate! But that’s not the point. She should be phoning and begging me to forgive her. She won’t, though. Sow.’

         ‘Make up your mind, does she moo or does she oink?’

         ‘Oh, ha bloody ha.’

         Carmen chucks a featherweight biscuit at me — a slimming biscuit, air inside an envelope of rye, because she’s on a dieting gig right now. My sis has been a big lass ever since her teen years. We’re seated inside the red and orange lounge of her apartment, thirty storeys above Nanjing Xi Lu. Three months and more have gone by since I first landed in the city. I’m drinking beer and she’s downing gin. She’s in yellow shorts and her hair this week is also a sort of yellow. Maybe you could say straw.
         

         ‘True, she’s not begging you to forgive her. But she’s thinking about it all the time, you can bet.’

         ‘Thinking? What you mean is that a few loose phrases will dribble haphazardly through that morass of a brain. Aw, must call Carmen at some stage and clear the air. She won’t be highlighting it at the top of her priority list. Not that the concept of the sow drawing up a priority list isn’t anything but risible. Was that the right number of negatives making a positive? She’ll just be slothfully supposing that one day when she’s brave enough she’ll get off her bum and pick up the phone. Thinking that I, like her, don’t have a life and therefore will always be waiting.’
         

         The row broke out during a phone conference between the four of us to talk about Dad. We were trying to work out the best way to fly him around the planet to visit us all.

         ‘I’m so looking forward to seeing the dear old chap again,’ Lenore had cooed into her mouthpiece.

         ‘You’ve got a quaint way of phrasing irksome fucked prick,’ snarled Carmen.

         ‘Carmen, you’re so — so —’ floundered Lenore.

         ‘Accurate?’

         Carmen had then gone on to say that while she was willing to have the old man in the same city as herself for a week she wouldn’t be letting him set foot in her apartment. Lenore had started to go on about callousness, and cruelty, and what was owing from a daughter. Carmen had cut in with a comment about the word daughter being a synonym in some cases for sap.
         

         And so on, with me sniggering on the side, and no sound from Godfrey.

         ‘Lenore can go onto a back burner for now though, right?’ I try. ‘We’ve got to make up our minds what hotel we’re sticking him in when he gets here, and what we’re going to do to keep him busy.’

         ‘He can look after himself during the day,’ says my sis.

         ‘Hmm, don’t you think maybe —’

         Carmen thrusts a big open palm, driven by her powerful arm, to wave my weak words away.

         ‘Life’s too short to waste on losers,’ she announces, and then starts chomping discontentedly through one of the slimming biscuits, in a fine dust of rye. ‘I’m getting fatter and fatter — not wise, given that guys these days are so lard-averse when it comes to looking for a screw.’

         ‘Well, the guys are getting more solid too, aren’t they?’

         ‘They sure are! Those beer bellies are blooming.’

         ‘So, since such a lot of men your age are getting on the heavy side there’ll be a queue of them, right, more than happy to go with a solid woman?’

         ‘No matter how many tonnes the guys weigh, they still want Barbie.’

         ‘Or Ken, lucky for me.’

         The phone rings.

         ‘Wonder if that’s the sow,’ says Carmen. ‘Very bloody likely!’

         I run across the room. And as it happens, it is Lenore.

          ‘I’ve just got home from the hospital,’ she says. ‘I’m ringing you and Carmen because the doctors say he’ll definitely only last a few more months, so the two of you will need to make the most of the short time he’ll have with you in Shanghai.’
         

         My mind leaps back to the day, ten years ago, when we were all together at the hospital first hearing a doctor talk about the need for surgery. Standing on the beige carpet of a white room, the five of us were there. Dad, Godfrey, Lenore, Carmen, myself. The surgeon explained how the cancer would be handled. He kept glancing at Carmen, since she was a colleague, while spelling out the need to open the jaw. Seemingly by opening the jaw he’d be able to get to the seat of the cancer, deep inside the throat. How was the doctor to open our dad’s jaw? He’d slice through the wrinkled old skin of the chin, and he’d saw apart the brittle old jawbone, and he’d fold out the lower half of dad’s head like folding out the wings of a butterfly.

         ‘Like the wings of a butterfly,’ he said twice, since it was a nice clear simile and would help us lay folk to grasp his meaning.

         Dad looked wordlessly at the white walls.

         The jaw, once opened, would be held down by steel clamps. The surgeon would gouge out cancerous tissue. He would slice and peel strips of skin from my old man’s shoulders, graft the strips onto the shambles left at the throat, then stitch it all back up again.

         Lenore, turning red, burst into tears.

         ‘The bit about the butterfly wasn’t too apt,’ Carmen said to me a bit later. ‘We’re not talking about gossamer here, we’re talking about hacking a way through tendon and cartilage and bone — he won’t look like a butterfly, he’ll look like a stringray run over by a bus.’
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         Walking into the lobby of the Hotel Equatorial, and finding myself stumped by bulky blandness, I look around at a lot of white men in black suits before catching sight of an old coot under a red baseball cap. A scrawny old coot seated inside a suite of slippery black leather. Catching sight of me, he waves jerkily.

         Waving back, I wade towards him across the carpet.

         ‘How are you, Dad?’

         Dad looks old and sick, which is what he is, as you know. He looks to be at home, though, despite having never before been to Shanghai. Carmen and I two nights ago trailed out in a taxi to the international airport to pick up the old guy. This afternoon, having a few hours free from classes, I’ve made myself come to the hotel to do a stint more dad duty.

         He gives me a thumbs up. We’re always awkward when together. Now, rather than meeting his eye I look at a point a little to my left of his right ear, and dart quick glances at his face to put together a picture of his appearance the way a satellite spinning through space takes multiple quick still shots of the surface of an unknown moon. Computers working their socks off back at base will meld the many short shots into a visual whole, maybe, though don’t count on it in this case. A scrawny sack of ribs is the upper part of his body. As for his head — well, his head looks like a skull. A skull which somebody with a macabre sense of humour has sprayed all over with a thin — very thin — layer of reddish latex. The same humorist, thrusting a fist inside the skull, has squeezed into its sockets a couple of beady brown eyes, presumably made of plastic or fibreglass, and then gone on and wired those eyes, together with the bones and the latex, to some complicated little electronic gizmo that makes the skull look almost as though it were alive.
         

         Clicking his jaw, making a raspy noise, he waves me onto a black sofa.

         He’s knackered, yet somehow he seems happy.

         He looks birdlike, chirpy, perky.

         Dad. Who the hell is Dad?
         

         A shadow, always he’s seemed a shadow. Not a dark shadow. A grey shadow. No, not grey, something still weaker —

         Seating myself, glancing at a few white threads that poke out from beneath that red baseball cap, I think back to when he was a young dad and I was a little boy. His head in those days thrived with thick, always closely clipped, gleaming black hair. I think back to the day he stepped off the bus at Pines Beach. The day I mistook another man for my dad. Next I think back further, back to when I was a toddler.

         Cock horse.
         

         Two words, which come quickly, twinned, together with a feeling of rocking, swaying — with feeling thrilled and worried and a bit sick. A pic comes quickly too. A pic from somewhere inside myself. A pic of a young man. A young man who looks — no, who feels, because I’m a wee boy — vigorous and wiry. A young man who wears browns, or greys. A young man seated with his knees crossed, one lower leg swinging free, weighted with — with me!
         

          Ride a cock horse 
         

         To Banbury Cross 
         

         To see a fine lady 
         

         Upon a white horse.
         

         A young man in those browns, or greys, or greys-and-browns, his face ruddy, his dark hair shaved to the skull at sides and back but gleaming and glossy on top. Swinging his free leg, swinging me, while I’m squealing excitedly.
         

         Ride a cock horse 
         

         To Banbury Cross …
         

         A weird feeling, because of course there’s that word cock. Somehow it’s as though this young vigorous dad in his brown-grey, his wholesome nothingness, was swinging you on his thing, the thing that was anything but nothing, that big soft heavy sack he kept slung between his legs, big and squirming and sliding, that thing tucked away, stowed away, well hidden beneath those thick flapping folds of tweed or twill or drill but glimpsed sometimes when we were in changing sheds at the public pool, or the beach — a thing which when glimpsed made you open your eyes wide in amazement.
         

         Dismayed by the memory, I turn my eyes down from the red cap to look him full in the face.

         His skin is awful. On closer inspection it’s not so much like latex as a sort of frayed fake leatherette developed last century in some interwar lab, a leatherette meant for covering wireless cases but thrown out as faulty and left lying on a scrapheap ever since to be cooked by the sun and cracked by the frosts and turned into something scaly, scabbed, patched, frayed, fraught —

         Actually, to tell the truth, I’m still not looking him in the eye. We never have looked each other in the eye; we’re too shy.
         

         ‘What’re you up to, Dad?’

         Dad nods zestfully, gives me another thumbs up, grabs a little portable whiteboard, writes a few words.

         Family photos, putting in order, to give copies to you and Carmen.
         

         Okay, what next to say? What next to say to someone who may be dead a month or two from now? I look at a sort of glossy loose fan formed by hundreds of photographs strewn across the grainy wood of the tabletop. Dad sorts steadily. He seems to have some system as he slides the snaps into the plastic envelopes of an album bound in red vinyl. Myself, fingering the fan without any thought — lifting one photograph after another, looking at likenesses of dead and living kinfolk — I feel a lot of fleeting things, things felt only brokenly. All these photographs are well known to me already. I’ve got copies of my own. A likeness in sepia of a young woman wearing a jazzy frock seated in the spring sunshine of 1922 and holding on her lap a baby boy. Dad. Two young soldiers standing in front of a camera, loose limbed and grinning, sometime about 1940. Dad with his brother who was killed in the war. A family shot from about 1950 showing in sober black-and-white a row of men and women dressed to the nines on a mown lawn. Dad, marrying Mum.
         

         Now, however, I come across a new likeness. A snap in bright colour taken last Christmas.

         Dad sits in the snap with my brother at a summery festive table laden with cheer, with whisky, with beer. Dad looks just like the fogy in front of me now — a fogy whose skin is stretched thin across sunken, skeletal cheeks. Yet in the pic he’s dressed himself as Santa Claus. A nylon Santa. A grinning fogy whose synthetic outfit is crayfish red to match the red of those cheeks. He wears fake white fur around the brim of his red elf’s hat. The same itchy fake fur has been stitched around the cuffs of his yuletide jacket. Santa wears that scarlet jacket open around the throat, a throat spruced with a faux-dashing white nylon cravat folded pertly.
         

         A tireless series of surgeons has sliced and sewn through that throat, over and over again.

         Years and years he’s kept staggering along, making clicking sounds. The surgeons, having sliced away so much of his voicebox, set to work making a hole, a fleshy tube, which gapes from the old fellow’s slashed-up, patched-up, stringy gizzard straight above the collarbone. The hole is known as a stoma. Dad can croak words through it, with a lot of effort. We find it hard to make out what he means, so more and more he turns to scribbling onto the little whiteboard.
         

         ‘Pity they needed to open you up again, Dad. I know they did a great job, though.’

         Again he nods zestfully, again gives me a thumbs up.

         Years and years wracked with chronic pain, frightened by nameless new acute pains, by senseless relapses. Years and years wrought upon by slicing little stainless steel blades, clamps, pliers, forceps — swab please, nurse— and afterwards the needle niftily darning, cross-stitching its way through his worn old wattle, tatting his bits and pieces back together, sewing him up, setting him up to see another day.
         

          ‘How are you organising the photos?’ I ask, a bit helpless. ‘Chronologically?’
         

         Sideways shaking of head, now.

         Alphabetically writes itself on his whiteboard.
         

         ‘Really? How can you do it alphabetically?’

         Name of place where photo taken says the blue ink on the whiteboard.
         

         The baseball cap I find a bit odd. Dad took to wearing the thing a few years ago when my brother gave it to him as a joke during a holiday in California.

         ‘You feeling okay about the hotel, Dad?’

         Yet another nodding, yet another thumbs up, followed by a wiping with a soft cloth, followed by another wielding of the marker pen, another blue smearing of bold ink upon the surface of something portable and blank and shiny.

         Very strange city, though, says the whiteboard.
         

         ‘You reckon?’ I say uninterestedly. ‘Strange in what way?’

         Wipe wipe, smear smear.

         Madhouse.
         

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         We work our way wearily through the week, showing the old man the sights of Shanghai. Carmen, softening, gets him over to her apartment one night. We sit at the dinner table looking out into the darkness and down at the rooftops of old brick houses which crowd in rows along alleyways. Alley-dwellers can be glimpsed here and there in yellow lamplight, shuffling back and forth, barely lifting their rubber sandals from slippery and spat-upon blacktop. Stark interiors can be seen thanks to bare electric bulbs — small, stuffy rooms where folk are moving about, yakking, watching tele, hoicking into sinks, washing dishes, wringing out clothes, yelling to their kids out of windows. Traffic roars in the background.
         

         Afterwards we take our dad by cab to the international airport. We wave him away. An airliner whooshes him off to the other side of the world.

         ‘Well, I can officially declare the end of half a decade fuck-free,’ says my sis as we walk to the cab rank.

         ‘What?’ I say.

         ‘I haven’t had any nooky since a few weeks after the attack on the World Trade Center.’
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         ‘DUDE, WHY NOT try to love each other?’ he says, looking down sadly at the pavement, or to be more specific at a smear of spit and squashed noodles. ‘I want eternal love.’

         ‘Ben, you know there’s no such thing.’

         ‘Eternal love, man. Eternal! Like in the movies.’

         Why am I standing on the slimy pavement of a foreign city with a guy who’s half my age? We’re talking late in the afternoon at the corner of One and Two Streets. Not the best spot for this kind of talk, but I couldn’t help myself. My feeling of being bored witless by Ben has been building up more and more, and now these words just blurted themselves out the moment after I’d greeted the magazine woman outside the Sincere Daily Stop.

         ‘I’m too old for you, Ben. You’re too young for me. We’re not good for each other. You’re young enough to be my son.’

         My fiftieth birthday has just gone by. I didn’t mark it in any way. What does it mean, that number fifty? Only by mere chance have we ended up with a decimal numbering system. Fifty would mean nothing if our system were binary, or based on three, or seven, or whatever. Mind you, my birthday did make me think for a moment about the night my life really got started, the night when my dad’s sperm lanced my mum’s egg. Pines Beach was the scene of the crime, I happen to know. Mum told me once, when I asked. After the kids had gone to bed, she added, after she and Dad, no doubt wearily, had drained their last cups of tea and closed their books and switched off the light.
         

         ‘Come on, dear, give us a cuddle.’

         ‘Mmmm.’

         A new noodle-house has opened on this corner. A glassy place, shiny with glib plastic surfaces, its style seems modelled on the fast-food outlets for mass-produced Yank crap which pox the streetscapes of more and more neighbourhoods. It’s a great hit. Packed with happily chewing and chatting crowds, food hurtling onto every table, it’s clearly coining money. Yet tables are waiting empty at the older noodle-house next door. I feel bad about the older noodle-house. Thriving when I first came to this town and unknowingly ordered my meal of offal, jellied blood and pigtail, it’s quiet now. Admittedly its cooks still toil over woks, their faces blackened with charcoal, in the hellhole of a kitchen. But the waitresses who once had to work the tables hard are now idling in front of the counter, eyes blank, worried about whether they’ll be laid off, whether before long the dirty doors might have to be closed for good. Where will they and the cooks go if the dump goes broke?
         

         Ben keeps looking down cheerlessly at the spit and squashed noodles.  

         ‘Okay, I’m young,’ he says. ‘But I’m not a kid, I’m a mature guy.’

          Well, maybe that’s what’s wrong. Maybe it’s not that he’s too young but that he’s too grown up — for all his gameness with groovy vocab — if by grown up we mean hidebound, in a rut.
         

         ‘Ben, I’m sorry.’

         The new noodle-house is a sign of what’s happening all over my district, and other districts all over the city. At first glance, casting your eye over the streets — taking note of the workaday bleakness, the lack of pep — you might mistake the neighbourhood for a stagnant backwater where not a lot could be thought likely to happen, where trade wouldn’t switch much from one slow year to another. The truth is that the neighbourhood is forever tearing down its old walls, ripping out its guts, whacking up new walls, feverishly trying to find some new way to turn itself inside out or to twist itself about to make a buck.

         A buck. Not a lot of bucks.

         ‘I’m never gonna find the right guy,’ says Ben. ‘I’m gonna live alone, dude, and I’m gonna die alone.’

         Turnings and twistings are almost always on the skimpiest of scales — scrappy makeovers of small concrete caves in the street fronts of apartment blocks. The whole city is like this, away from the glam malls and boulevards. Shops and snack bars do a tiny trade. Yet always the vendors keep lighting on new ways to try to pick up the odd penny. A few days after I first checked into the Foreign Experts a concrete pad was poured in front of a ground-floor flat opposite the old noodle shop. A few days later I caught sight of two blokes hacking away at the front wall of the flat to open it up to the street. One week later — hey presto, a knickknack shop called Cookies. Signs in pink plastic, scrawled with characters and stuck to what had been a stretch of mildewed cement, tried to lure us inside to poke our fingers at the knickknacks. Last week, overnight, the knickknacks were cleared away. A tarpaulin was thrown over the front of the shop. Hammering followed, along with dust and rubble and yells from workmen. Now, a bargain boutique selling shoddy smart clothes for groovy chicks. Goodbye Cookies — hello Vivian’s!
         

         ‘I’m really sorry, Ben. You’re a good guy. I hope you’ll be happy.’

         ‘In this modern society it seems that love is just like fast food. A quick start and a quick end.’

         I walk away.

         I feel bad, but at least my back is smooth.
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         Dank chill climbs from the street drains as I walk away. Winter already. A city which knackers you with its steamy heat during summer now turns out during winter to batter you with a cold that’s hard, dull, wet. The raw edge to the air comes home to me straight after binning Ben. I cross a couple of blocks to my campus. I stand, stranded, waiting for a shuttle bus in front of a stainless steel sculpture thingy at the dead centre of the campus. The bus should be parked here already because it’s due to leave soon for our suburban campus. Two hours from now I’m meant to start a lecture there. Afternoon is coming to a close. A cold wind from the north cuts across the concrete keenly. Low rays of setting sun make fake Palladian facades turn pink. Nobody else is waiting for the bus. A bad sign. I hope nothing’s gone wrong. Trying to grab a taxi would be murder, since right now the streets are thick with rush hour.
         

         Okay, here’s a good sign. Somebody else steps up. A man about my age whose short, stout little body has been tucked into a tailed coat. A fellow lecturer, I’d say. He wears leather gloves and a soft felt hat — a trilby is it called? A hat of the sort worn half a century ago by bourgeois chaps in my homeland. Chaps like my dad.

         How’s my dad getting on in my green and summery, warm and flowery homeland?

         ‘How are you?’ I say in Mandarin, with a smile.

         ‘How are you?’ he says in a thick Shanghai accent, with a short nod.

         We wait.

         After twenty minutes he gives up and goes away. Damn! Now what? Wait a bit longer. All pinkness has gone from the walls of the campus. The sky, having been violet, then indigo, has become dark navy. I see the first star. Venus, right? I never have known how to name the stars.

         I give up and go across to Administration.

         Administration proves to be uninhabited and cold. I’m cold too. I’m hungry. I’m angry! Typical of fucking China. Great sham, hollow, empty structures designed to stun, to stupefy, but not to warm. Always these days the spaces below the ceilings, inside the walls where we try to work, are clammily cold — not heated at all. No cosiness, no accommodation, can be found at the university. Staff are no longer about. Students have gone home to their cold dorms. Hang on, here’s somebody! A guard standing alone, a braided guard dressed like the Grand Duke of Ruritania. Fumbling my cold fingers over the numbers on my cellphone, wanting to swear, I phone old Mr Sun.
         

         ‘Yes?’ says Mr Sun.

         ‘Mr Sun, this is Manfred Morse. I’m very sorry to bother you, but I need help speaking to somebody.’

         ‘Of course I am honoured to help,’ says dear, sweet, lovely Mr Sun.

         I hand my cellphone to the guard. The guard takes it, with a nod. The two guys talk. The guard is tall, with round wire-rimmed specs and buck teeth — actually he looks not so much like the grand duke in a comic opera as the caricature of a Japanese officer in the war comics of my boyhood. He nods at me once more. I nod and smile back. The guard hands me my cellphone.

         ‘What’s the story, Mr Sun?’

         Mr Sun explains that the bus has been cancelled today.

         Well, that’s great. Nobody told anybody, but that’s what things are like in this part of the planet.

         ‘Oh, thank you. So very sorry to trouble you, Mr Sun.’

         I stump off fiercely to the skytrain.

         Ninety minutes of costly commuting now follow. A crammed skytrain skims me and my sore feet across western suburbs. A cab, stopping and starting, jolts me through the traffic jams on the motorways of the southern suburbs. My wallet weighs a lot less when I step out and scuttle through the marshy chill of the night air into an icy classroom. I stand under its white fluorescent lights. Why have I come to this comfortless city? Why did I not stay safely in my own country?

         Carmen calls when I get back to my apartment at the end of this very long day.

         ‘I think the cyberdating thing is a bit of a bust. Chatwoman seems to fancy guys who fail to fancy Chatwoman. Also vice versa. Got in a grope with a guy last night, which makes three so far this month.’
         

         ‘What are your findings about that lucky threesome?’

         ‘Duds each and every one.’
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         Cool, last classes for the semester! Bundling myself up in thermal tights and a padded jacket, I roll downstairs through spaces now smelling not only of fish and piss but mould and mildew. A vast plastic Santa swells in the foyer. Red and white, shiny and inflated and jolly.

         Outside, the street is bitterly cold.

         ‘How are you?’ says the mag woman in front of the Sincere Daily Stop.

         ‘How are you?’ I say.

         Chestnuts are being roasted in charcoal on a rusty tripod at the corner of One and Two. White ash and grey smoke — gritty, wispy — waft up from the charcoal and spread out into the dead calm sky. Cyclists stream along the streets, coming from all points of the compass. Workers on their way to work. Factory workers, shop workers, office workers. Women and men, girls and boys. Lucky me, needing only to walk a couple of blocks. Swinging out of Two, I turn into Six. Six Street is a wide thoroughfare and as always at this time of day I find myself almost shocked by the sight of thick throngs of cyclists. Rugged up against the cold, hunched over heavy black bikes, they keep coming and coming. Nobody looks happy. All look peaked, drawn, weary — it’s so cold, they have to bike so far, and the glaze of their eyes and the set of their jaws show that strength is being husbanded, that there’s nothing to spare, that nobody wants to feel anything right now. Right now you’re aware only of the need to pedal, to keep pedalling, to keep wrapped up, to pedal some more. My mind jumps across the city and I see millions — millions on their way to work, with the same drawn blank faces, pedalling back and forth each day.
         

         My classroom proves to be numbingly cold. Student dorms are no better, I’m told. My poor kids! They turn up to class looking like padded and quilted balls, topped with wool. Brown or black eyes peer out from the padding. A lot of the youngsters are sniffling and coughing. Today they’re waiting anxiously to be handed back their semester essay.

         I pass the essays out. Anxious looks become gloomy looks.

         ‘We’ll talk about your own essays at the start of next semester. Right now we need to revise some of the key skills necessary for writing an academic essay. First, how to hedge your language.’

         Half the class has been given a fail grade. Cheating was common even among the more gifted kids. Sissy handed in a glib essay crammed with sentences obviously nicked from a book. Her grade? Zero. She went pale. Now she looks a little sick. During the halfway break she scurries up to me when I’m by myself in the corridor.

         ‘Professor Manfred, I am ashamed when I collect my essay,’ she says, looking down at the grubbily streaked linoleum. ‘I admit that the essay is a summary of one chapter in a book I find in the library.’

         ‘Thanks for telling me the truth, Sissy.’

         She looks up at me, flushing eagerly, but maybe I look a bit grim because the poor lass turns her eyes back down to the lino.
         

         ‘Yes, that’s the whole truth, Professor Manfred. I am very ashamed for what I have done. I am stupid to do that. Now I only hope that you will be as kind as to give me a chance to rewrite the essay. I promise you that this time I will finish it only with my own effort, please Professor Manfred —’

         ‘Would that be fair to the others, Sissy?’

         She bursts into sobs, making a glittery nylon ribbon bob about on her ponytail.

         ‘I hope you will be merciful to me and I will be very thankful to you. This is a great lesson for me. I am ashamed. I apologise to you sincerely and deeply. I hope you will forgive me and give me another chance to finish my original task by myself. I feel deeply guilty now. I feel too bad now, shamed, sad. Oh, I cannot feel worse now. But I deserve it, I know. Thank you for your strictness, which will remain in my memory forever and will help me a lot in my life.’

         Sissy’s been troubled by a cold sore for the past few days, which means she looks like she’s been eating pizza and has forgotten to wipe away a scrap from the corner of her mouth.

         ‘Okay, look, you’re not the only one who’s cheated, so why not come back into the classroom and you’ll see what I’ve decided to do about the problem.’

         ‘May you be happy, Professor Manfred.’

         ‘I’m doing my best to be, Sissy. Dry your tears and come into the classroom.’

         On stepping back into that unfeeling white space I walk to the blackboard and chalk up a big white word.

          PLAGIARISM!
         

         The class looks nervous. Girl glances at girl. Boy grimaces at boy. Calmly, I talk about the way plagiarism is condemned as intellectual crime by academics in the western world. The class stares. I tell them that those awarded a zero for stealing the work of others will be given a chance to prove they can do the work themselves by writing a new essay and handing it to me one week from now. Girl once more glances at girl, and boy at boy. I ask for questions. No questions. My youngsters, I note, now seem not so much nervous or gloomy but bewildered by the way such a bother has been made about something so everyday.

         We work for another half an hour, and then we stop and start to pack our pens and papers. Jay, grinning, comes up to my desk.

         ‘It’s hard for be a teacher,’ he says.

         ‘Not when the students are as good as you, Jay.’

         He doesn’t flush, or duck his head, or show any sign that he’s worked on by my words, but looks at me levelly.

         ‘I know that if I make enough effort, everything in life will go well.’

         ‘Some things won’t go well — so you have to be ready for that — but it’s great to believe in yourself. Jay, your essay was the best in the class. Your work’s always the best in the class.’

         ‘I believe in myself,’ he says.

         ‘Good. You know what gets me down even more than the cheating by your classmates? It’s the way they’ve all written essays telling me what they’ve been told to think or believe, not what they really think or believe.’

         He laughs.

          ‘Are students different in the west?’
         

         ‘Well, they’re supposed to challenge — not parrot — what teachers say.’

         Jay doesn’t get parrot, so I start to spell it out. Grasping it in a jiffy, he laughs.
         

         ‘Chinese students work hard to flatter their teachers. Chinese students must not write what they really think.’

         ‘They’ve got to learn to write what they really think in my class.’

         ‘We don’t know how you mark until now,’ he grins.

         ‘I told you all in our first class — and it’s on the handout I gave all of you.’

         ‘Nobody believe your handout,’ he says, grinning more widely. ‘Nobody, only me!’  
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         Cheats and flatterers they may be, but some of my students have talked me into organising a weekend trip together to an old river village. We’re to meet at noon next day on the square in front of the Shanghai Railway Station. A clammy grey day, as it turns out. A skytrain gets me to the square too early so I walk into some of the nearby shopping malls. Christmas shows itself in the shape of stars, moons, baubles, glitter, bulging Santa after bulging Santa. A pavement outside one department store has been burdened by a steep pyramid of big shiny boxes of blue glass, giftwrapped with blue plastic, twined with silver tinsel, climbing ten metres into the forbiddingly bleak sky. Swinging back towards the square, I’m struck by the sight of a thick throng of black beetles. People! Peasants, milling about or resting, squatting on their haunches or plonked on top of their bags. Almost all wear black. Black hair, too — noggin after noggin of jet black, only here and there the head of someone young whose hair has been bleached orange or yellow — and from time to time the white cap of a Muslim.
         

         A bossy bloke in uniform starts shrilling his whistle.

         Country folk look up, baffled, from their wrack of bags and suitcases and gunnysacks. Working out that they’re evidently on the wrong side of a line on the pavement, they shuffle backwards. I see, bounding towards me, a strikingly tall young guy in tight faded blue jeans and faded blue jacket, his hair gelled into spiky curls. Slung over his shoulder is a big canvas bag printed with the word GIORDANO. He’s singing some pop song, happily.
         

         ‘Hi Jay,’ I say. ‘You’ve got a nice voice.’

         ‘I like singing,’ he says with one of his grins. ‘Since I was two years old I have learned ten thousand songs.’  

         I let out a little laugh, partly at the way he’s taken the trouble to count the songs — coming up with a number is so Chinese — but mostly because his presence makes me feel pleased and silly.  

         ‘Wow, that’s more songs than I knew could ever be sung.’  

         ‘When I am happy, I sing a happy song. When I am sad, I sing a sad song. Walking, I sing a song. Rainy day, I sing a song. Sunny day, I sing a song. I’m living in my songs.’  

         A group of girls from the class now skip up, followed shortly after by two boys, and then more girls. Sissy, scuttling across the square and running shortsightedly into an old woman, is the last of our party. She greets me breathlessly. The cold sore has got worse. The poor girl lifts her hand to hide her mouth when she speaks. She speaks a lot, nonetheless — as always. Our group goes across to a bus. Climbing its steps, we show our tickets and settle into seats. Sissy sits next to me, which I feel to be a bit of a letdown since I’ve been hoping in a formless kind of way to find myself seated with Jay. The doors swing shut. The bus sets off through the city.
         

         We drive for an hour.

         Kilometre after kilometre of relentless rows of apartment buildings come first, climbing up out of the tiled rooftops of little old alleys. Motorways segue smoothly into other motorways. Shanghai sure is ugly. Almost the only colour under the leaden sky comes from clothes hanging out to dry. Clothes are the softest thing to be seen in the city. Tender, tinted, draped or pegged from bamboo poles propped below the windows of the big bleak apartment blocks, they drift in the faint wind, sift the light. Yet even these makeshift little patchworks of free colour are under threat. Householders have been told by the municipal government not to hang out washing because it makes the town look like a backward village and not what it’s meant to look like, a modern city.
         

         ‘The city is so miserable, with the crowd of cold and tired strangers,’ says Sissy. ‘In the streets like the dead desert, crowded men and women, looking the unfeeling backs of the others and turning their backs blindly to the others, all their faces expressionless and frustrated, in a hurry.’

         ‘You said that very well, Sissy.’

         Vast futuristic towers loom upwards as we pass one of the commercial subcentres of the city. Some towers are a fanciful fifty storeys of retro Art Deco, topped with the scallops and volutes of thirties Manhattan, while others seem to be space probes for a robotic mission to Mars. Afterwards come the suburbs. Bungalows — street after street of them — the proud assets of the new middle class. Almost all look like clones of each other, their walls plastered white, their roofs tiled red. All are crammed into tightly walled yards. Raw new streets of these raw new bungalows fall away, finally, to show fields of bare earth lying fallow for the winter, canals, ponds, creeks, swamps, industrial parks. Sampans can be seen moored in sluggish cress-clogged backwaters, or poled by a man or a boy. The water is the colour of black tea stewed for too long and left to go cold. Verges of the motorway are deeply mulched with plastic bags, aluminium cans, rotting newspapers, old rags, coils of crap, shards of shit, glass cellophane brick plastic nylon glass concrete plastic plastic —
         

         ‘My friends and I go to barbecue last night,’ says Sissy. ‘Just need pay thirty-five yuan, you can eat as much as you want.’

         ‘And did you want very much?’

         We cross a wide canal. Barges, their snub poops and blunt prows buffered with black rubber tyres slung from the gunwales, nose their way up and down, heavily laden, trailing each other endlessly. We’re serenaded, meanwhile, by cellphones piping, peeping, chirping, cheeping. Cellphones playing ‘La Cucaracha’. Cellphones playing the opening bars of the overture to Rossini’s William Tell. Cellphones playing ‘Toreador’ from Bizet’s Carmen.
         

         ‘I ate three dishes of beef, two dishes of clam, two cups of icecream, with chocolate syrup.’  

         ‘How did you fit it all in, Sissy?’  

         ‘I feel drunk of eating.’

          Peasants are at work in the fields, bending their backs, paddling barefoot in the sloppy wet. The rich deep dirt of our delta has been a cash cow for imperial dynasty after imperial dynasty. The folk are lean, though — lean and wiry. Thousands of years have gone by during which thin sinewy folk have worked these fat muddy plains, ploughing and planting, ditching and hoeing, bowing and bending to a ceaseless cycle.
         

         Big brilliantly coloured hoardings display the wonders of more and more estates of new bungalows, hyping not only in Chinese but English.

         THE DREAM OF LAKES 
         

         TOP FIRST VILLAS 
         

         SUN ISLAND
         

         We swing off the motorway and onto a feeder road, which shortly unloads us at the old river village.

         ‘Okay, stick together, gang,’ I say. ‘Let’s begin by looking at the sights.’

         ‘We must into the museum,’ says Sissy. ‘I never been there but my friends told me it’s a good place for the antiquity.’  

         Paying, stepping inside, we start working our way through the displays. Sissy reads all the words written on little cards below the glass cabinets and translates for me, earnestly. We look at every last exhibit. Afterwards she leads the way as we thread through narrow cobbled alleys. Jay falls back a bit, joking and rough-housing with another boy. Whenever the lad comes anywhere near my radar, no matter what I’m doing, I find myself listening for the sound of his voice, his laughter — glancing back at the movements of his fit, flexible body. We start to get wet from a cold drizzle. One or two of us try to pop open our umbrellas, but the alleys are too narrow. We poke into little shops. We follow more alleys. We come to a stone bridge called the Life-Releasing Bridge.
         

         ‘The bridge has five arches and was builded in the sixteenth century,’ Sissy spells out helpfully.

         We walk onto the bridge, our breath vaporising in the cold. Shawled women with red cheeks are selling goldfish from coloured plastic bowls. Pay a coin and a woman will dip a bowl down into the rank water of the river and let the fish swim away. Frog meat can be bought, raw and slimy, from big enamel bowls. Mandarin oranges are also being sold nearby, glowing brilliantly — almost the same colour as the goldfish — under the dead grey sky.

         ‘One arch of this famous historic bridge fell down last year and plunged into the river,’ adds Sissy. ‘It has now been mended by the good work of the district council.’

         ‘So cold, so wet,’ whispers one of the girls in Mandarin.

         Jay’s gone quiet. I wonder why?

         Well, he very likely feels wretched with the dreariness of this drizzle. I know I feel wretched myself. Water, slithering down my spine from the nape of my neck, seems to grow chillier rather than warmer as it works its way towards my arse. Sigh. How about beaming myself up and zooming across the ocean onto the sand at Pines Beach? Or at least getting away from Sissy. Right now I wouldn’t mind if a second arch of the bridge were to fall down and drop our whole shivering crew into the river. We couldn’t get a lot wetter.

         ‘We’d better find somewhere for food and tea, hadn’t we?’ I say.

         ‘Yes, Professor!’ yells Jay.

          I jump a bit, though I did know — I knew very well — that my pet boy was standing behind my right elbow.
         

         A cheerless teahouse is where we settle down for food. We take a big cold table in a big cold room whose windows of warped glass look onto a big cold canal. As the kids give orders to a waitress, I lean into one of the windows and watch a woman who’s standing on stone steps by the water. The woman starts to wash a couple of rag mops. The work is awkward, heavy. Looks like she’s been doing it for years. She stoops, dunking the mops, rinses, whacks the mop heads against the steps, dunks once more, rinses, whacks — cold, hard, disheartening work. Above the canal hang frail red lanterns. Dirty boatmen, standing inside clinkerbuilt canal boats, drive their craft forward by a sort of torque movement of a single long oar. Veils of light rain are blurring the waterscape. Dimly stepping up into the sky on the other bank of the canal can be seen the walls of a pagoda.
         

         ‘Sissy,’ I say, ‘do you know anything about that pagoda?’

         Sissy turns to me delightedly. Of course she knows.

         ‘The pagoda is part of a temple builded in the middle of the fourteenth century during the Mongol dynasty, Professor. The temple is called the Goddess Temple.’

         ‘Really? Why?’

         The bookish lass finds herself tongue tied trying to spell it out in my consonant-clogged language. I drink tea. The kids drink Coca-Cola. Dishes of food are laid, steaming in the numb air, while the youngsters chatter happily. I spell out to my monitor the right way to form the past participle of the verb build.
         

         Sissy thanks me fulsomely.

         We eat and drink and soon everyone looks pink and happy. The youngsters start talking about the stress of their lives as students. They agree that things were worse at middle school than at university. Stories start to be swapped about middle school years — stories told in the present tense, in English.
         

         ‘The competition in our class in my middle school is very heatedly,’ says a boy. ‘I work hard too, because I don’t want to fall behind others.’

         ‘I suffer a lot the pressure of study and tedious lifestyle,’ says a girl.

         ‘I’m always scolded by my parents,’ adds another girl. ‘Most times, it’s because my marks are not high enough to meet my parents’ expectations, and they are angry.’

         Sissy weighs in now, speaking to me on behalf of everybody.

         ‘Professor, you don’t know the tiredness and trouble of the students at middle school in this fast-spinning modern Shanghai. Most of us would go to night school or private tutors after school in order to outdo other students in study. We sometimes sleep only four or five hours a day and rest of day we work.’

         Jay, silent till now, frowns and speaks.

         ‘Chinese is obsess about high mark,’ he says. ‘As a matter of fact it is no use to produce a student who can only finish one exercise book after another, instead of living.’

         Sissy gives her pointed little head a short, sharp jerk.

         ‘I agree with Jay,’ she says in her favourite stentorian style. ‘The incorrect education method have become the top killer of happy childhood.’

         We sit talking and eating and drinking for two hours or more, unwilling to get up from the table and quit the chill of the teahouse for the chillier chill of the outside world. At last, groaning, we do get up. We step into the cobbled alley, wander into another cobbled alley — while I smile, because some of the girls have started singing — and cross a small stone bridge to look more closely at the pagoda. Jay and the other boys begin to sing along with the girls. Climbing to the top of the pagoda, we look across the water. Twilight has come. The sky, while darkening, stays drizzly.
         

         Graffiti has been scratched into the red plaster wall. We pick it out slowly, word by word.

         ‘May my grandmother have good health forever,’ Sissy translates for me from the characters of a text dug with something sharp.

         ‘I love money,’ says a text in English.

         Sissy and most of the other kids stop to light tapers outside the temple. They stand the tapers in the brazier of hot ash. They kowtow. They kowtow, too, in front of altars when we make our way through the various pavilions. Jay stays outside, not making any pious observances.

         ‘Sissy,’ I murmur after the last pavilion, ‘I didn’t know you were Buddhist.’

         ‘I am not,’ she says crisply. ‘I pray in the temple for good luck.’

         Odd, given that she’s also a member of the Party.

         Jay comes to me, having watched my monitor walk away to boss about some of the other girls, when we get back to the first pavilion. He tells me he’s been watching the slow darkening of the sky.

         ‘The night is full with breeze and darkness,’ he whispers. ‘That’s amazing.’

          He stands too close. I feel fidgety.
         

         ‘We won’t stay at the temple any longer,’ I say. ‘You boys and the girls need to get into our nice cosy guesthouse.’
         

         Jay stands so close I can count his eyelashes.

         ‘You are very good teacher to your little freshman, Professor.’

         Or does he say freshmen? No doubt he does, yet one silly bit of me wishes that he spoke in the singular.
         

         The guesthouse, booked by phone, proves to be neither cosy nor warm but a bleak barrack. The boys are all to bunk together in one big room, the girls in another big room, while I get shown by a grumpy old woman into a little square cell with one sagging bed, one good-luck knot of red nylon hanging from a nail on the wall, and one lightbulb dangling from a cracked ceiling. The boys laugh at the face I pull.

         We make up our minds to get cheerful by playing cards.

         We play in the room given to the boys, since it seems a bit less icy than elsewhere, and soon after settling on the floor with our bits of glazed cardboard the kids start telling tales about ghosts. All seem to believe in ghosts — all but Jay. Hours pass as we ooh and aah, and joke, and throw down and pick up our cards, and count our points. At midnight the girls drift away. The three boys and I play a last few hands of poker. Getting up off the floor and sitting on top of one of the beds, we drag blankets around ourselves to try to make a bit of warmth. The cards keep getting shuffled, dealt, played. On my right sits Jay. The two other lads sit at the opposite end of the bed. All three have folded their legs under themselves tidily, while mine are bent more stiffly and soon start to ache at the joints.
         

         ‘Kind of tired now,’ says one of the lads at the far end of the bed.

         ‘Me too,’ says the boy beside him.

         ‘So just go bathroom for shower,’ says the first boy. ‘And back here for go to sleep, okay?’

         ‘Okay,’ says Jay. ‘I’m staying and talking to the Professor.’

         ‘Okay,’ say the other boys.

         Yet when the two yawning guys have sloped off towards the bathroom my brightest and boldest student says not a word to his professor but stares silently down at the red and white and black of the playing cards scattered, winking, across a tangle of sheets and blankets.

         I begin to feel awkward.

         ‘Anything definite you want to say, Jay?’

         Silence. He keeps staring down at the blankets. I now feel not only awkward but shy, as though I’ve become a youngster myself, though I don’t know why.

         Jay, lunging at the tangled blankets, grabs a fistful. He throws white sheets into the air. He snatches a sheet and hurls it on top of my head. I let out a little strangled laugh, astonished, while at the same time thinking that maybe I now look like one of those ghosts the kids were scaring themselves with before.

         ‘Professor,’ hisses Jay.

         The boy lifts the sheet and swiftly bends his body, his handsome head, towards me. He kisses me. A quick little buss on my lips, with his lips — and then he’s gone, he’s off the bed, he’s running away. The door slams behind his fleeing body.
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         What the —? I’m dazed. I’m excited. I’m unhappy. What the fuck —? I get up and go to my own room, shut my door, lie down on my bed. The poor lad — can he have a crush on me? He’s so young and blooming, and I’m so wrinkled and old. Yet he must have a crush, obviously. Kids are always getting crushes on their teachers. How could I have been so slack as to miss the signs and not have taken care to fend him off? One of the things I’ve always been good at is drawing a clear line — in my own mind and the minds of my students — between friendliness on the one hand and bedroom eyes on the other.
         

         The door bursts open.

         Jay stands there, looking wet and wild.

         ‘As Karl Marx write,’ says the lad, ‘the chance is always falling on those who are prepared. We should make up our minds and get ready for the chance as we don’t know when it will come. My chance has come now.’

         ‘Your chance for what, Jay?’

         I know, of course, yet don’t want to know that I know.

         ‘When I am small kid I understand I am gay, but I don’t worry that is bad situation. I know I should act successfully this role in my world. I know I have happy life by my honest and kind. I know nothing is impossible to a willing heart. The word from the bottom of my heart is I want to have one night with you.’

         ‘Hey, we can’t — look, you’re a wonderful boy, but —’

         ‘I got butterfly in my tummy just thinking of it.’

         No need for him to say a word more about those flittering insects, since all the slim limbs of his lean body are trembling, his face is white, and his teeth are chattering.
         

          ‘Jay, it’s out of the question! Anyway, what makes you think I’m gay? I’ve got daughters.’
         

         ‘Do you like sex with guy?’

         ‘Well, yes. You’re too young, though. You’re just a boy.’

         ‘Maybe I am such a young boy, but I can give love to mature man.’

         ‘Jay, please let’s — I’m too old, you’re too young.’

         Now the beautiful guy has come to the side of the bed, his body shaking so hard I start to shiver myself. Bravely, he stares at me.

         ‘I think your thoughts is wrong,’ he snarls — it’s almost a snarl, it comes out with such fierceness. ‘Age, no problem.’  

         ‘Look, let’s just —’  

         ‘Age, no problem! Gender, no problem. Constellation, no problem. Body, sex, race, all no fucking problem. Feeling, you know! Feeling! That is everything.’  
         

         He’s throwing off his clothes. I can’t believe this. The young man is stepping out of his jeans and tossing them away, and stripping off his white cotton briefs, and while trying hard not to let him know I’m looking, I look. He’s such a babe. His skin seems to glow. He’s so supple, in spite of his shivers. His cock — okay, I glance at a long floppy foreskin, richly filled by cock. Stop right there! Making myself lift my eyes, I check out his waist. Wow. I find myself wanting to kiss the skin on each flank at the spot where his waist comes to its narrowest above a tangle of black glossy curls.  

         I grab hold of him, grab the boy around that waist, and pull him down onto the bed.  

         I still can’t believe it — he’s so soft, so smooth.  

         ‘Jay, look, I don’t want to — but —’

          ‘Take your clothes off.’
         

         ‘I’m not sure, I —’

         ‘Kiss me.’

         I kiss him, slowly. I find it hard to breathe.

         ‘Your lips are very warm and delicious,’ says the boy, also breathless. ‘I love your sexy body and powerful hands and legs — and now may I fuck you, Professor?’

         ‘Call me Manfred. Yes, okay — fuck me.’

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Afterwards we lie holding each other amidst the crumpled, rumpled, spunked, sticky, sweaty sheets.

         ‘Hey, how old are you, Jay? Twenty?’

         ‘Nineteen years old, Manfred.’

         Groan. He really is a kid. Nineteen years of age by Chinese reckoning is only eighteen by ours.

         ‘Jay, my younger daughter’s older than you.’

         He doesn’t seem to hear or care, but starts talking eagerly.

         ‘I am in love with you since I first see you. But I hide my symptom from you till today, the last day in the old world of no love and the first day in the new world of love. I am the apple of my family’s eye and never taste any bitterness before. I will never taste any bitterness now I have you. You are a man of knowledge, the man I will live for. The day I meet you, I notice your attractive look, especially the beautiful blue eyes. That pair of eyes! Kill me, your eyes!’

         Meanwhile here’s me looking into his eyes, and thinking hard, and not feeling happy.  
         

         ‘Jay, we can’t — I don’t think — I mean, I think —’

          ‘Think what?’
         

         ‘You look like a movie star, that’s what I’m thinking. I’m thinking how strange it is to be in bed with someone who looks like a movie star.’

         He laughs happily.

         ‘My cousin is more movie star look.’

         Well, it’s true that the lad is gobsmackingly gorgeous, but he’s a schoolboy! The poor kid, the poor boy. He’s looking at me. He wants love, you can see it in his eyes. Two brown warm eyes looking at me trustingly. I feel an awful tenderness towards him, a kind of aching tenderness, a yearning, but — what am I damn well doing? Why am I letting myself be fucked by a boy of eighteen, for fuck’s sake? And where will the fucking end?
         

         Nowhere good, that’s for fucking sure!

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            NINE
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         FEELING HUNGRY, I pop out in shorts and bare feet to the nearby shop and buy some yoghurt for my breakfast. Pines Beach has been baked dry and dusty. A hot northerly gale scorches through the treetops. Trees are bending, springing. The world feels very alive. Getting back inside my cottage with its creaky cane settees and wide salty windows, I find a message waiting on my answerphone.

         ‘Me here, just ringing with an update about Dad,’ booms the mighty mezzo. ‘Gastroenterology called to say he’s bleeding at his new stoma. We don’t really know what it means.’

         I press Delete. Carmen’s words, in a trice, are wiped away.
         

         I don’t want to think about my dreary dying old doddery dad right now. I want to go for a walk along the beach. Who wouldn’t rather go for a walk along the beach? Above all somebody like me, back home at my cottage, escaped from the cold crowds of China. Carmen and I flew home for a break two weeks ago. Over there, where it’s deep winter, those bundled-up crowds are bringing in their New Year. Here, it’s high summer. I scarf down yoghurt with oats and apples while listening to Schumann and reading André Schwarz-Bart. Afterwards, I slip on trainers and set off.
         

         The hot wind whistling across the sky.

         I toil in the heat over the soft passive weight of the dunes. I come out onto the open seashore. I feel sad, though I don’t know why. Nothing to do with Dad. Somehow it’s something to do with Pines Beach. Pines Beach seems a bit of a comedown after my having longed for it so strongly while in Shanghai. Sea hisses rhythmically and repetitively — monotonously — onto the sand. Somehow it seems not quite what it once was, before I went away. Now that I’ve been away it seems — well, a beach.
         

         Only a beach.

         A long, grey and windswept beach.

         As always, I set off at a smart pace southwards. Seashells are everywhere on the sand. As a little boy and as a grown man I’ve never wanted to know that all these riches, these thousands upon thousands of shells sown so wonderfully, mark nothing more than a vast graveyard. Always the knowledge has been shoved down, stowed in one of the greyest drawers of my grey matter, while drawers for storing the riotous, the hopeful, have dealt with the shells as shape, texture, colour, symbol, dream. A limey wrack has been made to seem not so much an ossuary for bleak bones — bleached skeletons — but as something that formed geologically, like stones.

         Stopping at a wet spot, stooping to tie my laces more tightly, I glance at some little damp volcanoes.

         Well, that’s the way I thought about them when I was a boy. Tiny wet mounds spouting water. Tiny wet cones. I loved the thought, when I was a boy, that unlike a death-dealing volcano these cones spout life. Now my quick thought is that even a volcano, once its ash has settled, its lava cooled, its pumice eroded, will be found to have fed the land, to have breathed life in spite of its killing white heat. Which makes me think next of breasts, tits, paps of the women of our species, squirting not white heat but white milk — and briefly I feel wistful for the days when I was a lover of women, not boys, and could gnaw and suck away at those silky smooth mounds. Maybe my longing to drink white cum from a hard, yet teasingly soft cock is the same longing.
         

         Anyway, as a little lad I knew about the tiny wet mounds, knew that beneath those small spouts were the living shellfish, but I wasn’t quite able to get my head around it since for us who walk on top of the sand, with our skulls in the sky, the world beneath is where we dig holes for our dead. The world of the shellfish grows the other way. The world below the sand is rich and nourishing, a world where you can live and feed and thrive — and then, in the fullness of shellfish years, die, upon which your white skeleton will be lifted by time and tide, or perhaps by the beak of a marauding bird, will be strewn on the surface of the sand, that place which for mammals is a place to be alive but which for a shellfish is grim, bald, bare, untoward.
         

         I walk for hours.

         Dad may well have bled to death by now.

         After coming to a crowd of swimmers and sunbathers, strutting, strung with scraps of bright lycra, I spin on my heels and head back north.

          The wet sand gleams blindingly in the sunshine. I watch a few gulls wheeling over the waves. Next, lowering my eyes, I pick out a pair of pied oystercatchers. Oystercatchers are often to be found in pairs. Walking northwards, squinting into the sun, I follow their firm, tight bodies. The two winged ones land on the sand, stalk on their sharp red feet, strike downwards with the sharp red skewer of their beaks. They’re plunging those blood-red bills into the sand, seeking shellfish.
         

         They catch sight of me coming. They take fright.

         Pee-peep.
         

         Beating their wings, they swoop forward into the wind.

         I’m peckish when I get back to the cottage, so I sling together some sandwiches and brew myself some powerful coffee. Gnawing and slurping, I go online to open my latest emails. A lot from China. Greetings from students, mostly, wishing me happy New Year. I send the same message back to them.

         I wonder about Dad.

         I surf a few websites looking for world news.

         Has he indeed bled to death?

         I feel empty, despite my mouthfuls of chewed and swallowed cheese and wholemeal, my cups of strong coffee. I feel lonely. Why not check out a chatroom? My mouse clicks, a room opens, and in a couple of ticks I find myself linked with Chatwoman.

         ‘Cheers, Big Ears!’ she says.

         ‘What do you reckon about Dad?’

         ‘Well, frankly, am feeling wracked with guilt.’

         ‘Wracked?’

         ‘If that’s a word.’

         ‘Racked with guilt. Wrack = stuff washed up onto a beach. Just been looking at same. Also just been feeling guilty myself. I take it you mean guilt about Dad?’
         

         ‘Yeah. Ooh but I didn’t know about wrack. We could turn it into a verb cause it kinda describes the feeling. Trash not wanted. Crap on sand.’

         ‘Where’s the old guy exactly? Hospital or Palm Grove?’

         ‘He was at the hospital for an hour or two, where they gave him the once-over in Gastroenterology. He’s now gone back to the farm for old farts.’

         ‘Okay, maybe I’d better go to town and check him out. Did you take a look at him in Gastroenterology?’

         ‘Ocular contact with Goatman? Ewwww! Don’t think there’s any need to go that far! Did however take pains to get oral reports from Gastroenterology. How do you feel about this latest blip in his terminal decline?’

         I wonder, briefly.

         ‘As always,’ I type. ‘Nothing.’

         ‘I’ve been thinking all morning about the things he did for me when I was a kid,’ says Carmen. ‘Trying to work out if I owe him anything.’

         ‘And what are your preliminary conclusions?’

         ‘To keep thinking about it in lieu of doing anything real,’ she types quickly.

         ‘Sounds good to me!’

         ‘Well, it’s a tried and true method in our family. How much longer are we going to have to waste our perfectly good brains fretting over this sort of stuff? What’s that old codger waiting for? Why hasn’t he shuffled off this mortal proverbial, kicked the proverbial, snuffed the proverbial, exited, left, passed over, pushed up daisies, gone to a better place — in his case not that hard — etc? Damn him!’
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         Clicking off the computer, I look out one of the windows of my sun gallery. Too hot in here in summer. A window slightly warped, faintly blanched with its crust of windblown salt. I look at my washing. Shirts, jeans, have been pegged out on a line and now whip back and forth in the northerly. I listen to the whistle of the wind and the sounds of bushes and trees. Pines are sighing, cypresses threshing, willows flailing. Also I listen for the sounds of birds. I hear heron, stilt, crake.
         

         Okay, get going. Out the door. Jump into my rental car.

         Let’s go to Palm Grove.
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         Palm Grove Senior Care Centre is a solar system of sunny bungalows in orbit around a central hospital which itself looks like a very big bungalow. Always, all his life, my dad has lived in sunny bungalows. Palm Grove is brand spanking new. Windows are wide and shiny. Walls are buff brick. Outer bungalows are for old folk who can look after themselves with no need for nursing, while the inner hospital, according to a posted map of the complex, is a central facility for those needing care. Dad lives in the central facility.
         

         No right turn says a painted sign.
         

         Apartments open by way of glass doors onto wide carparks whose glossy blacktop has been scored by parallel lines and dashes, sharply painted in white and yellow. Staked shrubs, pruned cherry trees flank the black tarmac. My car and I crawl forward with safe slowness. Glass glistens listlessly. Lawns have been newly scalped. Roses have been ruthlessly deadheaded. My hands steer my wheels to a stop. I jump from the car gingerly. I slip into my dad’s room by way of an unlocked glass door opening from his little courtyard with its picnic table. Always he’s disliked locking doors. The old bloke proves to be fast asleep.
         

         Knackered, no doubt, by the flap earlier today.

         Poor fellow.

         I sit. I look at him. His veiny worn arms, whose worms of weary blood still slowly wind over chalky bones, lie limp on stiff white linen. Two rows of teeth are grinning inside a cup. The teeth are blindingly white. Nothing else on or about my dad seems to be a clean colour. Everything else is pinkish blotchy brown or greyish scurfy pink or brownish grimy red or — only those teeth, not his, not him.

         Loathsome old man.

         Die, bastard!

         Dad has been fitted with a peg tube for feeding and drinking and for getting his doses of drug. Peg is an acronym for percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy. A hose of flexible plastic — like a slender garden hose for watering roses which will then want deadheading — it burrows into his stomach by way of a hole stabbed through the skin and tendon of the abdominal wall. Doctors stuck it into him two weeks ago. How do doctors do it? Well, a general surgeon and gastroenterologist working together will drive a long thin needle from outside the body into the stomach. A wire is passed into the needle from the outside, and then is drawn through the stomach and out the mouth. The tapered tip of a peg tube is attached to the wire. The surgeon drags the wire back down the throat and through the stomach, and as that happens the peg tube is pulled down too. A soft round plug stops it in the stomach. One day then needs to be spent in recovery. Afterwards, liquids can be injected several times a day by syringe.
         

         The job of getting grub or drugs down that tube isn’t easy. I know because I’ve watched my dad do it. One day he won’t be able to do it himself any longer, and the nurses will have to start squirting the stuff into him. One day, a bit further down the track, they’ll plug him into a morphine drip. They’ll do that for him when he asks.

         ‘Beware the morphine drip,’ was what Carmen said to me the other day. ‘The morphine drip will be the beginning of the end.’
         

         ‘How d’you mean?’

         ‘The morphine drip kills the patient.’

         ‘So why should we beware? That’s what we want, isn’t it? Dad dead?’

         ‘Oops, course we do! Sorry, slip of tongue, force of habit. Hippocratic oath and all that.’

         I sit stranded inside the small white room with the old, withered, sightless, wordless semi-corpse. Dad doesn’t wake, let alone look — or speak. After an hour or so I clear out.
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         At the cottage once more, kicking off my trainers, I grab a bottle of mineral water and go online to open more emails. Yippee! Today’s letter has turned up. A letter from Jay. My boy sends me emails daily.

          What does he say, my Shanghai boy?
         

         ‘I always think of our relationship and our future. Will I lose u eventually? Read all of your emails many times and very sad. Miss u and all of ur body. Wanna touch ur body and hold u on the bed. Write soon! Wanna get ur email hurrily! U know I still remember that the last time we make love, I lie down and u look at my eyes, and kiss my nipples and my chest. I like ur face, so handsome, and ur hair, so soft. U know at that moment I fall in love with u again and again. I wait for u here in cold China. No snowing today, but the wind is very cold! But ur love makes me warm!!!!!! I am honor to know u and get ur passionate love. Are u my lover? Are u my heart?? I love u forever, forever.’

         Now, looking away from the screen, I think for a bit about two guys.

         One, the old gaffer I’ve just seen lying lifeless on white linen, on what will likely prove to be his deathbed. A man known to me all my life, yet a stranger. A man I don’t love, have never loved and will never love.

         Two, a young boy waiting for me, with golden skin, with brown eyes full of life, on the other side of the world. A boy who — the boy —
         

         Frightening thought.

         A trilling. The phone. Carmen.

         ‘I’m sitting at some traffic lights. Hear that mewing sound?’

         ‘Can’t hear anything but cars. Why would I hear a mewing sound, anyway?’

         ‘Oops, lights changed! Hang on. Okay, scorching along expressway one-handed now. Let’s start at the very beginning, a very good place to start. An hour ago I hooked up with a guy. We first found each other a couple nights ago courtesy of cyberdating. Online the guy billed himself as tall and an air traffic controller. Always been keen on submitting to control, at least when in the mood, so seemed like a plan. We met on Oxford Terrace. Now, as you might expect the first question I asked at our rendezvous was How are you? And he — oops! Am being tailgated. Hang on again. Gonna put both hands on the wheel for a bit and slam my hoof down on the accelerator to beat that speeding bitch behind me — her in her bloody Audi!’
         

         ‘Carmen, don’t talk to me while you’re behind the wheel, okay? Call me when you’re home safely.’

         My words float away feebly while my earpiece fills with a revving roar.

         ‘Hah! Shook off the silly sow. Now — where was I?’

         ‘Call me when you’re back home safely.’

         ‘Oh, yep — so we met, and my opening ploy was the deeply lame yet blameless How are you? Phatic communion, right? The guy then proceeded to start droning on in an unending monologue about his recent disastrous relationship and how he was depressed and suicidal, etcetera. So he was losing points fast! Not to mention having already lost a lot more when I saw at first glance that he was way shorter than me, and chubby. Chubby, by contrast with me, who am of course voluptuous. Also it turned out that he’s no longer working as an air traffic controller. He’s not working, full stop. Consequently, I told him the truth. Which is, that I don’t want to spend my time listening to the troubles of someone I don’t even know. So, after a civil referral to the services offered by his nearest mental health facility, I hoofed it off to a coffee house with the thought that it would be good to drown my sorrows with a double mochaccino and maybe throw in a cake — well, admit it, a couple of cakes — without aforementioned loser. However, a pet shop caught my eye. I walked straight in and bought myself a cat.’
         

         ‘A cat? Well, that’ll be nice and cuddly.’

         ‘Very. Why won’t he die?’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Why doesn’t he just fucking die and get it over?’
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         One hour later, flicking on the tele while fixing myself a bite of cold tucker, I look at the news. The president of the Council of Trade Unions is talking about Chinese breaches of intellectual property rights. Our factories are having to close down or shift their operations to China because competitors over there keep stealing our patented products. Cut to a local manufacturer of saw blades saying that one Chinese manufacturer not only stole his company’s designs down to the finest detail but even copied a batch number onto every blade rather than sequentially numbering the batches. Cut back to the trade union leader saying that another worry is that our government isn’t lobbying the Chinese government enough about labour rights for factory workers in China.
         

         Killing him would be easy, wouldn’t it?

         ‘Failure to enforce China’s own minimum labour code has kept down the price of Chinese labour,’ he says. ‘If you buy goods made in Chinese factories you’re exploiting Chinese workers —’

         So tired of waiting for his death.

          Bolting down my food, swilling down a beer, I watch the rest of the news. Jumping up, I dump the dishes. I slip on my trainers. I head out for another lonely walk along the beach in the warm screaming wind.
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         Noon next day, having got myself home from a third long walk — this time through a forest for a change — I find another message from my sis waiting on the answerphone.
         

         ‘Bucket kicked. Call me.’
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         ‘How did it happen?’ I squawk into the plastic handset after keying in her number quick smart.

         ‘Drowning, basically. Water inhaled into his lungs. Some sort of glitch with the peg tube in the middle of the night. He must’ve tried to get a drink while he wasn’t thoroughly awake. No sign that he was thrashing about or anything. So maybe he carked peacefully.’

         ‘You’ve had a look at his body?’

         ‘Not yet. Still can’t bring myself to go that far. We can do it together, holding hands, okay?’

         ‘Course.’

         ‘Overwhelmed with grief as I am, I’m having a latte and a tiramisu. Next I thought I’d nip out to grieve a bit with you over another latte at the Lido. A latte and maybe some of their yummy boysenberry cheesecake. After fortifying ourselves in our sorrow, we can then go back to town together and check out the cadaver at Palm Grove.’
         

          ‘Sounds like a plan.’
         

         ‘You’re not very chatty. Are you okay? Are you in shock?’

         ‘I’m okay. Maybe it’s shock at our good luck.’

         ‘Mm, well, as for me, dunno how I feel, really. Goatman going so much sooner than we’d expected is a definite boon. I’m scared, though.’

         ‘Scared of what?’

         ‘Scared that now I’m really going to have to feel something about the old bastard, and that won’t be good.’
         

         One hour later we’re walking together in the northerly on our way to the Lido. The wind blows even more strongly today than yesterday. Pines Beach seems restless, distraught — agitated by the hot gale. The boughs of trees are tossing frantically. Hedges are surging and swaying, alive yet rooted helplessly, bound to live and die forever in one spot. We skirt the river, whose silted waters growl while running high between the stopbanks. We pass the lagoon. Kids are screaming, splashing, running in and out of its warm shallows while their mums sweat under the sun. Willows on the stopbanks welter in the wind, heave, send streaks of themselves into the sky, raw branch and dying green leaf, launched by the wind, ripped away by the fiercer gusts. The sky seems almost yellow, yet with low, livid clouds. Black pods on the broom bushes crack open to shoot black glittery little seed, sending it flying wildly.

         ‘When we look at his body what’ll work best for me will be to sit with it for a bit to try and find out what I feel,’ says Carmen ten minutes later, chewing cheesecake.

         ‘Me too, I think.’

         Yep, that sounds right. Yep, sit yourself down inside the white walls of his room and stare at his corpse. Allow yourself to emote. All sorts of feelings must be lurking inside your skull, waiting to burst out, wanting to be felt, needing to be known. You’ve got to get yourself in the right mood. You’ve got to feel all your feelings, finally. All your feelings for that remote and unseeing and unheeding stranger whose name is entered on your birth certificate as your father but who for the whole of your life has seldom seemed more than an ersatz interloper.
         

         After leaving the cafe we take a slow walk around the domain. Carmen’s still a blonde, but it’s no longer the colour of straw. She’s more what you’d call ash blonde, with lowlights of honey.

         ‘I had a complicated dream about our family last night,’ she says. ‘Dad sexually abused me.’

         Dad what? Dad — of course! Fuck. The dirty prick. Shit. My little sis. All of a sudden everything makes sense to me. Somehow I must have known already. Somehow I must have known subliminally. A blink of an eye and it makes sense why we both feel so bad about the old bugger.
         

         ‘Carmen, you poor kid. You poor baby.’

         ‘No — no, it’s okay.’

         ‘It’s not okay.’

         ‘No, I mean he didn’t. He didn’t do it. He didn’t do anything like that in real life. That’s what I mean by okay. A strictly relative okay.’

         ‘Oh, I see. Got ya.’

         Now, once more, it seems not quite to make sense that we should feel so bad. Why do we hate our dad? You could understand our feeling this way if we were the victims of some gross violation, couldn’t you? Sexual abuse has a good, solid, sordid sort of certainty to it.
         

         ‘Look at that gull beating into the wind,’ says my sis pensively.

         ‘Mind you,’ I try, ‘maybe it would’ve been better to have been groped by him than ignored altogether.’

         ‘Doubt it.’

         ‘Maybe not better, but something we could get a grip on. Something we could get our teeth into. Something other than the truth, which is just nothing. Nothing is all there ever was. Not even the proverbial big fat nothing, just a small scrawny nothing. Something’s better than nothing, isn’t it?’

         ‘Nothing’s the card we were dealt,’ comes the crisp reply. ‘Anyway, while he was doing it to me in the dream you were standing in the sea watching, holding some banknotes, and when I got angry with you and threw your money into the water you were anxious cause you needed the notes to buy off bullies at school, which in turn straight away made me feel bad.’

         We sit in the shade, not saying much more. A slithering tangle of some shiny fine ribbon, caught in the branches of a lemonwood bush, is glittering in the sun while whipping back and forth in the wind. Plastic? Nylon? One of those audiocassette tapes, unravelled, which were a common sight in the seventies of last century and aren’t so common now. My mind flips back to those days. Audiocassettes were the latest technology. You binned your big old outmoded plastic disks, disks you’d been spinning on your stereo turntable. You swapped the lot for dinky little audiocassettes which you’d poke into a plastic slot and then play. Yet not a lot later the audiocassettes were old technology, fit only to be binned. You swapped them for the newest technology, iridescent little compact disks. A lot of tossed tapes went astray. Tossed, they unravelled, like this tangle on the lemonwood. Open spaces those days were often gay with unravelled tapes, glossy and flimsy — like tinsel on a tree at Christmas.
         

         ‘Hey,’ says my sis, ‘I forgot to tell you that last night I got a phone call from Godfrey.’

         ‘Godfrey? Who’s that?’

         ‘Our brother.’

         ‘Blah, that Godfrey. Wanting news about Dad?’
         

         ‘Ostensibly, but I think what he really wanted was to talk about his new boyfriend.’

         ‘Get any dirt? What’s the boyfriend like?’

         ‘Well, the most salient fact is that he’s no boyfriend. He’s seventy years old.’
         

         ‘Fuck!’

         Godfrey, you’ll recall, is only one year older than me.

         ‘Our prat brother offered a bit of self-psychoanalysis on the topic. He reckons that his preference for an older man stems from the fact that when he was a kid he didn’t really have a father.’

         ‘Hmm, so on the one hand we have me attributing my near-paedophilia to lack of a dad, while he comes out with an entirely opposite diagnosis.’

         ‘You’re both just bloody sick, is what I say.’

         ‘Did he ask you about you?’

         ‘Only one question: Do you own your own home yet? And when I said no he asked why. Apparently he now owns a townhouse and a house in the country and he’s about to buy a rental property. I said I prefer to blow my money on life, not bricks and mortar. Hoping like fuck he wouldn’t ask me for a definition of life. Luckily he didn’t. Anyway, he plans on retiring to live off his investments after another year or two. Wonder how he’ll fill his days. Join a bowling club?’
         

         ‘Look for a boyfriend who’s eighty. I think I’m ready to call Palm Grove.’

         ‘Okay.’

         I pick up my cellphone. A nurse answers. I ask whether my father is still in his private room.

         ‘Oh — no,’ says the nurse somewhat emotionally. ‘He’s been taken away.’

         ‘Away?’ I say. ‘Has he been moved to another room?’

         ‘No, he’s been taken away by the undertakers. We’re very sad. He was a delight, your late father. So patient and cheerful and friendly, and always ready with a bright word for everyone.’

         Everyone except his own children, I think, though I say nothing.
         

         ‘Oh, I see — um —’

         ‘He left instructions with the undertakers. He asked them to take him straight away. He didn’t want to trouble the family.’

         Family meaning two unloved daughters and two unloved sons, by no means a full rollcall of the seven embryos he and his wife with their lack of contraceptive skill foisted upon an already burdened planet. Four embryos allowed to survive the abortionist to grow into, among other things, depressives, near-suicides and then, in the fullness of time, men who needed to be fucked by men old enough to be their dads, or by boys young enough to be their sons.
         

         ‘Thank you,’ I say.

         ‘A lovely man,’ she says, crying slightly. ‘We’ll all miss him so much. Our thoughts are with you.’
         

         Which of the two of us knew the real man? I wonder, putting down the phone.

         Both of us, maybe.

         Next, a call to the undertaker. The undertaker, like the nurse, turns out not to have custody of my dead dad. She, also, has been given clear orders by the oracle. An oracle she calls, like her counterpart who tends to the breathing rather than the unbreathing end of the death trade, your late father. Not only were the orders clear, they allowed no compromise, and have been acted upon in the same spirit.
         

         ‘He’s been cremated,’ she says.

         ‘Cremated!’ I yelp. ‘You mean you’ve had him burnt already?’

         Carmen, having till now lolled on a bed of dry pine needles like an opulent fakir, jerks upright.

         ‘Your late father was cremated early this afternoon,’ says the undertaker edgily, annoyed I think by my use of the very unprofessional word burnt. ‘He didn’t wish to trouble the family.’

         ‘The family was troubled already!’ I snap back. ‘Not an uncommon circumstance, I would’ve thought — one which in your work you’d encounter not infrequently, I also would’ve thought!’

         ‘What? Well — we —’

         Climbing onto my high horse won’t turn our done dad from a pile of ash into a whole corpse, however, so after a few more waspish words I give up. After all, what could fit better with the feeling that you never really had a father than for that putative pop not only to vanish like a genie or a ghost in a puff of smoke but to do it without your say-so, without your okay, without even your knowledge?
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         Now it’s already more than a week since the old stranger kicked the bucket and I still have no idea how I feel about it. How can you come to grips with the truth about this bloke? When I think about my mum she’s there, real, a big slack woman, a whirl of feelings, smells, words, songs. Always she was very much somebody, in her body — a body with boobs drooping, eyes watchful, lips thin yet moist. Shut my eyes and she’s there — her shiny red arms as she swings a shiny black steel tray of shiny hot scones out of the electric oven, her armpits damp, the kitchen swooning with the scent of her sweat blended with the scents of baked butter and baked sugar and baked soda, the aroma of those hot crumbly yummy toothsome scones we’ll soon eat, piping hot, scooped out of a swaddling teatowel, slashed with lashings of yellow butter and bolted greedily, scalding the tongue in their hurry to the belly.

         Dad? No words, no warmth — no body.

         A quick flurry of little printed lies.

         MORSE, Malcolm Cyril. Dearly loved father and grandfather to Lenore, Daniel and Louise. At peace at last.
         

         ‘Hah!’ says Carmen. ‘Who’s at peace exactly? Dad? Or Lenore?’

         Yet we don’t care enough about our brother and sister to bother following up this line of inquiry. We sit looking at each other across our lattes, feeling stumped. So he’s dead. Yet somehow I seem to lack emotional closure, as we say these days, speaking our psychobabble. How could I hope for closure, anyway, when the old coot never once during his lifetime even gave me an opening? You can’t close something never opened!
         

         ‘My new cat turns out to have some sort of scarring on her neck.’
         

         ‘Oh?’

         I’m not so very far away from my own death these days. Certainly much closer to my death than my birth. And as I sit thinking about my lack of grief for the old coot now that his cankered corpse has been slid into the white flames of the crematorium, I also think with a kind of grim comfort about the day to come when the same white flames will sting my own corpse. Comfort, because I know that my corpse will be mourned by real mourners. Tears will fall. Wails will rend the air. Carmen will be there, sorrowful. My daughters will be there — and maybe Jay. Will my lovely lad be there too? Comfort doesn’t last long, mind you. After I’ve thought for a bit about the day they’ll see off my body my next thought is — but they’ll die too! My witnesses. Carmen first, most likely. My daughters a lot later, and Jay. We’ll all switch off our cellphones. No witness of my dad’s life, of my life, of my sister’s life, of my daughters’ lives, of my lover’s life, will stay too long. Afterwards, after we’ve all gone — no knowledge, everything lost, everything forgotten. Gobsmacking, isn’t it? We scoot around, living our lives, yet always knowing that it ends with a blank. All the lessons we learn will get lost. And then in the end the sun itself will flare up, red, and afterwards will hunker down, white, whiter than the throat of any volcano, any crematorium, and our small ball of dirt and water will scorch away like a drop or sweat or snot on a nuclear reactor.
         

         ‘I took the scabby tabby to the vet,’ says my sis. ‘She’s now on a course of antibiotics, but the vet says she’s in good nick otherwise.’

          ‘Cool.’
         

         ‘Want a chocolate?’

         ‘Yep, okay — wouldn’t say no.’

         ‘Good. Buy some for me when you buy yours, would you?’

         ‘Ha de ha.’

         ‘You think I’m not serious, don’t you?’

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            PART THREE
            

            
               [image: ] 
               

            

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            TEN
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         WAITING FOR THE knock on my door, the knock of Inspector Mao. Knock knock. A strong knock, not a light knock. Day after day, while waiting for his knock, I find that my life feels more and more like death. He’ll come knocking. He’ll take me away. My guts grip tight when I think about the handcuffs, the holding cell, the cattle prod. My guts grip tighter when I think about Jay. I can’t stop thinking about Jay. How can a boy so full of life now be dead? How can I have killed anyone, anyone at all — me, the innocuous educated bland mild polite propertied hypocrite me? How can I have killed anyone, let alone my lovely Jay?
         

         ‘Do you prefer boys?’ he said, drawing deeply on his Double Happiness.

         The red worms have found their way back into my bathroom basin. Thin, thriving, writhing on top of the brown mottles of the clumsy cream porcelain. My first thought, upon catching sight of them — I’d just stepped out, dripping and sad, from a struggle to get hot water out of Flying Angel — the first thought prompted by the sight of the squirming vermin once more was that I was having a nightmare. Worms in my bathroom basin — no way! Flooding the basin with dishwashing detergent, I left it soaking overnight in the hope of bumping off the nasty bastards. Next morning they still squirmed. Trying another technique, I boiled water in a kettle and poured it onto those red wrigglers.
         

         Boiling water seems to have worked. No sign now of any creepy-crawly.

         Of course my words in reply to the cop’s smoky question about boys were truthful words. I mean those words were truthful, not all my words.
         

         ‘Only a criminal would become sexually involved with a boy, Inspector Mao.’

         Run! Get away from this city. Run away!

         Yet running away isn’t what I’m doing. I’m staying. I’m trudging on my treadmill. I wonder if it’s the same for others who kill those they love? I can’t run away because if I run away I’ll be running from the sights that allow me not only to keep thinking about, but almost seeing, Jay. One Street. Two Street.

         ‘How are you?’ says the old mag woman.

         ‘How are you?’ I say.

         Six Street. Skytrain. Campus gateway. A guard stands sweating on this hot day atop a sort of circular podium, under a floral sun umbrella. Big blotchy flowers of orange and yellow, fit for the beach, look lost above his navy blue uniform studded with brass buttons. A bus wheels in from the highway. The guard, stiffening, lifts his right arm in salute.

         Who’s he saluting? The busload of sweaty academics? The nobility of knowledge?

         The pockmarked driver?

          Sweating myself, lifting a sheaf of papers to shield myself from the sun, I cut across campus to the School of English. My office is stinking hot. Throwing open the windows, dropping myself at my desk, I start working on the notes of a new series of lectures for next semester. I toy with my red stapler, working its small sharp jaws. Snap! Opening the windows was a bit silly, really, since there’s not a breath of wind and the city stinks of soot and petrol. Snap snap! I jump up, nip outside, buy an iced tea from a stall. Coming back quickly, I carry on with my work.
         

         Working, writing, thinking, sweating, snapping. I want to cry.

         Jay, come back, come back to me, Jay.

         After clocking up a couple of hours I flick on my computer to go online but find that the campus net connection is on the blink. Not uncommon, I don’t know why. Okay. I pack up, leave my office, lock the door, walk out of my school. Sopping with sweat, I start to cross the campus.

         A group of short women, together with one short man, is blocking my way.

         Cops sent by Inspector Mao? No, not cops. Cleaners. A group wearing floppy white cottons and looking whacked. Two of the women have draped their heads with damp towels. All carry the tools of their trade: mops and plastic buckets. My way has been blocked by one of the women acting the goat with the man — wrestling him for his mop. Now, having got a good grip, she chucks the mop into the clipped shrubbery. They all laugh. He laughs loudest, throwing open his mouth to show gums embedded with only one tooth. A lecturer walks past unsmilingly — my age, more or less, her hair tightly coiled and skewered with a diamante pin. Nor does a group of girl students deign to show awareness of the cavortings of cleaning folk while walking past arm in arm under parasols — pretty, teetering, blooming with pink and yellow.
         

         I make my way into a cybercafe on Two Street. An industrial warehouse only a year ago, it’s been divided by partitions of glass and plywood into more than four hundred booths where four hundred boys, together with maybe ten girls, are busily smoking, yakking on their cellphones, cybering and drinking Coke. Windows have been blocked by panels of polystyrene. Overhead air conditioners roar ceaselessly. Boys have stripped off their shirts to sit at the screens showing beautiful smooth bodies, perky with dark little nipples.
         

         Okay, don’t look at the boys. You’re a boykiller. Buy yourself a card to go online at one of the monitors.

         A niche above the reception counter houses a gilded statue of the God of Money. Two apples have been placed on pewter plates in front of his plump belly. Opposite sits Pooh Bear. The bear with very little brain wears a red nylon sweater and holds a card saying Hello in English.
         

         Buying my card, going to a booth, I try to go into a gay website where guys can chat. A site where I’ve met lots of guys before today.

         The site won’t load, for some reason.

         Dammit.

         I try another similar site. It won’t load either. Nor will a third. What’s going down? A creepy feeling comes over me as I check out the authorised online newspapers. China Daily. Shanghai Daily. Hmmm, scroll through this tendentiously censored story, and that censored tendentious story, and that bit of biased pontification, and — here we are, here’s the news.
         

         PEOPLE’S WAR AGAINST PORN WEBSITES
 It turns out that the Party has made up its mind that cyberdating websites are pornographic — are severely damaging social style, polluting the social environment and harming the physical and psychological health of young people. Hence the crackdown. Good work. We don’t want lonely guys finding a way to meet other lonely guys, do we? The city government has come scuttling up behind the state with a scheme to back the war against net depravity by ordering video surveillance cameras and high-tech spyware to be fitted into every one of the thousand and more cybercafes of Shanghai.
         

         How good to know that the authorities are tackling the country’s really serious problems.

         A beggar holds out her hand as I step back onto Two Street. A kid with one eye catches my eye as I hail a cab. I look away. Acid rain falls scrappily, a short shower that turns straight to steam while the cab drives me through dirty streets, past an overflowing sewer, onto a showy boulevard. An old woman with rickets tries to hobble across the boulevard but none of the cars will slow down or give way. A lot of the drivers in town haven’t ever passed a driving test. Licences are easily bought with bribes. My cab brings me quickly to a hot little park, sooty and dusty, at a spot where a creek flows into the Huangpu.

         Why have I come here? I’ve come here because this is where, three weeks ago, my boy was found floating, rotten and bloated.

         I stand on the riverbank for a bit, weeping furtively.

         ‘What time do you finish work?’ asks a blubbery bloke in a terylene suit, speaking Mandarin into his cellphone while shuffling along the embankment. ‘I won’t finish till ten tonight, but I’m tired and already hungry.’
         

         My own gut feels empty when I get back to the Foreign Experts. I check out fried chicken in a hole-in-the-wall eatery. My eye lights on a plastic bucket set down on the pavement in front of the eatery. The plastic is a fresh green colour. Swimming in red blood inside the bucket are white dismembered chunks. Wings. Legs. Breasts. Skin is pricked all over with gooseflesh, as though the dead are feeling a chill while those of us who’re living sweat in the sticky heat of the street — and while fat black flies, riding waves of warm air that stink with death, find their way to the tempting treats inside the plastic bucket.
         

         A schoolgirl with shiny specs and a greasy chin stands next to the bucket, gnawing happily on a grilled drumstick.
         

         Okay, let’s go for something from a can.

         My kitchen looks naked but clean under the light of its single bare bulb. I bite chunks out of a green apple. I bolt down some wholemeal bread. Afterwards, thinking it wise to swallow protein, I open a tin of Canadian salmon. Turning the fish out onto a plate, and blending it with some Italian balsamic vinegar, I fork up a few mouthfuls and chew. That’s enough, don’t want any more. Always these days I have to make myself eat when what I want is to starve. Jay. Flipping open a plastic container, I stow away the rest of the fish. The container is white and, to make it look pretty, a little pink posy of flowers has been painted above the product name. Cook Joy.
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         A BLEAK MORNING on a cold campus. The students call these opening days of the new semester the first three dark weeks because they get dumped with such a taxing workload. I’m staring out of my office window at bands of dim wintry colour stretched across an achingly low sky above the dead dark rooftops of the city. My office is cold. I’m rugged up in woollens as well as wearing a padded jacket and gloves. Shanghai looks like shit. A canal, sluggish and grey, crawls in front of my eyes. A group of workmen toil across a tract of mud on the other side of the canal, a tract lately bared by the building of a towering new apartment block and now strewn with shiny scraps of metal, whitish chunks of polystyrene, greyish shreds of plastic. Also lying about are broken bits of brick — baked long ago and handled and weathered and then broken or knocked down or thrown away and buried, buried under other things knocked down or thrown away. A bit creepy, really. All those weathered bits of broken baked clay, sunk and forgotten yet now, thanks to the tools of the workmen, climbing up through the mud, climbing from damp darkness into the cold, dry light of day. Climbing towards the lonely sky like the dead white shells on the beaches of my homeland.
         

         A cold wind whistles against my window.

         A wind all the way from Siberia.
         

         The workmen have now squatted on their heels in the lee of a mound of mud. The mound is low. Any shelter from the wind must be more in the mind than the body. One bloke, who wears muddied gloves, holds his hands in front of him as though in prayer. All the guys are puffing on fags. Grey ash from those fags won’t be dropping onto their thick dark baggy trousers but will be caught by the wind and whipped away.

         The door of my office bursts open. A boy, bounding forward, throws himself at me and covers me with kisses.

         ‘Yesterday I sense you don’t like me as much as before, because you are too polite, not natural,’ he says, after stopping to catch his breath, stroking my cheek with smooth warm fingertips, staring into my eyes, looking, looking for the truth. ‘So today when you say you don’t wanna meet me, I think you don’t like me any more.’

         ‘Jay, look, I’ve got so much work to do today. We can spend time together tomorrow.’

         ‘But I am feeling insecure. You know what I am so scared mostly?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘What if you find me not attractive? I can’t imagine what will happen.’

         ‘Well, I can’t imagine ever finding you unattractive.’

         ‘Politician!’

         Quickly shifting my eyes, I look once more out the window. A new motorway is being built far off to the north, a new skytrain has come strutting from the west on white concrete pylons, while to the east can be seen the blunt black shapes of enormous pile-drivers pounding into the black earth ready for a still newer skytrain to link with the other at an interchange soon to be blinked into existence.
         

         So much money — so much work —

         So much scouring, scraping, sealing, welding, raising, lifting. You can feel the tension mounting, the blood pressure rising, the pace of the rat race quickening as technology streaks out of the city and sends lances of glass and metal and fibreoptic cable flying faster and faster —
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         One hour later we’re lying in bed together at the Foreign Experts. His body is smooth and slim and firm. His skin glows against the crisp white cotton. We kiss a lot. His lips are warm and rather full. He kisses gently. Suddenly he swings a leg over me, slides his hips up my chest, and starts to fuck my mouth. Quietly, he fucks. Slowly. Silken skin lifts and sinks softly above my nose. I run my open hands across his chest, his tits. Next, sweeping around his shoulders, I run my fingertips down to the rhythmically moving, almost rubbery young buttocks. Gripping those buttocks tight while they begin fucking faster, then still faster, I gulp greedily as he shoots into the back of my throat a load of cum. I gulp it all down, every last drop. I keep my grip tight, holding his cock inside my mouth, while he lies panting on top of me, tickling my lips with his thatch of glossy black, winking at me with his navel. After a while — after a very short while! — his cock can be felt starting to thicken and harden once more. He moves his hips. He rocks back and forth, driving down my throat the swollen head of the cock. Wordlessly, he rolls away. Grabbing hold of me, flipping me over, he kisses the nape of my neck, my shoulders, the small of my back, the cheeks of my arse. Grunting, he slides his cock into my arse. Groaning, crooning, he fucks my arse steadily. The thrusts of his cock inside my body — and the young weight of him on my back — and the quick kisses he keeps darting down onto the nape of my neck — the whole firm remorseless feel of my lovely boy helping himself to me — I find overwhelming. I crane my head back so we can kiss. I cum. Jay, flipping me over once more, licks up all my cum. He jacks himself while licking. He guides my head down to his cock and I open my mouth wide for him to spurt another hot load down my throat.
         

         We lie on our sides, face to face, arms around each other, saying nothing while waiting for our breath to slow.

         ‘I love you, Daddy,’ he says at last, looking at me wonderingly.

         ‘What? Daddy! I’m not your father, Jay!’
         

         ‘Okay, I understand, Daddy.’

         He’s grinning at me now.

         ‘Let’s hit the shower.’

         ‘Sure, Dad.’

         Flying Angel burps and squirts with tepid water, and we do our best to sluice our bodies. Afterwards, wrapped in white towels, we drop onto my new red sofa. Jay twines his legs into mine. I bought the sofa after coming back — after coming back from failing to say goodbye to Dad — bought it on a whim when my back and bum found themselves unwilling to park any longer on either of the two armchairs for mummified mandarins. Jay, lolling his head against my chest, starts singing. Bright red, the upholstery of the new sofa. Sharp red. Not at all a dull red. Not by any means a grim greasy red like the red of the ribbon lying limp right now on the louvred vent of the air conditioner.
         

         ‘Jay, last night I got a phone call from Julia. She’s thinking of coming to visit Shanghai.’

         ‘Wow! I hope to make friends with your both daughters.’
         

         ‘They’re good girls.’

         ‘They have themselves life and career. I think it is very happy thing for you, as a father.’

         We start flicking through some pics of my girls when they were young, followed by some pics of myself when I was young. He’s taken by a shot of my childhood home in a sunny suburb. A red-brick bungalow, a green roof, a green lawn, snapped on a summer day.

         ‘No doubt that I like the house very much,’ says Jay. ‘I think it is beautiful and clean house.’

         Catching sight of myself in a mirror hanging on a wall nearby, I see that I’m smiling grimly.

         ‘You reckon?’ I say.

         ‘My daddy had his boy time in this house — so interesting!’  
         

         ‘Okay, that’s one point of view. Why are you calling me your daddy? It’s a bit weird.’  

         Jay shoots me another grin, after which his mood shifts and he picks up the remote and snaps on the tele. Jay likes blobbing out in front of the screen only as half of a twosome. He’ll blob if I blob. We watch a bit of basketball. Jay loves basketball. He plays with other boys, sometimes twice a day, and talks to me happily about the way he played during his years at high school.

          ‘All the boys in school like Michael Jordan. My dream when I am in school is to dunk like Michael Jordan.’
         

         ‘Dunk?’

         He spells it out. A Japanese cartoon, widely loved by schoolboys a few years ago, was called Slam Dunk. We talk scrappily about Japan. We talk scrappily about Japanese pop music. Jay flicks channels in quest of pop. Click! Digital Korea, a show beamed out of Seoul and fronted by well-groomed, smiling, baby-faced cuties of indeterminate gender, comes onto the screen and we watch for a bit while the cuties rave about advances in cyberscience.
         

         Jay’s mood shifts once more.

         ‘I love you, Daddy. Do you love your Jay?’

         ‘Look, we’ve gotta cool down. We’ve gotta — Jay, you can’t keep talking this way!’  

         ‘Why not keep talking this way?’  

         ‘One year from now you’ll be making love to a boy. A boy your own age.’  

         Jay looks hard into my eyes.  

         ‘You should trust me and I will trust you. No matter what happen, I will still with you.’  

         Jay’s always this way, always so outspoken. I find it bewildering. Men have never behaved to me this way. I know it’s untrustworthy. Also it makes me go weak at the knees. We start to kiss. Soon, after some grappling and wrestling, I’m sitting on the rigid rod of his cock. He’s cupping my arse cheeks in the palm of his hands. I feel frightened by the warmth to be seen in his eyes. Climbing down, I kneel on the floor. He fucks me some more. After an hour or so of orgy I find myself lying on my back on top of a wooden bureau, with my feet locked behind his neck, while he’s between my legs, fucking me wholeheartedly. How can I be so lucky? How can this be right? I can’t believe the glint in his eyes, the deep dark flush all over his face. My fingers once more are gripping the muscles of his buttocks, gripping the taut tightness as he pumps in and out. My eyes fix greedily on the sight of his face contorting and darkening into a still deeper flush, about to let loose a load. He groans and gasps —
         

         Afterwards, staggering into the next room, we drop onto the bed and lie sweatily together.

         ‘I notice a very bright round moon hang up the sky last night,’ he says. ‘The shining moon makes the night more bright and hopeful.’

         ‘I was born under a full moon,’ I say, a bit foolishly.

         His eyes light up.

         ‘You are son of the moon and father of Jay. I feel honoured to meet you!’

         We keep fucking for hours. By the time he heads out the door at the end of the day he’s cum seven times in less than twelve hours. After doing that sum I think fleetingly of the way teenage boys like to keep a tally. Teenage boys like Jay. He’s heading out the door because I won’t allow him to stay overnight at the Foreign Experts. Staying overnight, sleeping together in a shared bed — waking up in the morning to find each other on a shared pillow — would slide me further down the slippery slope.

         ‘Hey, we can’t meet as often as we’ve been meeting lately,’ I say. ‘We’re both getting behind with our work.’

         ‘I don’t want that you worry about work,’ he says obediently.

         ‘Also, you know, I need to spend time alone.’

         ‘Yes, I understand you need some private time every day. It is important and necessary character for a scholar. You need reading and thinking deeply.’
         

         Sure.
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         Her hair has been dyed black once more, the way it was when I first came to Shanghai. Those days it looked glossy. Today it looks flat, lank.

         ‘Not sure I’m keen on the black,’ I say.

         ‘Raven, actually,’ she mutters.

         ‘You don’t seem too perky. Anything wrong?’

         ‘Flossy,’ she says.

         ‘Flossy? What’s wrong with the little lass?’

         Carmen and I are drinking coffee in Dante. The cat she bought the week our dad died has come with her to Shanghai. A few official palms needed to be crossed with silver before the right documents got stamped with the right rubber marks, but of course anything can be done in this city so long as you don’t take too careful note of the letter of the law — and so long as you’re willing and able to pay.

         ‘Skin infection around the neck or something. My expertise in the sickness line extends only to our species. All I know is that there’s been a bit of trauma and now there’s a lot of pus. I’ve got a pussy pussy. I’m worried. She’s in a pet hospital. By the way, I’ve begun shagging a bloke name of Gérard. He’s French. Lives in Changzhou. Does something to do with management for the Citroën works out that way.’

         ‘Cool! Farewell to the fuck-free five years. What’s he like?’

          ‘Pot belly, small brain, small willy and a bit up himself. I’d rate the fucks at four out of ten.’
         

         ‘Hmm.’

         ‘Well, he’s near enough when there’s nothing better.’

         ‘Will he get on well with Floss?’

         ‘I’ll shield her from all knowledge of his existence when I get her back from the quack. He doesn’t come to my place anyway. We do it at his little bijou of an apartment near Fuxing Park. He stays there weekends. He’s a prat, really. He thinks a lot about what he wears, and he’s nowhere near as cuddly as Floss.’
         

         ‘Maybe it’s not a good idea to keep seeing him.’

         ‘Right now any dick with a prick will do pretty damn fine, quite frankly.’
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         ‘I fall in love with that book,’ he says wistfully. ‘I identify with Pip, his feelings and his struggles.’

         ‘Really?’ I say. ‘Yet you’re very different from Pip.’

         ‘I like the book for portrait of the society.’

         Jay and I are sitting with a hundred or so other well-dressed men and women on the big leather easy-chairs of the first-class waiting room at Shanghai Railway Station. Almost everybody is reading, though seldom more than newspapers, or glossy mags, or bestsellers about how to make money. One person, a plump young man, is reading a volume of poetry. I can’t make out the name of the poet, but guessing by the design on the cover of the book I think it’s classical work from the Tang Dynasty. The young man is picking a rather pimply nose. Jay, meanwhile, has been telling me the names of the novels he enjoys. He was first given Great Expectations in Chinese translation by his father when he was twelve years old. My mind’s eye has flipped in a jiffy back to my own boyhood, to my own dad.
         

         My own dad never handed me any book as a gift.

         We talk a little longer about Dickens. We talk about Thackeray. We talk about other writers and other books. Jay has read widely. His favourite novelists in English are Thomas Hardy and D. H. Lawrence. He adds, however, that to his mind the greatest novelists in the world are the nineteenth-century Russians.

         ‘War and piss,’ he says.
         

         A couple of secs before I get it.

         ‘Okay,’ I say mildly. ‘I’ve never really liked Tolstoy.’

         We fall silent for a bit, while holding hands under cover of his jacket. We’re waiting for the same train, but I’ll stay on board only some of the way before leaving him to go on alone. Suzhou is where I’m headed. I’m on my way to visit some old Ming gardens in that historic city. Dr Sun will meet me there, with other colleagues. Jay’s setting off for his parents’ wedding anniversary in Nanjing. Aunts, uncles and cousins will also be joining in the family weekend. Jay last saw everybody one month ago, at Spring Festival.

         ‘My father and mother must be miss me,’ he says.

         Father manages an advertising company. Mother is a doctor. A woman servant comes in during the day to do the dirty work. Jay has told me the whole story. He’s an only child, of course, thanks to state policy. As a lad he played a lot with his younger cousin, evidently another bright and good-looking boy, who’s still at middle school in Nanjing.

         ‘Will your visit to the family be from a sense of duty, or is it something you really want to do?’
         

         He looks slightly upset.

         ‘No, not a sense of duty. My mother and my father are getting older and older. I will cherish the time with them, every second.’

         ‘How old are they?’

         ‘My mother fifty-seven, my father fifty-eight.’

         A chill goes down my spine. Old and older. Jay, not noticing, leans towards me and whispers in my ear.
         

         ‘Are you mine, Daddy?’

         He keeps calling me by this name when we talk, no matter where we are or what we’re up to, and now I’ve given away trying to get him to stop. To tell the truth I’ve not only got used to the word but now have even started to find it makes me feel good — especially when he’s fucking me, when his cock is buried up to the balls inside me, it’s strangely exciting to hear him say, I am fucking my daddy, the dad is being fucked by his son. Sick, really. Me with my own dad barely dead. Why would anyone want to writhe and sweat in the sack with his own son?
         

         ‘I like you a lot, Jay.’

         He grips my hand very tight under the jacket.

         Jay talks now about how his family wants him to do well at university. Not just his mother and father but his two grandmothers and two grandfathers are all waiting for great things from their boy.

         ‘My family wish me to enter a famous school and treat me so well that I feel lots of pressure on my thin shoulders.’

         ‘Your shoulders aren’t thin, they’re broad,’ I say with a laugh. ‘Don’t do things to make your family happy, though — that’s always a mistake.’

          ‘I want to make my family happy. I am Chinese.’
         

         ‘Also you’re yourself, not just Chinese.’

         ‘I am a lucky guy. My parents and grandparents love me. The only sadness in my life is love life.’  

         He means his failed affair with another boy. The two guys shared a dorm at middle school, became fast friends, and after a bit started to jack each other off. They got fond of the habit and did it a lot. Boys being boys, they began working out how to suck and fuck. Graduation from middle school was followed by goodbyes, for the other boy was sent away by his family to study engineering at a university in Beijing, while Jay came down here to Shanghai. They still swap an odd email. The other boy talks about himself as straight and has a girlfriend now. Jay, one day last week, brought from his dorm to my apartment a small cardboard box with the word Memory written on the top in English. Slowly he unpacked from the box a few keepsakes filched from the other guy. A red cotton handkerchief, folded neatly. A pocket calculator which no longer works — simply a flat slip of black plastic, scribbled with tiny white ciphers. A yellow pencil whose end was chewed by the other guy absentmindedly, then thrown away.  
         

         So he’s had his heart broken, my boy.  

         ‘Jay, you’ve got to go out and fuck other guys, okay?’ I say roughly. ‘The way you feel about me isn’t healthy.’  

         ‘I love you, that is healthy.’  

         ‘How do you know you love me? You’re just a kid with no experience of the world. You’ve gotta get out, meet other guys, fuck around, before you can understand anything about love.’  

         ‘I don’t want other guy. I want you only. All that is totally out of my expectation before I go to university, to fall in love with my professor.’
         

         ‘You were just as much in love with that boy at middle school, right?’

         ‘It’s totally different from. That one is childish.’

         ‘All emotion has the same source, neither childish nor grown up.’

         ‘My emotion with you is like I am hit inside and out. Did you ever have this feeling before with someone right away?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘I see.’

         A sound system tells us our train is ready. The well-dressed men and women hurtle from their easy chairs as though the city were about to be bombed. They elbow their way onto the rubbered and rumbling metal steps of an escalator. Jay and I join the throng. He holds my hand while the wheels of the steel stairway roll us a little closer to the sky. An hour later he looks like he wants to cry when we say goodbye on the platform at Suzhou.
         

         ‘Manfred, I do not hope we will apart! It is a torment for me!’

         ‘We’ll see each other in a few days, Jay.’

         Pecking his cheek quickly, I glance briefly into his moist brown eyes. I turn on my heel. I start running across a long broad wilderness of fake granite in search of the bobbing nodding little head and body of Dr Sun.
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         All through the weekend he keeps sending me text messages from Nanjing. My cellphone bleeps every hour of the day and half the night with his quickly keyed words, some obscene, some sentimental.
         

         ‘Fuck u hard and cum a lot when I back to Shanghai. I want u, Daddy!’

         ‘I feel lonely in the night. I miss u so much.’

         ‘Miss ur hot ass!’
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         ‘I don’t like the circumstances without a definition,’ he announces sternly the very first day we’re back together in Shanghai. ‘I have strong interest on making plans for our future together.’

         ‘Our future will be short. That’s the truth, okay?’

         ‘Not the truth, and not okay.’

         ‘Well, it’s all I can say.’

         ‘Manfred, please, I want to come live with you in this apartment. I want to have a home here with you. Many romantic stories will happen in the apartment at the end of every day when we finish the school and come back to our home. We together can spend every night in our warm bed. We together can appreciate the four seasons change. I will do what I can to make your life rich. I love you very much and want you happy!’

         His eyes are gleaming hopefully, hotly — almost angrily.

         ‘Jay, you’re wonderful. I’m very moved by what you say.’

         ‘Daddy! Your answer is yes?’
         

         ‘My lovely guy — I don’t know. Let’s keep talking about it, and thinking about it, and — and — I don’t know.’

         A quick scornful look is his only answer before, stark  naked, he bounds out of bed and darts towards the bathroom. We’ve been doing the deed. He’s fucked me witless. Now, catching sight of a pair of his white underpants lying on the floor, he hooks them with his toes. Jumping, he flicks them into the air. He lands back on the balls of his feet. Whistling, he runs on his limber brown legs to the bathroom. Fuck! I’m so lucky. I think of Dad. I don’t know why. I think about Dad as he was at the age of fifty. I try to think about that dad with a young lover, a Chinese boy of eighteen, my dad with such a boy, kissing — and of course I can’t, I can’t think of it, it’s unthinkable, the poor sod was stuck with his kids, and his mortgage, and Mum.
         

         After dressing we make up our minds to go to the movies, since neither of us needs go back to the campus. We grab our backpacks. We walk quickly. Twilight has started sliding icily across the city.

         ‘I like how you put your hands on my shoulders in the public,’ says Jay.

         ‘I like the way you tell me what you like.’

         I wasn’t even aware that I was doing it, to speak the truth. My hands simply find their way onto his body, nowadays, as though the surface of his skin is where they belong.

         We come to a bus stop. We wait. A workman about sixty years old stands here too, with a fag and a smoker’s cough, his big hairless head looking like the wrinkled breast of an old woman. A boy with long hair and a baby face — a boy about the same age as my boy — leans back on a wall with his hands in his pockets while chewing gum and blowing it out to make pop sounds. A workman of about thirty, tired and thin but cheerful, stands by the boy. He has big buck teeth. Two worn women sit on stools with a jam jar of green tea between them, playing cards on a dirty little green folding table.
         

         ‘If you have a dream you should do all your best to realise the dream,’ Jay says suddenly.

         ‘What? You mean me, or anybody?’
         

         ‘You! Anybody! Don’t be fearful and do have courage. If you are easily stumbled by some difficulties, you’ll never realise your dream. Once you start, you must keep on. Stopping in the halfway is the most shameful thing.’

         A bus, backfiring with black smoke, blunders up.

         We climb on board.

         A cinema soon gleams at the two of us, and at a few score other men and women who make up a sparse but prosperous audience in a deeply carpeted, plumply seated, warmly heated auditorium. Tickets are costly. Jay and I hold hands while lights dim and credits roll and a shining dreamscape opens out on the screen — the neverland of a costume drama set during the Song Dynasty. Handsome heroes strut. Pretty princesses pout. Once or twice during the early scenes, and then more and more often as scenes keep unspooling, the soundtrack comes accompanied by electronic warbles from the cellphones of spectators. A woman, answering one warble, yammers away bossily. She stops. A man answers another warble and begins to drone. He drones monotonously yet loudly. I can hardly hear the soundtrack now. One or two people turn to glare at the offending guy, but nothing more — nobody tells him to shut his trap. All just wriggle and squirm. Afterwards I ask Jay why everyone kept quiet instead of taking the offenders to task about their bad manners.
         

          ‘Chinese way is to avoid the conflict in the public place.’
         

         ‘Well it’s a bad way.’

         ‘It is our way.’

         ‘Those rude bastards are rich bastards, right? Or else they’re Party officials. That’s why nobody dared to speak out.’

         Jay says nothing but looks vexed. We step out of the cinema. We walk to a nearby noodle-house. We order. We drink tea. We chew, not very chattily. We walk a couple of blocks and step into the metro, which will carry us the first few kilometres back to our neighbourhood. The metro whips through a twisted subterranean tunnel. Our car is hot but at least for once it’s not too crowded. Jay, seated opposite me, throws off his padded jacket to show a yellow T slashed across the chest with a ragged red X.

         ‘Jay, I’ve made up my mind about the apartment. I’ve thought about it, and made up my mind.’

         He looks at me eagerly.

         ‘You want me to come live in your apartment?’

         ‘I want you not to come and live in my apartment. I’m sorry.’

         He bursts into stormy tears. All the other folk in our car turn to take a good look. Why is the bony-cheeked foreigner making the student cry? The foreigner must be a professor. Outlandish, his hair of white and yellow. Has the student failed an exam? What were those words they spoke? German? An old woman clicks her tongue. Jay pays no heed. He weeps. He opens his mouth, takes a deep breath, and shouts.

         ‘I begin to doubt the whole thing and my position in your mind! I am not gonna be a dummy giving my heart out and receiving hurt back. I need secure emotionally.’
         

         ‘Please, think it through — it’s best for you.’

         ‘If you have brave or truth in yourself, you are willing to try share life with a guy who love you, regardless of old or young. But you cannot find brave or truth. That will be your fate for the rest of your life. You cannot change. You cannot be brave for yourself.’

         We’re still whipping through the subterranean tunnel. Now, however, the eyes of everybody move away from the sight of the noisily disrespectful student — clearly the foreign professor must be in the right and the student in the wrong, and the professor has behaved with admirable calm and propriety in spite of the impertinence of the student — to take note of two newcomers into our car. Taking note, then hastily looking away. Looking shamefacedly at the floor, the walls, the windows. Looking at anything but the newcomers. Who are the newcomers? A ragged boy of about seven years. A ragged woman of about fifty. The woman guides the little lad past each passenger. Her palm is planted firmly on his lower back. The boy, holding out his cupped hands for alms, lets out a sort of bestial grunt.
         

         A burns victim I say to myself, trying to make it easier to swallow by wheeling out a quasi-medical phrase.
         

         I feel sick for the boy. The front of his head has been flattened somehow, smeared downwards, melted as though when he was a baby somebody pressed his face against the top of a hot stove. I hope it wasn’t done to cripple him for the begging trade. The woman poses as his grandmother. Clearly she’s his boss, his owner. Where’s his father?

         How does it feel, being that boy?

          Jay reaches out to me, once the little boy has gone by. My own boy, handsome as a god, touching my hand with his fingertips, and speaking to me quietly.
         

         ‘I am rude, selfish and very bad,’ he says. ‘I feel very sad now. I know I am a childish and false pride guy.’

         ‘Don’t speak that way about yourself, Jay.’

         ‘I know to say sorry is not enough. I am just one worthless stupid young man.’
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         The grill room of the Shanghai American Club looks out at a great height, through thick glass, onto a greasy bend of the Huangpu. The club is private and costly. Clubrooms climb with a sort of plastic pomposity through the top floors of this tower near the Bund. Members are mostly business executives who drink too much and quack at each other about money and sex and money. Carmen and I are here for the weekly open day. We pine, from time to time, for food with a high feel-good factor. Steak, mashed potatoes, sticky pudding. Where better to trowel it down than at the Sunday buffet brunch in the American Club?

         ‘After feeding my face I’m heading straight back home to tend to my love-starved moggy,’ says my sis, sawing through a bloody fillet. ‘Want to tag along and say hello to your niece?’

         Carmen’s hair is still raven, but now once more it’s glossy.

         ‘Sure. She’s coming around okay after the surgery?’

         ‘More or less okay. Like her mummy. Listen to those two suits at the next table.’

          ‘A colleague emailed me yesterday about accommodation,’ says one suit, a youngish guy in light grey. ‘He’s coming here to join our office; he’s coming from Minneapolis, and he was asking me about where would be good to live.’
         

         ‘Yeah?’ says the other, also a youngish guy, but in darker grey.

         ‘He was looking at a map of the metro. Guess what he asked me, man?’

         ‘What, man?’

         ‘He asked me whether it’s any good by the Shanghai South Train Station! Can you believe that, man?’
         

         ‘Man, you can tell he doesn’t know squat about this town.’

         ‘Anyway, I emailed him back and told him no way, nobody lives near Shanghai South Train Station. I told him it’s just commie apartment buildings out that way. Nobody lives there, I told him. Nobody, only Chinese.’

         ‘I’m not sure whether the food here is worth the vibe,’ I say.

         ‘Admittedly we could do without the vibe. Let’s face facts, though: we want the steaks. One might also add the spuds. Hey, you know that guy I’ve been dating?’

         ‘Wassname? French guy?’

         ‘Judas would be as good a name as any. He flicked me yesterday.’

         ‘Bastard!’

         ‘Flicked me like a bit of fluff on his angora sweater.’

         ‘You’re well rid of him. Obviously he didn’t know how lucky he was to have got the nod from you.’

         ‘Nice try. Let’s face it, though. I’m fat, not fair, and forty. Thank christ for Floss. Luckily she’s been so knocked about by her little op that she’s now craving cuddles, just like her mummy.’
         

         Downing silverware onto a plate swept bare of everything but a smear of sauce and a sprig of garnish, she takes a look around at our fellow feeders. My eyes follow her eyes. The grill room, walled with dark wainscot, is meant to look like some gentlemen’s club from some historic city somewhere, in some day of yore. Gilded Age Indianapolis, maybe. Or maybe you could say it looks like the lounge of an ocean liner on the eve of the Great War. Sèvres porcelain. Servile staff. No stench of cigar smoke, though — unlike the salons of those long-lost liners. Nor does the room move. No creaking of bulkheads, no throb-throbthrob of turbines, no swaying, no swing in the deck while swells are crested. Only inert, dull immobility.
         

         I think about the throbbing inside my room at the Foreign Experts. I think about the fluttering of the red ribbon. I think of the breakers cracking cleanly on the sand at Pines Beach.

         Why do I keep thinking about sailing out to sea?

         ‘I trailed along with some some friends to Zapata,’ says a young Yank woman jiggling on her chair edgily. ‘I was blown away by the crowd of Chinese girls hitting on white guys.’

         ‘Yeah?’ says her companion, also a young Yank woman, baring teeth fit for an ad for a top-end orthodontist.

         ‘I thought it was an okay club, Zapata,’ says Jiggler.

         ‘Like, you hit ladies’ night, right?’ says Teeth.

         ‘I don’t know what night it was but the whole place was packed inside and out. Chinese chicks were dancing in their underwear on the tables and all these white guys were looking on and just about creaming their pants. Is that the real Shanghai?’
         

         ‘What you saw was the free-drinks-for-ladies-drunken-fest-to-get-halfway-through-the-week Shanghai. Chinese chicks, like, they’ll do anything to score a white guy. We can’t compete. You’re new to town, so you don’t, like, know your way around. They’ll get down on their knees, the Chinese chicks. Like, you know — I mean, they’ll get down on their knees and do anything to, like, put a grin on a white guy’s face.’
         

         The suits on the other side are talking about the weather.

         ‘Man, it’s freaking cold!’ says Light Grey. ‘The Chinese always say, how come you feel the cold, you didn’t oughta feel the cold, you’re from Minnesota.’

         ‘Man!’ snorts Dark Grey.

         ‘Just cause we’re from there doesn’t mean we can handle it here, yeah? I’m yelling at my freaking maid in my apartment every time she leaves the sliding door open. Doesn’t she know it’s cold? Don’t these dumb fuckers know about heat loss?’

         ‘They don’t know nothing, man.’

         ‘Man, I had three layers of clothes on yesterday and I was still freezing at my office. My office building won’t turn on the freaking heat any more because it’s officially spring. It’s their building management policy. It’s their freaking rulebook mentality. Freaking slit-eyes!’
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         A FORTNIGHT HAS gone by since the two of us saw the little beggar with the molten head in the metro and yesterday Jay told me quite calmly that at last he’s going to take me at my word. Seems one of the boys at basketball has been giving him the eye. Jay, after a game yesterday, asked the guy for a date. The guy said okay. Good. Well, that was the word I spoke when told about it by Jay.

         ‘Good!’

         Jay looked unhappy. He did his best not to look unhappy. He grinned at me, gamely.

         Grinning, he looked bewitching. He looked so wonderful, doing his best to behave well, to be a good boy. He looked like everything I’ve ever wanted and ever could want — hope and strength and litheness and quickness and warmth and — and love — and —

         Not wise to blub when you’re meant to shoving your baby out of the nest, so like him I screwed a grin onto my mug.

         ‘Good,’ I said again. ‘That’s great, Jay.’

         Now, seated on my red sofa waiting for news, I’m like a worried dad whose son or daughter has gone out on a dodgy date and who waits for the youngster to get home safely. My real daughter, by the way, has phoned to say that she won’t be able to come and stay after all. A pity, since quite apart from the happiness of kissing her, and holding her, and seeing her in front of my eyes, and watching over her the way I’ve always watched over my two girls, she’d be a wholesome way for me to forget my boy. I’m worried that my boy may be hurt by the other guy. Well, my real worry is that my boy may not be hurt. I’m worried that he and the other lad are getting on groovily and that, while I sit here doing my knitting — well, reading Nietzsche — in the Foreign Experts, they’re in the sack somewhere shagging each other legless. Or even worse, that they’ve gone to some club — there was talk of going to a club — where my boy has found out what a hot number he is, and how many choices he’ll have if willing to make a move, and that he’s made a move and ended up in some orgy.
         

         Jealous is the word.
         

         Jealousy is eating me up, while I stay seated here quietly on my red sofa. I’m feeling sick. I’m feeling guilty. I’ve been feeling guilty and sick, mind you, ever since coming back to this town — ever since my holiday, since my dad cashed in his chips in such a timely way during my short stay at Pines Beach.

         Somebody knocks on the door.

         A light knock, not a hard knock. A knock I know well. A knock I know won’t stop till a day that must come, a day when all that’ll be left for me will be a grimy red ribbon flickering over a vent, or the throb-throb-throb of turbines taking me nowhere.

         ‘Not locked, Jay!’ I yell.

          My boy lopes into the room, a spring in his step as always, yet he looks hangdog.
         

         ‘Well?’ I say, screwing that grin back onto my mug.

         ‘No chemistry with the guy,’ says Jay in a lifeless English. ‘We eat supper downtown and go to a gay club.’

         ‘You ate supper and went to a club, okay?’
         

         ‘Okay. We dance. We danced. I am cruise — cruised — by some old guys.
         

         ‘Old guys?’ I say nervously.

         ‘Old white guys with big bellies, talking and laughing loudly, and looking around and unaware of they are so ugly,’ he spells out with unthinking cruelty. ‘Old guys who got so much fat hanging on their belts and falling down, like the pigs waiting to be butchered.’

         Thank fuck for all my workouts at the gym!

         ‘Okay, I see.’

         ‘Old white guys who want sex with young Chinese boys,’ he goes on remorselessly. ‘One guy, he’s got hair dyed gold, and he’s wearing a little silver ring on one ear — it look sick — and the worse thing is a Hawaiian style shirt with big yellow flowers with orange dots in the flowers, so he look like a clown and I feel pity for that guy.’

         Oh, my lord — note to self: chuck out all colourful shirts as soon as Jay’s back is turned.

         ‘Did you and the basketball boy go to bed together?’

         Jay shrugs.

         ‘No chemistry, like I say. We kiss once, but nothing more. I don’t want to bed with that guy.’

         What I feel right now is relief, of course, since that’s what I wanted him to say. Also, equally of course, I feel bad about the sense of relief.

         ‘Why not?’

          He throws himself into my arms and looks into my eyes.
         

         ‘Don’t want that guy, want my Daddy.’

         Okay, now it’s time to up the stakes. Looking into his eyes, looking into those big trustful pupils just as searchingly as he’s looking into mine — mine which I know are battleworn and wary — I tell the lad not only that he’s got to go with other guys but that I plan to go with other guys too.
         

         Just as he did that night in the metro, he bursts into stormy tears.

         ‘No! Why, Daddy?’

         ‘I’m not your daddy, Jay. We’ve got to start getting real.’

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Next morning he lopes out the door and quietly I close it behind him and slink back to the sofa and sit down and want to slash my wrists. I don’t slash them, though. I whistle to myself. I look at a book. I get up, and step into the bathroom, and strip off, and stand under Flying Angel. I’ve been firm with my boy. I’ve made him give his word that tonight he’ll head back to the club, by himself, and that he won’t leave till he’s hooked up with some guy. I’ve given him lots of words of wisdom. We’ve talked over what should be worn on his beautiful bod. The style at the club, he’s noted, is to squeeze the torso into a tight tanktop and let hips and legs move freely inside baggy trousers.

         ‘I guess I shouldn’t wear black, right?’ he asked doubtfully.

         ‘Why not?’

          ‘Cause the club is dark. Black will invisible in the dark.’
         

         ‘Yeah, the club’s dark — but black is good. You can’t go wrong with black.’

         ‘Then I will go with all black, with my black leather shoes.’

         ‘Wear your green shoes. Wear a necklace, too.’

         ‘Aww, I should get a fashion adviser!’

         ‘You don’t need a fashion adviser. You’re a clever, handsome, healthy young man. Go to the club and buy yourself a drink and nurse it and check out the other boys, and ignore the old white guys, and smile at any boy you like the look of, and you’ll see that you’ll get smiles coming back your way.’

         ‘Okay, I am going to squander ten yuan to buy a cola and rot.’

         ‘What’s a cola and rot?’
         

         ‘Rot verb, not noun.’

         ‘Oh! Hah!’

         ‘Rot from inside so bad I possibly stick to the chair.’

         ‘You get yourself off your chair and boogie, youngster!’

         No news from the young man before I go to bed at two. Nor any news after I get up next morning on a grey, loveless, lonely Sunday. No news through the afternoon — a dim afternoon when a yellowish blur high in the sky can be made out as a sort of ghost of the sun sensed through a thick dirty fleece of cloud that seems to press down on my mouth, my nose, making it hard for me to breathe — not till nightfall does the door open on Jay.

         Eyes bright, his whole face alight, grinning from ear to ear. Fuck! He’s scored!  

         ‘Matt is his name,’ says Jay.

          ‘Nice name,’ I say, plotting murder.
         

         We settle down with green tea on the red sofa, our bodies at right angles to each other, and I feel in a feebly self-pitying way that this will now be my fate forever — to sit at right angles to a young man whose heart I want to own. At the same time I’m patting myself on the back for my bravery in showing none of this to Jay and for feigning to be stoked by his good luck at the club.

         ‘I’m very so happy, he’s nice guy,’ says Jay.

         ‘Great!’ I snap.

         The outline of the story gets told swiftly. Matt is a Yank. He works for a multinational pharmaceutical corporation, AstraZeneca. He’s thirty years old.

         ‘Why not someone your own age, Jay?’

         ‘I like the old guys.’

         Since when was thirty old?
         

         ‘Old guys — no need for a definite article, okay?’

         Jay spent the night and the morning and some of the afternoon with Matt at the bastard’s classy apartment in the old French Concession. How many fucks could they fit into that half a day? Grrrr. Jay skips telling me about the sex. He’s too sweet, too dazed, to tell me who did what to whom, or who put what where, and how often it was put or done. He says it was good, though. Grrrrrrr! Yet stay civilised, Manfred. We talk about the outlook for more meets, maybe more than mere meets, with this bloke Matt.

         ‘The dating the guy is dangerous,’ says Jay slowly, after thinking for a bit and sipping at his tea. ‘I begin to worry already, maybe he won’t make a next move.’

         ‘Mm, that’s always a worry when you like a guy. You like him quite a lot already, right?’

         ‘Right. Yet the most rational choice must be keeping my expectation low. But that is a vicious cycle, making it all uninteresting.’
         

         ‘Yes, exactly. Be ready to feel happy, or hurt. Feeling hurt is part of life.’

         As I know bloody well.

         ‘Right.’

         ‘But so’s feeling hopeful.’

         As I don’t know bloody well.
         

         ‘I guess I probably won’t feel hurt for him, but just this unreasonable anxiety for the call.’

         ‘Well, that’s part of having a sex life — waiting for phone calls.’
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         All the short sharp stabs of agony caused by thinking about what might or mightn’t have happened in the sack after the Yank was picked up at the club are enough to make me aware how much my life lately has come to be grounded on Jay. Well, let’s not pussyfoot about, let’s come right out with it, let me admit here and now that I’m in love with Jay. Yep, that’s the word. I love him in a way I’ve never loved anybody. Hotly, frantically, terrifyingly. All alarm bells are ringing. All red lights are pulsing fiercely.

         Stop! Abort! Run!

         Run away!

         Cause it’s crazy. Crazy not only for a guy of fifty to lose himself in the body and brain of a boy of eighteen but for any of us to lose ourselves — to lose ourselves in anybody. You mustn’t lose yourself. Lose yourself, and you’ll never be found. Nobody else will find you if you lose yourself — you’ll always be lost. You’ll die. You’ve got to stay safe, don’t you? So here’s me crossing town in a cab at midnight, on my way to find a fuck.
         

         Crossing town, looking out at cold neon night, looking behind the night for the darkness.

         Our forebears knew the darkness, didn’t they? All day, while they worked and worried and hoped and pissed and kissed, they knew that darkness comes at the end of the day. We squirt neon into twisted glass pipes, the way we squirt cum into latex tubes, but maybe we know less about the night than our forebears. I know nix about darkness.

         Darkness is so fucking dark!
         

         Anyway, now my cab has stopped outside Union City. Lights glare here and there, while elsewhere is murky nook and murkier cranny. I nip out of the cab. Crossing the street, I come to a sort of glassy notch that opens in the wall of a hotel and leads to a dirty courtyard. A grubbily draped door on one side of the courtyard leads in turn to a counter where a yawning woman says something in Shanghainese.

         ‘One forty-yuan ticket, please,’ I say in my bad Mandarin.

         The woman, listlessly taking my money, rips a paper ticket off a roll. Now what? Slope along a short, soiled corridor to a second counter. A bored bloke takes the ticket, hands me a key on a flexible rubber wristlet.

         ‘No shoes inside,’ he says in Mandarin.

         ‘Oh, okay,’ I say.

         Yank off my trainers. Slide them into a wooden cupboard. Slip on a couple of the flipflops left lying in a wet slippery mound under the cupboard. Slope along another short, soiled corridor. Flipflop up a narrow soiled staircase. Treads on the staircase have been carpeted for many years with some kind of worn, frayed, grimy red weave — not exactly Axminster. A locker room at the top of the stairs is the lair of a tired guy wearing trousers of shiny black terylene and a business shirt of white nylon. He proves to be the turnkey. My key, together with his key, opens the door of one of a rank of lockers. Throwing the door open wide, and throwing off my clothes, and stowing them inside the locker, I nab a little white towel and a sachet of liquid soap from a stock near the tired guy’s counter and puzzle my way through a few smeared doorways into a shower block. A row of shower roses can be seen blooming with warm water, wreathing the air with steam, under a cracked and mildewed white ceramic ceiling.
         

         A shower block suited not so much for erotic revelry as for a good strong delousing dose of Zyklon B.

         Union City is a place where clients come to unite, as you’ve guessed already. Guys come here to get their rocks off with other guys. Let’s see — am I game enough to try a shower? Naked youths stand, slender and brown, staring at each other frankly. Paunchy chaps my own age wallow about like sea cows. Paunchy chaps whose big yellow pots have been filled to the brim for too many years with too much beer and far too much pork. Chaps whose brains have been weighed down with guilt after decades of sneaking away from their wives on the sly.

         Okay, set down your little white towel. Keep clutching your sachet of liquid soap.

         Step into a shower.

         ‘You sweet,’ says one of the paunchy chaps in English.

         ‘Thanks,’ I say tightly, biting back a wish to treat him like one of my students and tell him he’s forgotten his verb.
         

         ‘Very hot in sauna,’ he adds enticingly. ‘I sweat very much whole the time in sauna.’

         Afterwards, having soaped and sluiced and then dried myself, and shaken off my friendly neighbour, I slip onto my hips a pair of baggy cotton shorts. Anyone can help himself to a pair of these shorts. Threadbare shorts, stacked loosely in a doorway, printed with a floral pattern faded away to a wraith of blossom by how many thousands and thousands of washings after how many numberless nights? I check out various rooms and corridors and stairways. Guys keep groping my arse and cock.
         

         At dawn a cab is carrying me home, raw from having been fucked by five different young men, three of them at one time in one room together.
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         Jay turns up about midday. Groggily, dragging myself out of bed, I open the door. He holds me tight. We share a bath together. We drink green tea while sloshing about under the drips of Flying Angel. We watch mosquitoes trying to work their way through the fine wire mesh of the flyscreen so they can alight on our wet skin and suck our blood. Weird to see mosquitoes so early in spring. We climb out and dress ourselves. Jay sits frowning on the red sofa. He still hasn’t had a phone call from Matt.

         ‘I feel a bit lonely,’ he says. ‘I don’t have that feeling before, so it’s kinda scared.’

         ‘Scary, not scared. Before meaning —?’
         

          ‘Meaning any time in my life. I never feel lonely in my life before.’
         

         ‘Lucky you! Don’t worry. Matt will call you if he’s a decent guy, and from what you’ve told me he sounds decent.’

         Jay looks at me with an almost unmanning intensity.

         ‘He isn’t clever like you, Manfred.’

         I don’t want to hear that right now, needless to say. No, thank you. Don’t tell me anything that’ll make it harder for me to drop you. Yet nor do I like the way the youngster nowadays calls me more and more by my forename, less and less by the pet name of Daddy.

         ‘He’s got lots of other things going for him, sounds like.’

         We sit side by side on the red sofa. He asks what I’ve been up to lately. I give him a highly censored version of last night. Or, in other words, I tell him that I went to the bathhouse and met and was fucked by one young guy. Jay takes it quietly. Maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe he no longer cares what I do with other guys, so long as he can get it on again with his bloody Yank. We start watching the tele while drinking beer. We kiss, scrappily. Jay’s cellphone lets out a few chirpy bars of some squeaky little tune. He glances at its screen to check the number.
         

         ‘Matt!’ he says.

         Jumping up, he strides into the bedroom and closes the door. He talks. He jokes. He laughs.

         Once more, here’s me plotting murder.

         ‘You look like a very happy guy,’ I say when the door opens once more and out walks Jay.  

         ‘Matt ask me to downtown for having dinner,’ he grins.

          Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
         

         ‘Cool,’ I say.

         The lad doesn’t waste words now. He’s soon out of my apartment, out of the Foreign Experts. I shuffle into the kitchen and get myself some food. I find it hard to swallow, thanks to the knot in my throat. A thick, twisted knot below which wells up bile. Faithless little bastard. He got over me fucking fast.

         Okay, calm down. You want it that way, right? You want him to be over you.

         Calming down, or at least trying, and trailing into the bathroom, I reach across to Flying Angel. My thought was that I’d have a shave. I stop myself. A black hair nestles in the bottom of the bathtub. A glossy, crinkly black hair. Not one of mine. Mine are no longer glossy, and never were black. One of the hairs from his thatch, that rich thatch in which nestles his cock. Christ. Grief now hits me in the guts. He wouldn’t care about this hair, of course — for him it’d be nothing. He won’t have known or been bothered that a hair from his thatch has been left behind in the bathtub — or maybe he might’ve thought fleetingly that he should sluice it down the plughole to keep the tub tidy. Yet for me, right now, it’s a wishbone, a wand. Bending tenderly, I pick it up between the tip of my finger and my thumb. Looking at it closely, I want to cry.

         So lonely.

         You’re thinking that maybe I’m losing the plot. That’s what you’re thinking right now, aren’t you?

         Let’s pause at this point in order to take note that I’m not. I can still follow the plot. I’ve not lost sight of irony. I know damn well that if he and I were to keep being  lovers, that if he hadn’t been pushed away by me and told to find some other guy, then a year or two from now the sight of one of his hairs in the bathtub wouldn’t make me want to weep, wouldn’t make me feel anything — I’d feel nothing. Feeling nothing would be good. What I feel right now is too unbearably something. Here’s me dandling the little crinkly black hair across each of my white wrists, thrilled by its weak tickle, and longing, yearning for the guy. And now — yep! Now I pop it into my mouth, and roll the puny chain of dead protein — that’s what hair is, right? I roll it around on my tongue, and close my eyes, and think about Jay.
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         Attack is the best form of defence, so out I go again looking for nooky. Nookable guys can be found easily in this town. I find guys in bars. I find guys in parks. I find guys in cyberspace. Qinding, a young rocket scientist from out of town, fucks me in the Hotel Westin. You know all about the Westin, don’t you? A white tower hyped, like so many retro Art Deco towers in this town, as a phoenix embodying what ads call the glamour and poise of Shanghai’s heyday. The heyday’s big here in Shanghai. A supposedly glam day between the two world wars. A day when sultry temptresses slid themselves into narrow frocks of tight brocade whose sides were slit to show silk-stockinged legs — temptresses who flicked ash-of-roses from the ends of tortoiseshell cigarette holders, and batted eyelids thick with kohl at gangsters and statesmen and movie magnates. A fake heyday, in other words. A weak yet sick dream whose bad script has now been nicked by commerce for recycling in slick schemes to make money. The top of the Westin sprouts what look like monstrous white tailfeathers — as though a race of extraterrestrial supermen has been playing interstellar badminton and batted a stray shuttlecock right across space to bury its nose inside the uppermost storeys.
         

         Well, it’s thought cool, the Westin. It’s ranked among the coolest watering holes in the city.

         Who else do I find in my quest for the nookworthy?

         Xing, a cute guy who does something in a finance corporation, fucks me suavely on the balcony of his upscale apartment to the west side of the city. Rick, a doctor, fucks me clumsily on the marble floor of his similarly upscale apartment to the east of the city. Yang, a tall architect, fucks me hard in my own bathroom under a cool spray from Flying Angel. Steven, toned and athletic and a police officer from another city, gives me a good frisking. Zhaolun, a gobsmackingly gorgeous guy with a shaved head who wears skintight ripped faded jeans and a diamond stud in the lobe of one ear, does the deed with all kinds of kinks for a week before we get bored.
         

         ‘I’m slim and handsome and my big thick cock can fuck you for hours,’ says some guy on my computer screen who calls himself Nat.

         ‘Hot!’

         ‘Yep, I am.’

         ‘Want to come to my apt?’

         ‘Very far to ur apt from my district.’

         Yes, that’s true — he’s way over on the other side of the city.

         ‘I can help pay for the taxi, okay?’

         ‘How much you pay?’

          ‘50 each way.’
         

         ‘I come to ur apt for 500.’

         ‘A lot of money. So u r a money boy?’

         ‘I am not a money boy! I am the famous TV star.’

         ‘So?’

         Well, he can’t be much of a star if he’s hustling for a few hundred yuan. Who cares, anyway? We clinch on two hundred. He says he’ll come within the hour. I don’t hold my breath. Yet well before the end of the hour a knock can be heard on my door. Swinging it open, what do I find? A pretty, soft young guy. We drop into the sack. His cock isn’t big and thick. He doesn’t fuck for hours. He cums almost straight away. Afterwards he wants to watch tele and talk about his work. Apparently he fronts two programmes on a channel called TV Young. We swap a quick peck while we’re saying goodbye. I tuck two hundred into his pocket.

         ‘Nice to meet!’ he lets out. ‘Hope we can be friend!’

         Hah! Very bloody likely.

         Coco, a graduate student in economics at a university on the other side of the city, is slim and a swimmer. His father is a machinery exporter. His mother manages a factory. A tall guy, he bleaches his hair blond and tops it with a cap of black leather. His trousers are baggy army fatigues, slung around the hip with lots of silvery chains. He looks good, well made, though when you check him out more coolly after your first flush of eagerness you find his features are really very ordinary. He talks a lot about his hometown, Harbin, and the north. He runs down Shanghai and the south.

         ‘Fuck the Shanghai people,’ he says.

         ‘What?’ I say with a short laugh.

          ‘Shanghai people are not honest. Only thing they care about is money. That’s wrong with Shanghai people. Shanghai people are pigs. Small people, small pig.’
         

         Coco loves to fuck rough. At the age of thirteen, he says, he was looking through the drawers of the bedside cabinet in his parents’ bedroom when he found some porn. Never before had he seen porn. A comic book, set at the time of the Second World War, showing a white woman who had married a Japanese being imprisoned in a concentration camp below the slopes of Fujiyama. A sergeant singles the white woman out for rape. He fucks her mouth. He fucks her arse. While doing so he abuses her verbally. Coco adds that ever since seeing that porn comic he has always wanted to rape a white man.

         ‘Okay — rape me.’

         He does.

         ‘Bitch, bitch, bitch!’ he says, quoting the Japanese sergeant.

         Who else fucks me during my weeks of loose nooky?

         Joe, a groggy young guy, comes fumbling in flares out of a cab after the two of us have met and drunk too much together at a bar. He quarrels with the cabbie about the fare. He tells me he’s hungry. He boils some noodles in my kitchen and chows them down, fucks me quickly and falls deep asleep. The night after that bad lay I meet Jun. A consultant of some sort, a lean young guy with big smiling eyes, he fucks me long and hard and afterwards lies in bed talking cheerily while smoking Double Happiness. One of his dreams, he tells me, is to retire young and go to live in Bangkok. He likes Bangkok. Laid back and friendly, he says. Not tight and mean like Shanghai.

         ‘My plan is to open a go-go bar staffed by cute boys,’  he adds in English, beaming with white teeth across the pillow.
         

         ‘Why?’ I ask, not wanting to know.

         ‘My evilish scheme is to sleep with a different one of the boys every night. Bangkok boys are babes.’

         ‘You’re a babe yourself, Jun,’ I try.

         He hardly even hears, and anyway I speak the rote words halfheartedly since my mind as always is on Jay.

         After joking a bit more about Bangkok, he gets serious.

         ‘I want to be frank with my wife about I go with guys, but we have the daughter, eight months old,’ he says, making me think for a tick about my own two girls, though my mind switches next, quick as a wink, to thinking about — well, more precisely, obsessing about — Jay. ‘I have a inborn feeling possibly my wife will let me freedom when our daughter is a young woman.’

         ‘Okay, take good care of your little girl. Do you want a shower now?’

         He looks at me sadly, which throws me a bit.

         ‘Are you don’t like have sex with me?’

         ‘You’re a nice guy.’

         ‘You don’t like have sex with me. Compare with you, I’m so nobody. You are a professor but I even haven’t study in university.’

         At a gay club the following night I take a break from the dance floor and throw myself down onto a padded bench in a kind of alcove. A slight, cute young guy with the face of a pixie stands jigging his hips to the music. A guy whose hair has been cut in a pudding-bowl shape, like a little boy. Our eyes meet. I give a faint smile. He smiles back. After a bit I jump up and ask him to dance. Stammering a reply, he proves to speak almost no English. I stumble to a stop with my broken bit of Mandarin. We start dancing. He moves okay — neat, tidy. We take a break. I drop my hand onto his shoulder and to my surprise he wraps his arm around my waist, tightly. Twenty minutes more and we’re in a taxi on our way back to the Foreign Experts. Not that I’m feeling too ardent. As we sit in the back seat and hold hands, and give little squeezes, my brain is ticking over methodically thinking — well, he’s no Jay. Also, now that we’ve quit the dim mystery of the nightclub and come out into the flashing lights of traffic his face has been shown to be scabbed badly with acne. Which doesn’t worry me, but still, plenty of acne-poxed pixies out there speak English. Why go to bed with this particular pixie?
         

         Also, somehow the sight of him lit up blotchily by the traffic makes me worry. He seems like the sort of lad who wants love. Zhikang is his name, he says.

         ‘Call me Fred,’ I mumble, throwing open my front door. ‘Okay, here we are.’

         ‘So big!’ he says with wide eyes.

         The pixie face is a picture as he checks out the number and size of my rooms by scooting quickly in and out of the doorways. I ask him where he lives. He tells me he rents a room in a barrack for white-collar workers. We’re soon in the sack. I reach out to stroke his hair, which, looked at more closely, seems somehow coarse.

         ‘Not touch,’ he says, gently fending away my fingers.

         ‘Oh — okay, sorry. Why not?’

         ‘It’s wet,’ he says.

         ‘Oh, I see.’

         I don’t really, since the night outside is dry.

         We start to kiss, and after a bit I happen to touch his hair, as you tend to do when you’re in a clinch.
         

         ‘It’s wet,’ he says again, reaching up and straightening it — and then the penny drops. The pixie isn’t saying it’s wet, he’s saying it’s wig, meaning —
         

         The poor boy’s bald, and wears a wig.

         The sex proves to be quite good, because he kisses a lot and loses himself in the fucking. Suddenly, though, after my pixie cums he starts to grip, to cling to me tight. I’m lying on top. He latches onto me with his hands, his elbows, his knees, no longer a pixie but a baby possum clinging to its mother. He shivers, too, with some strong emotion. As for me, I’m feeling tangled emotion myself — pity for the lad who seems to want to grab hold of somebody bigger and stronger, together with awareness of my own power, followed by panic about the fact that I don’t want to have that power.

         We fall asleep.

         Nine hours later I wake up. Zhikang’s still snoozing so I slope out of the bedroom and start my day. I shower, eat breakfast, set to work with my books. The pixie sleeps till midday. Creeping in, looking down at him, I note that his acne looks even worse in daylight. Quite spectacular encrustations, accretions of extinct and active craters, can be assayed around his jaw. Poor boy. I start to suck his cock. He wakes up, happily. He fucks me once more. Afterwards, showered and towelled, he sits looking fresh, if blemished, on the bed and we swap a few words. He tells me he comes from Guangzhou.

         ‘Do you miss your family?’

         ‘Yes, I very miss my family.’

         ‘Do you have good friends in Shanghai?’

         ‘No.’

          ‘Why not?’
         

         ‘I have good friend, but not in Shanghai. He is in Guangzhou.’

         ‘Do you enjoy working as a clerk?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Do you send money home to your family?’

         ‘Yes, because my father and mother is old. He is not work.’

         I spell out that now we need to say goodbye. He starts fumbling for words. The word sorry seems to feature repeatedly. He talks about doctor. We try a bit of Mandarin. I work out that he’s saying he wants to go and see a doctor and get treatment for his acne. Certainly a course of antibiotics should clear it up pretty smartly, so that makes sense.
         

         ‘Yes, yes,’ I say, nodding energetically.

         Yet he still shows no sign of going. He seems to be waiting — and then it becomes clear he wants money for the doctor, wants me to give him money.

         ‘Please, thank you,’ he says, with a kowtow.

         Okay, I go and get one hundred. I hold it out. Zhikang looks at it with furrowed brow. I let the red note drop onto the desk. I’ve offended the guy. He stares at me with an angry pout. He doesn’t want money — he may be poor but he’s proud.

         ‘Sorry,’ I say.

         ‘Not enough!’ mutters Zhikang.

         Quickly it develops that he does want money and that the cause of his anger is that I’m too tightfisted. He spells out what he wants. Four hundred and twenty. A sum precise enough to be plausible as the fee for a doctor, though a theory is now evolving in my mind that he’s really just a money boy. I try to tell him I can’t afford such a sum, since my monthly income is only four thousand. I write the numbers on paper. He’s angrier, scornful. He points at my chattels — my computer, my red stapler, my boots bought from Timberland. Clearly I’m rolling in lucre. I’m beginning to get angry myself, now. I feel taken in, tricked. I tell him more sternly that he’s got to go. He snaps out some sharp words in Cantonese. Next he gets stubborn and won’t speak. Next we feint and parry with scraps of English and Mandarin.
         

         ‘Go now!’ I snap, feeling fierce but also a heel.

         ‘Please, thank you — thank you please,’ he pleads, with another kowtow.

         I try to give him the bum’s rush for the door but though he’s only a slight lad he proves to have a knack for making himself leaden. I can’t even drag him out of the bedroom, let alone the front door. I want to laugh at the comedy of it — at the sulky hooker holding out for his fee, and me at a loss.

         ‘Zhikang — you — must — go,’ I spell out.

         ‘I call police!’ he cries, meaning that he wants me to think he’ll tell the police he’s been abducted and sexually assaulted by a pervert foreigner.

         I shrug my shoulders. Picking up the phone, he punches a few numbers. He glowers at me. He slams down the phone, furious at his bluff having been called. Why should I fret about blackmail? The worst that could happen would be that I’d get told to pack up and clear out — that I’d have to head off home to the clean peace of Pines Beach.

         ‘Three hundred,’ he says.

         Okay, we now seem to have proof of the money boy hypothesis. Proof which, oddly enough, makes me feel a new flowering of pity. Poor little sod. What a life, hooking his way through the clubs of this town. I wish I could give him all the loot he wants and more. However, my own cash really is in short supply and I can’t very well spare even the hundred dropped onto the desk.
         

         ‘No money, Zhikang.’

         He gets angry. He lurches about. I feel edgy because maybe he’ll smash something — maybe he’ll attack my computer.

         ‘Two hundred, and I go!’ he yelps.

         My pity for the kid, plus my growing sense that it’s getting late and that I want to carry on with my day, cause me to grab another hundred and thrust at him the two red notes. He takes the paper warily. He stands in front of me, clutching those crinkled scraps. We eyeball each other. Now, suddenly, I just want to melt. The poor boy. What a bastard of a life he’s been landed with. I lead him to the door. At the door, having put on his shoes, he throws his arms around me and clings to me again, like that baby possum with its fluffy mum — fingertips digging into my biceps, head cocked against my neck, kisses pattering onto my skin.

         ‘I love you,’ he whispers.

         I shove him out. I shut the door.

         All those guys fuck me during these restless days. I don’t fuck any of them, by the way. Not once do I fuck. Why not? I wonder, obscurely. Years ago when first I started fooling around with blokes what I wanted was to fuck, not to be fucked. I was a top. Now it seems I’ve become a bottom. Jay did it to me, somehow. Somehow since that very first night at the river village, when he asked if he could fuck me, my whole body wants nothing but to be fucked by a boy. None of these guys is a boy. Zhikang is the youngest, but he’s twenty-two years old. All the others are in their late twenties or early thirties. Old! The sickening truth of the matter is that any guy older than my own beautiful boy now seems to me too worn, too haggard, lacking that special salty sweetness, sweet saltiness, those shiny brown eyes, that creamy coffee skin, his gloss, his lust, his innocence.
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         Carmen looks happy when I catch sight of her swinging through the glass doors of Dante. She wears a fluffy sweater which has been tinted tangerine. Her hair this week has gone orange. She looks not only happy but like a plump pot of marmalade, or —

         ‘Hey, you look like a marmalade cat,’ I say after we’ve smooched and she’s plopped herself down at our table in the window.

         ‘Scarcely surprising, since I’m so besotted with my fluffy bundle of pussy cuteness. Where’s the sugar got to?’

         ‘Here, hiding behind the menu. Coffee won’t come in a hurry, by the way. They’re busy.’

         ‘Mm, well, I’ll just nibble some sugar as an entrée. Are cats cool or aren’t they?’

         I think about cats. Flossy has thrived since she came home to my sis from the pet hospital. My sis has thrived, too. I watch as she begins to munch her way through a straw of raw sugar. I think about Jay. Will my boy thrive? Will I? Carmen, with all her old gusto, looks out the window and scopes the shoppers on the street while crunching through those sweet crystals and thinking, no doubt, about the imminent yumminess of a hot mocha and a chunk of richly creamy chocolate cheesecake.
         

         ‘Cats may or may not be cool, for all I know. Right now can’t think about anything but that boy I threw away.’

         ‘You didn’t throw him away. You opened a door for him, right?’

         ‘Yep, like a dimwit, when clearly I should have kept him stuck in my web.’

         ‘Mixed metaphor.’

         ‘Okay, I should’ve locked him inside the door and swallowed the key.’

         ‘Get yourself a cat.’

         ‘Well, one of the things I got off on with my boy was his smooth bod, and cats do tend to be furry.’

         She grins, showing big strong healthy choppers. At the same time she runs a quick expert eye over the shoes, stockings, skirt and top of a woman who’s just stepped across to the counter — a woman dressed anally, with a too careful correctness. Carmen, shaking her head, turns back. Her grin widens into a broad beam.

         ‘Fur rules! Dad’s dead and cats are cool.’
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         Jay runs into me on one blindingly bright morning in the month of May. Seeing me standing below the skytrain station, waiting to cross a Y intersection, he waves. I’ve just straightened my spine after stooping to pick a pansy — a yellow one. Yellow and purple pansies are flowering in scrappy beds between slabs of concrete. I’m holding the little bloom close to my nose so I can smell its weak scent blended with the smell of diesel, of petrol, and the background bouquet of shit from the nearby sewage ponds. Traffic roars to the east, north, south — and overhead on an elevated expressway. A commuter train roars even higher in the sky, atop mighty stereotyped pylons. Posters pasted onto the base of some of the pylons show mugshots of women and men who’ve been shoved in the slammer for selling dope and failing to pay the right bribe to the cops. The punishment for their crime is execution.
         

         ‘Always am wondering about Matt!’ says Jay in English when I ask him how he’s going and, though he’s poking fun at himself, his words make me want to grind my teeth with jealous rage.

         ‘Why are you wondering about Matt? Aren’t things going well between you two guys?’

         Jay laughs.

         ‘Maybe, maybe not — depends what means the word well.’
         

         How weird that we were once twined together, twisted into each other, one body into the other body, yet now we’re just these mouths making — or not making — words. How does he look today? Clearly he feels some sort of sadness. His sadness is lightweight, however, no more than a thin film of feeling layered onto air. Not like my grief. My grief is a grim black pudding made from the blood of how many knifed breasts, how many wrung necks? Too many.

         ‘Okay, for example, are things going well sexually?’

         ‘Sex! I am begin to hate sex — and cocks.’

         Coming from left field, as so often with this guy. Which makes me aware once more of why I became so besotted with the cute callous bastard. No, that’s not fair. Jay’s never been callous, just young.
         

         ‘Cocks! Why?’

         ‘Oh well — cocks, they’re just cocks.’

         ‘Yes?’

         Knitting his brow, he looks at a group of soothsayers over the way.

         ‘Horses have cocks. Monkeys have cocks. Almost all mammals have cocks.’

         ‘All mammals, don’t they?’
         

         Shabby little folk, the soothsayers with their astrological wheels and cards of augury. They hunch over folding stools, two pylons along from a clutch of seamstresses. Seamstresses whose heads look like balls of oily black twine, rising and falling over wheels of their own — the spinning wheels of treadle sewing machines, dragged out onto the pavement daily. A transistor alongside one seamstress trills with the tinny lyrics of a pop song from Hong Kong.
         

         ‘Matt is a good guy but the problem is, am I compromise myself by take the first offer instead of waiting for a best guy?’
         

         ‘Well, one option would be to drop him and look for another guy.’

         ‘But I still have another option, I can give it up all.’

         ‘Nope, that’s a non-option. That’s sleep, not life. Don’t think so much.’

         He laughs a bit desperately.

         ‘That is the first time ever you tell me not to think, Manfred. Always until now you tell me to think.’

         I look at him, feeling lost.

          Jay stares at a crossing nearby. Words have broken out between two men. One is the crossing-keeper, small and slight, crumpled yet pompous, inside a uniform of military green. A whistle hangs on a string around his neck. The other man is a big solid bloke in a purple T who, having stepped out onto the street in spite of red lights, has found himself yanked back by the crossing-keeper. Their words grow warmer. A crowd of gawpers begins to gather around the blokes. Shanghainese like watching a stoush.
         

         ‘Hey, how are your other classes going lately?’ I ask. ‘You’re still doing great in my class.’

         ‘Very busy from assignments and essays. I try to better my —’

         Sourly, I note that he asks me nothing about myself.

         As he talks my heart keeps bumping. I can’t stop myself from making my left thigh brush against his right thigh. A firm, supple, muscled thigh that feels like meat.

         ‘What did you just say?’ I mumble, having logged out and just now logged back in.

         ‘Dying young can be a happy ending, that’s what I say.’

         Left field once more, leaving me to work out that he’s talking about a student on our campus who topped himself the other day.

         ‘Young men commit suicide only when they’re feeling very low. How can that be a happy ending?’

         He looks at me gravely.

         ‘We all die, so why not die young? A guy who dies young can live a life longer than most of ninety-years-olds in this world. Most people died already when they lost of their curiosity. They just struggling to go nowhere, why live anyway?’

          Knitting his brow more tightly than before, he looks at the crowd which grows thicker and thicker around the two yelling blokes.
         

         ‘Jay, I don’t quite understand you.’

         ‘I talk too much useless things now. I even don’t know if I can understand myself. Just forget it. I better go now, I must to library.’

         The two blokes have begun to biff each other.

         Liar, you’re not going to the library, I tell myself, my thoughts bitter. You just want to get away from me. I swallow hard. Why not speak out? Why not make myself feel still more hurt? Why not keep pressing with my fingernails onto the raw sore? Not that I really need to speak out. Make no mistake, the worst is known already — yet of course one little kid in me, longing for love, wants to think that I’ve made a mistake.
         

         ‘You mean you’ve got a date to meet Matt, right?’ I say with what must look like a ghastly grin.

         Jay seems stumped.

         ‘Matt is at Singapore, for business. He always sending me texts just to say hello.’

         How can I keep him here with me? I can’t! I can feel him slipping away.

         Now the two guys are trying to throttle each other. Their teeth are clenched. Their eyes are goggling.

         Please don’t slip away, Jay.

         The crossing-keeper, having got a good grip around the throat of the other guy, doesn’t know what to do next. You can’t really throttle someone for ignoring a red light, can you? The grip loosens. Jostling, shoving, the two men shamble back and forth while around them the crowd keeps thickening, the watchers keep watching. A small woman of about forty, in a white tailored outfit, makes up her mind to bawl out the big bloke for disobeying the crossing-keeper.
         

         ‘It’s bloody unfair to the poor bastard!’ she yells in Mandarin.

         A cyclist, a young man, also puts in his tuppence worth by shouting at the big bloke in Shanghainese.

         ‘Troublemaker!’

         Often at nights when I’m alone, alone in the Foreign Experts, my mind spins round and round with brooding, barren brooding, about the man Matt. I can hardly breathe for rage. I want to murder Matt. No — no, I don’t. I don’t want to murder Matt. I want to murder Jay. Little fucker. That’s what I keep thinking. Those are my unspoken words. Fucking little fucker. Though of course the fucker in question isn’t little at all. He’s tall. His tallness is part of his power. Oh christ. Oh fuck. Why must he be so tall? Why must he be so quick and clever, and so hot, and so fucking wonderful?
         

         Oh fucking cunty christ.

         I want to scream, to scream and scream and scream — I want to scream all kinds of doltish words. Stop doing this to me — stop hurting me, leave me alone, stop it, stop it!

         Yes, well. The plot’s now been lost. Irony has left the building.

         Worse still, the verb think seems to have ducked out for a fag, too. No hope of thinking my way through anything these days. Outwardly you’ll see me trotting back and forth between classes, or standing in front of my students while reefing off in a style meant to seem scholarly, or seated on my bright red sofa under a greasily fluttery red ribbon, yet inwardly I’m seething, my mind has done a runner, it’s bolted from the world of the here and now and scorched down thronged streets and fetched up at the sleek door of a smart apartment in the French Concession where a young Yank groans gratefully while giving up his throat, his arse, to a cock — a thick cock, a dark cock, a dark thickness, a thick darkness. A cock shafting his arse, not my arse. A cock I want to worship, to serve, to slaver over, to yield myself to, always, endlessly.
         

         What, I wonder, is this hunger for a cock?

         Certainly a cock won’t feed my hunger. It’s a hunger too deep to be fed by a purse of skin swollen briefly by blood.

         Yet my brain keeps unscrolling a scene from a porn film starring Jay. Jay fucking Matt. Matt, who’s young, who gives my boy the hots. Not like me. No, not me. I give Jay the colds. What’s gone wrong with my brain? Why has it shrunk into nothing more than a loveless blob of pulp grovelling inside my skull? I feel myself writhing. I feel myself squirming. I feel my abdomen filled with wind, with cramps. I want to spew. My brain keeps screening a scene in which two ripe arsecheeks, the colour of caramel, can be seen pumping rhythmically. Jay, fucking in the classic missionary way. Matt lies belly down. You can see — thanks to the camera angle — Jay’s balls. Jay’s got big juicy balls. You can watch them now, bouncing up and down, swinging back and forth, while he pumps. Matt groans, needless to say. He moans while the dark cock parts the white arse.

         Cut to a shot of Jay’s mouth, his eyes.

         Jay looks intent, stern. I know that look well. I’d kill for that look. A look as austere as a monk. The look of a young man who feels the whole world at the ends of his nerves while forcing two buttocks to yield, tighten, yield, tighten, yield once more, to his plunges. I want to kill Jay. Killing the boy would get the pain out of the way. Or killing myself.
         

         Murder is marginally saner than suicide, mind you.

         You agree with me, right?

         The crowd at the crossing keeps packing tighter, while the air turns blue with curses. A couple more crossing-keepers come running around a corner, whistles shrilling. Flinging themselves forward, the newcomers grab hold of the big bloke in the purple T.
         

         You do agree with me about murder?

         Jay slips away. The big bloke takes on everybody. He shouts at the two newcomers. He flails about.
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         Carmen has left a few words on the voicemail, I find when I get back to the Foreign Experts.

         ‘Made up my mind today to become celibate and devote myself to opening a home for lost cats. Lots of lost cats in Shanghai. Cats are so much cuddlier than chaps.’
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         INSPECTOR MAO STILL hasn’t turned up with the handcuffs. Nearly four weeks have gone by since the night I did Jay in. The city swelters with the heat of midsummer. I’m seated alone with a beer inside the Foreign Experts, looking up at the louvred vent of the air conditioner, where the red ribbon of threadbare nylon can be seen to waver, wave, as always. My body has just dropped, limp, on top of the red sofa after a trip to the bathroom basin, where the thin red worms are still thriving. Dishwashing detergent and boiling water haven’t killed the worms. Nor has a bottle of ammonia bought at the Sincere Daily Stop. I’ve given up. I’m living with them, now, teaching myself not to freak out at the sight of their writhing but instead to welcome them as my guests. Yesterday, grabbing a magnifying glass from my desk, I stooped over the bathroom basin and did my best to study their wriggly little ways.
         

         A faint wavering. A frail waving.

         Red ribbons waving while wetly white, meaty, tripey lobes of my brain tell my body to run away, to hide, to dive — to dive down below, below swelling water, below those waves cleanly cracking on the sands of Pines Beach.

         Okay, shut your trap, brain!
         

         I’m not running away. I’ll stay. Now, wearing nothing but shorts, seated on the couch thinking about things, I pick at my legs.

         Always in summer when I sit with a book or a coffee or simply my thoughts, while wearing shorts, my fingers find my legs fair game. Warts — the warts that crop up more and more all over you, as you get older, the warts the doctors call senile warts — get picked absentmindedly during these fingertip safaris. Which is not a good thing given that they bleed and grow back worse than before.
         

         I’m not running away. I’m staying, since all I want to do now is think back to my days with Jay.

         You already know what words were put to me by the stocky cop. Words about whereabouts. Words spoken while the flatfoot held a ballpoint in his fist and scratched characters onto a piece of thin greyish paper, gritty with the ash from his Double Happiness.

         ‘Of course you can account for your movements on the night during which the young man disappeared?’

         You already know my answer, too.

         ‘I was with friends at a bar downtown till about eleven —’
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         Drinking at a bar downtown with friends. Well, that’s true. You want to know the whole story? Course you do! You want to know how I killed Jay. Okay. Jimmy’s Bar, that’s the bar. I’m sitting on one glass of red wine at the dim red counter while nodding and swapping words with one or two blokes I know. Nothing happens of any note. Afterwards, I get a cab back to the Foreign Experts. I make myself a cup of tea and sit down with a novel, which is what I’ll later tell Inspector Mao. The tea’s Irish Breakfast. The novel’s Brave New World. Not long before midnight, a phone call. Jay on his cellphone.
         

         ‘I am in the street,’ he says. ‘I wanna fuck.’

         ‘Yeah? Well, I’m not too sure I want to be fucked. Hang on, I’ll come down and meet you.’

         ‘I come upstairs to your apartment, okay?’

         ‘Not okay. I’m coming downstairs.’

         Jay proves to be standing under the lamplight at the corner of One and Two Streets. He’s singing to himself quietly. I don’t know the song. The new noodle-house behind him, locked up for the night, looks glassy. The old noodle-house next door has been locked up forever. Trade fell away so badly that the owners went broke. Now chefs in their white hats can no longer be seen sweating over woks. Where are they? Working in some other hellhole in some other part of town? Last week the old noodle-house had its guts ripped out by a team of workmen, thumping and banging, starting to turn the place into something new, something from which someone — not the workmen — will make money.

         ‘I have been looking at textbooks all day,’ says Jay. ‘Sick of the textbooks! I want to see my Manfred. I miss to talk to you. I appreciate your knowledge.’

         ‘Matt’s away in Singapore again, I suppose?’

         ‘Wrong! Matt is in Hong Kong.’

         We talk a bit more, at the corner of One and Two Streets, and it becomes clear that though he’s in the mood for a fuck he’s not gagging for it, not like me, not at all like me, willing to get down on my knees.

          ‘Let’s walk,’ I say grimly.
         

         ‘Where?’ he says with a shrug. ‘Nowhere to walk — everywhere here the same.’

         ‘Come on.’

         We walk wordlessly for a few blocks down Two Street. We walk for a few more blocks along Four Street. We walk up Seven Street. All streets, on all sides, are walled with dark apartment blocks, row after row, lumpy blocks which stump, symmetrically yet slipshod, as far as the eye can see. Doorways have been chained and bolted with rods of rusty iron. Black bikes, heavy, awkward, have been locked onto the ironwork. Teles can be heard squawking like trapped chickens through the iron rods of windows. A red banner hangs in yellow lamplight. Police and people together keep this neighbourhood safe. Mops lean out of some windows like skinny old women going mad while waiting for their hair to dry.
         

         Jay’s singing a song, another song I don’t know.

         Coming upon the creek, we begin to follow its stone embankment while bats flitter and wheel above the water. Folk are sleeping on the bridges. Mothers, fathers, kids, scantily clad in cotton, lying limply on mattresses which have been dragged out here from nearby dark warrens of apartments — for these folk aren’t homeless, they’re those who have houses, those who are housed.

         We’re stifled, we can’t breathe in this city.

         You kid yourself, don’t you? You kid yourself while poking about in your own little neighbourhood, among those you know. You kid yourself that you’re living somewhere. Yet you can’t breathe. You’re being buried alive in the midst of some labyrinth in Shanghai or Chicago, or Lagos or Lima or London, or Mumbai or Manhattan. Or maybe you think yourself free of the city, housed as you are amidst fertile fields, green groomed tombs, where closely clipped turf is laid weightily across your windpipe, in Kent or Kyushu or Connecticut. You’re dying, yet you kid yourself that you’re alive, that earth feels your footfall. All around and under and over you, though, there’s nothing, nothing but what’s around me right now, nothing but this appalling unrolling limitless lifeless immensity of concrete brick steel glass mortar, on and on and on, kilometre after kilometre, the stereotyped blocks of municipal apartments from the eighties and the stereotyped blocks of municipal apartments from the nineties, the commercial towers and the government towers, the falsely facaded pseudo follies and domes from the start of last century, the upmarket private apartment towers from the first years of this century. On and on and on. And crawling, creeping, ferreting through the midst of it all, million after million of us little forked folk with our two tiny legs, our eyes smarting from the smog, our sore noggins working in overdrive to make fake sense from the chillingly hierarchical mess, meticulously surveyed and sold.
         

         ‘I wanna fuck you now,’ says Jay.

         We’ve stopped at a little set of stone steps which let down to the creek, and we’re starting to make our way towards the water.

         ‘Look at the bats!’ I say. ‘So many of them — what do they eat, do you know, Jay?’

         ‘Have many bats in Shanghai. Don’t know what they eat. The bat is lucky.’  

         ‘Lucky? Oh, I see — you mean bats are thought to bring good luck?’

          ‘Yes. Manfred, I feel sleepy. You don’t wanna be fuck?’
         

         ‘No.’

         ‘Okay, I back to the dorm now.’

         Little fucker. Yep, those words once more, stabbing my brain. Fucking little fucker.

         ‘You could at least make an effort, couldn’t you? You could try to talk me into changing my mind. You behave like you’ve never had to beg anyone for anything, let alone love.’

         Damn, I meant to say a fuck, not love.

         ‘Are you mad with me because your top guy is so lazy?’

         ‘You’re not my top guy, Jay. You used to beg me, you bastard. Have you forgotten?’

         ‘Sorry,’ he shrugs. ‘I back to dorm now.’

         The boy’s bored by my intensity, by my making a meal out of the pros and cons, the to fuck or not to fuck, that is the question. Callous little prick. I see red. I no longer see where we are. Where we are is this steep and slippery stairway over the swiftly running, stinking creek. Above us are the walls of apartment blocks. A few windows glow. One of the glowing windows opens into the room of a young woman studying Japanese at my university, a young woman not known to me, nor to Jay. A young woman who overhears what we say and one day will speak about what she knows to Inspector Mao.
         

         ‘Fucking little fucker!’ I scream. ‘I’m killing you, cunt!’

         Skilful streetfighter that I am, I lunge in a ramshackle kind of way, slip on a Coke can and fall heavily against the stone wall. Jay grabs me around the waist. I want him never to let me go. He stares at me worriedly.

         ‘You okay?’ he asks.

          ‘Leave me alone, fucking little prick.’
         

         Straightening, he no longer looks worried. He looks angry. His mouth sets and his eyes glitter in the lamplight.

         ‘I don’t know what should I say to you!’ he shouts. ‘I think you are the bigger bastard I ever meet!’

         ‘Shut the fuck up! Go and fuck your fucking Yank, fucker!’

         Jay takes his turn at doing the lunge thing, while flailing at me with his fists. Quite clearly he’s as skilled in streetfighting as I am. He thumps my shoulder, my chest. Next he tries to throw me down onto the stony steps of the stairway. I’m fending him off while cursing fiercely. My curses aren’t imaginative — fucker, little fucking fucker!

         ‘Matt agreed to me,’ he mutters. ‘You don’t know what you want.’

         ‘So you talk me over with the fucking Yank, do you, you smart little cunt? Okay, talk over this!’
         

         Jay has the bad luck to be standing on a lower, wetter step than me. Also, although his limbs are supple he lacks my strength, since I’m the one who does the gym workouts. One hard shove from me. He loses his grip, loses his footing. He falls.

         Splosh!

         I know he’ll be okay, the creek isn’t deep — so I bolt, clear out, run away.
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         Now, of course, I know he wasn’t okay. The creek must be deep. Jay’s dead. How did he come to be naked? I don’t know. My boy’s been murdered and here’s me sitting on the red sofa wearing shorts and picking at my legs and waiting for a knock on my door, waiting for Inspector Mao. And now —
         

         Knock knock.
         

         A light knock, not a strong knock.

         Standing glumly, I slap across the floor in my bare feet, grab the handle, throw open the door and find a soft-spoken, smooth-cheeked lass.
         

         ‘Sissy, come in.’

         As always, she looks very girly.

         Thank you, Professor. I hope I do not disturb you.’

         My mind isn’t attuned right now to monitoring the mental state of my students, it’s true, but though I want to keep thinking about nothing and nobody but my dead boy, only two glances are wanted to make clear that my monitor feels anything but cheery. I show her to one of the armchairs. She turns down my offer of a seat on the red sofa — maybe because a sofa ranks higher than an armchair and therefore should be kept free for the professor. I pop out to the kitchen to get her some peach juice and, upon stepping back into the sitting room, check her out before she sees me and can slip on a mask.

         ‘Sissy, you’re not happy,’ I say quietly while handing her the juice and at the same time backing myself into the sofa. ‘Want to tell me what’s troubling you?’

         On comes the mask.

         ‘Still so hot these days,’ she says brightly.

         ‘Very hot. Are you worried in any way about your studies?’

         Perkily smiling with her buck teeth, while pushing back her specs, and perkily shaking her little head — shaking so perkily that a ribbon of glitter and gilt tied onto her ponytail seems about to take flight, to flutter away on gaudy wings like some unknown species of nylon butterfly — she says that she has no worries about her studies. A follow-up question she answers by saying that her health is good. The smile gets still perkier, while the little nylon butterfly tries even harder to fly away, when I ask if all’s well with her family. Perky, perkier, perkiest — and now she starts to cry.
         

         Quietly, I watch her weep, waiting till she can speak.

         ‘I don’t know what should I say, Professor,’ she says after a while, letting out the words slowly, together with small smothered whimpers. ‘My family want that I — that I — my grandfather and my father and my mother want that I —’

         ‘Tell me about it when you’re ready, Sissy.’

         A box of paper tissues proves handy. She spells out, bit by bit, how her family has gone into a huddle with the family of a young man. The two families have made up their minds to work towards a wedding. The young man is in the employ of a finance company, is nearly thirty, and yesterday spent a few hours walking in the neighbourhood park with Sissy. He and she seem to have little in common. The young man likes to talk about cars and clothes and houses and money. Sissy likes to talk about books and dreams. As the afternoon wore on she felt worse and worse. He tried to take her hand but she brushed him away. He tried to kiss her when it was time to say goodbye, but she stepped back.
         

         ‘How about your thoughts, Professor Manfred?’ she says after a short stop to dab at her tears. ‘Already start think me a bad girl?’

         ‘You’re a fine young woman, Sissy.’

         ‘Today I am not fine very much.’

          Ordinarily the poor lass can muster much better English. Now it seems clear she needs someone who knows the world and can help her talk and think her way through this pickle, but it seems less clear that I’m the someone. Quite apart from my being a murderer, someone about to be slung into the slammer, what do I know about Sissy? I know she’s never had a boyfriend. She told me about it last winter when we were chatting together at the river village. I also know that most of my other young women students have never had a boyfriend — let alone done the deed with a boy. Girl undergraduates are kept corralled inside their dorms, with their noses pressed to their books. Boys are kept corralled in other dorms. Dating between girl and boy students is frowned upon by nearly every university throughout the whole country. A girl student spunky enough to buck the rulebook by looking for a boy will often end up out of luck anyway. Guys don’t like a girl to be too learned. Very few men, whether old or young, can cope with a woman having higher grades or a better degree. Colleagues of mine on campus — women as well as men — tell gifted young women students not to be too ambitious for themselves but to look for a good husband and then, having found him, to commit themselves not to their own goals but to supporting their husband’s career and also to the role of mother. None of my colleagues tells gifted young men students not to be too ambitious for themselves but to commit themselves to supporting their wife’s career and to staying home to look after their son or daughter.
         

         ‘Your life is your own,’ I try, though I know my words make almost no sense in Shanghai.

         Sissy lets out a sigh.

          ‘My mother is a primary school teacher,’ she says. ‘My father is doing odds and ends, and I am the glory of the family.’
         

         ‘Hey, maybe you’d find it more helpful to talk to a woman?’

         ‘A woman?’ she says, looking worried.

         ‘I’ve got a friend who comes from Sweden. She teaches in another department of our university. She’s very good hearted. Would you like to meet her? We could have tea here together, the three of us, later in the week. Her name’s Gertrud.’

         ‘I don’t know what should I say. I am grateful to your offer, Professor.’

         ‘So you accept?’

         ‘I am too worthless for so much trouble by two professors.’

         ‘Sissy, do you feel a little awkward at the thought of talking to a stranger about your family?’

         ‘Yes, but I trust you, Professor Manfred.’

         ‘Good.’

         Sissy will be able to learn a lot from the tea party, I reckon. Gertrud has a lover, a woman from Beijing. My hunch is that my gawky young monitor stepped back from being kissed by that guy in the park not out of shyness but from a wish, very likely unknown to herself as yet, to be kissed by a woman.

         As for me, I want to offer a hug to the lass when we stand at the door and say goodbye. Of course it’s not proper. I wave her away.
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          Nipping into the bathroom for a pee and afterwards turning on the taps over the basin to wash my hands, I find that the little red worms have gone. Where? Why? Don’t they like living with me any more? I feel almost lonely. Okay, let’s not get quixotic. Padding out of the bathroom and across the corridor, I settle down at my desk. Paperwork. The shuffling of papers. Computer work. The shining of a screen. Swivelling my head on my neck to look out the window, I see the smutted sides of mildewed apartment blocks against a muggy grey sky. Spinning my body back towards my desk, I start to toy with the red steel stapler.
         

         Knock knock.
         

         Sissy again? No, the knock is much too firm, too strong. Dad? Hah! The old loser won’t be knocking on any doors any more. Of course it can only be Inspector Mao. My heart thumps.

         Knock knock.

         Yet, while it’s a strong knock, it’s not a hard knock.

         Fuck, it can’t be!

         Can it?

         Leaping to my feet, nearly fainting with fear and hope, I sprint to the door. I fling the door open.
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         NOT A SQUAT cop but a slim boy. A handsome lad whose back has been slung with a bright green pack. A tall teen whose long legs slip sleekly down from yellow shorts.

         What the fuck! How can it be?

         ‘Daddy, am I the ghost?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You look like you see the ghost, haha.’

         We’re standing in my doorway on this sweltering afternoon nearly four weeks since I did Jay in. Yet — here he is, here’s Jay!

         ‘What are you —? How come you’re —’

         ‘No doubt that this is a very hard work to believe I am alive,’ he laughs.

         ‘So you’re here, and you’re — you’re okay? You’re okay, are you, Jay?’

         ‘Very okay, Manfred.’

         ‘Come inside, let’s not keep standing here — fuck, this is just — I can’t believe —’

         Jay strides inside. Croaking something about being back in a moment, I go straight out the door and up two flights of stairs to the top landing, where I stand in my bare feet on the fake granite and make myself calm down. Jay, not dead. Me, not his murderer. When I get back, the youngster looks at me in a puzzled way. He’s dropped himself down onto the red sofa. I want to drop myself down next to him, next to those yellow shorts, those sleek long legs. I don’t, though. I sit on the hard armchair where not too long ago Sissy sat telling me how she wanted not to be kissed.
         

         ‘Daddy, I am not the ghost,’ says Jay, gently.

         ‘Indefinite article, not definite article,’ I say. ‘You’re not a ghost.’
         

         He laughs.

         Questions come crowding thickly out my mouth. My mug must look slack jawed. My eyes must seem witless. Jay! Jay? Okay, questions. I ask where he’s been. Up north, he says. I ask what happened. He asks me what I mean. I say I mean the night I shoved him into the creek. He laughs again, happily. He tells me he made up his mind after getting dunked that night to turn his back, to go away. He wanted to go away so he could think. He set off, he says, straight after climbing out of the creek. I ask whether he was wet and cold. He says he was wet but not cold. The water was as warm as the night. He felt hurt in his heart, he adds, but not his body. Money in his wallet was only a little wet, so he took a train to Wuxi. Did he stay in Wuxi? He stopped there for no more than a few hours before hitchhiking all the way to Xuzhou. What did he do in Xuzhou? Wandered about aimlessly for a few days, he says, before catching a bus to Tai Shan. How long did he stay at Tai Shan? He stayed until yesterday. What did he do at Tai Shan? Visited temples and climbed sacred peaks, he says. Visited and climbed and thought, he adds. He wanted to be a hermit for a few weeks. He’s proud of himself for knowing the word hermit. He says he knew he was behaving badly by not sending any word to the school or his parents but he didn’t want to talk to anyone, only to think over everything.
         

         ‘Everything?’

         ‘Everything.’

         ‘Do your parents now know you’re safe? They must have been worried out of their wits.’

         He tells me he saw his mother and father yesterday when he stopped off in Nanjing. He asked their forgiveness for having been so thoughtless. A few stern words came his way, after which he was let off the hook and told to get straight back to Shanghai. On his way out the door he picked up the young cousin he talks about so often. The cousin had been fretting about Jay and said he wanted to come along for the weekend.
         

         ‘My cousin is studying in a best middle school in the city. He is young but he is strong and energy full.’

         ‘You’re very fond of him, aren’t you?’

         Jay nods. I feel somehow jealous.

         ‘My cousin grow up yery fast. Now he has more taller than me!’  

         Needless to say I don’t give a flying fart for the bloody cousin. All that matters to me is my Jay. He turns out to know all about the police search. He’s spoken to the university authorities, who have spoken to the cops, and the search has now been called off. So it would seem that never again will my doorway be darkened, my apartment smoked out, by Inspector Mao. Oddly, the thought makes me feel slightly sad. I find that I miss Inspector Mao.  

         ‘So, okay — so, Tai Shan? You — a hermit!’
         

          His eyes light up. He starts chattering about the Temple of the Princess of the Azure Clouds. He talks about trees. He talks about butterflies, birds. He talks about poems inscribed into the stonework on top of Tai Shan.
         

         ‘I spend the weeks on climbing mountains. I love the forest and mountains so much. I took lots pictures. Wanna see?’

         Grabbing his backpack, he starts poking about.

         ‘Later, Jay. I just want to — to look at you. I mean, you’re — we thought you were —’

         I can’t say dead, since in this country it’s bad luck.
         

         My mind jumps now to the body found in the water, the rotted carrion found where our creek feeds into the Huangpu. Who was it, if not Jay? Some unknown young man. Someone else’s son or friend or cousin or lover. I wonder whether the case will still stay open for Inspector Mao.

         ‘Okay, later,’ says Jay.

         ‘Good. Hey, are you thirsty? Are you hungry?’

         He waves my words away.

         ‘I wanna talk with you, Manfred. I think about you when I to Tai Shan. I think about you every day.’

         ‘About — me?’

         My body feels, suddenly, as though all its bones have been pulled out. I feel filleted. Quickly my mind sees that woman flopped in the heat on a deckchair, her head under a damp yellow towel, on my first night in this city.

         ‘I am crazy for you, Manfred.’

         My body bucks.

         ‘What? But — but what about — about Matt? You were pretty crazy about Matt.’

          ‘I get more from you than from Matt. He is an okay guy, but ordinary. I think about it. I think a lot, at Tai Shan. In fact, I really don’t like Matt so much. I prefer to stay with you and talk, and look at each other, and maybe love each other.’
         

         I stand, step across to the red sofa, and sit down. I take care not to touch. I stare into his eyes.

         ‘Jay, you lost all interest in me when you started dating Matt.’

         ‘No, I don’t lost all interest. I feel very angry to you and your doubt about my love for you. I am hurt when you tell me to look for other guys. I feel the policy is so unfair! I fear to think about if I fail to win your heart. I feel strange and impatient. It is very hard to be patient. I even want to kill you. But always I respect you. Sometimes, I consider, maybe I will take suicide if you left the world earlier than me, Manfred.’

         He stops, and knits his brows.

         I keep staring into his eyes. I can’t believe these wonderful words, of course, since they’re so exactly the words I’ve been wanting to hear. How can I believe what seems to be a licence to be happy? How can I believe that he’s here, that he’s not that cadaver found in the river, that he’s alive — more than alive, bursting with life?

         ‘So now what?’ I say gormlessly.

         ‘Wanna you fuck me,’ grins Jay.

         ‘That’s no answer, Jay. You mean you want to fuck me just as though nothing’s gone wrong?’

         He grins wider.

         ‘No, I wanna you fuck me. You are not only in my heart but I want you inside my body.’
         

         ‘What? Me fuck — you? Jay, we can’t fuck. Nothing’s changed. We’re not fit for each other. I’m too old. You’re too young.’
         

         He stops grinning. He bends towards me, and he begs.

         ‘I love you. I wanna be yours forever. I think about it at Tai Shan. I will take lots of energy to yourself. My love will make you feel young and much resource to your living. Please, I wanna you are forever mine, Daddy.’

         I don’t want to kiss him. Not yet, anyway. I want to work out what, and why — while looking into those bright brown eyes, and seeming to hear the throbbing of a ship setting out to sea, nosing with its prow towards waves, swells, and seeming to see a red ribbon flickering, red worms thriving, white shells below damp sand sending little spouts of water up towards their own graveyard where can be seen the dead shells of their forebears scattered between wet embedded life and a cold empty dryness of sky. I climb a suspended steel walkway and see streaming traffic and a catwalk of red carpet across which white domes come wobbling, domes of gossamer. Pouting heads pop from the top of the gossamer. Overhead, held up by helium, hangs a red lycra banner advertising skin whitener.
         

         ‘What about your exams?’ I say, still more gormlessly. ‘You’ve got exams in a few days and you haven’t studied for them — you’ll fail all your papers.’

         Once more the grin.

         ‘The student loves when the professor worry.’

         ‘Hey, by the way, what have you done with your cousin? You haven’t left him outside in the street, have you?’

         ‘I tell the cousin to wait at the dorm. He’s waiting there, no problem, Daddy.’

         
         Taking the young man by the hand, I bend forward to kiss his lips.

         Knock knock.
         

         What the —? Who could that be now?
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         YOU’RE RELIEVED I’M not a murderer, aren’t you? You know, now, that no cop carrying warrant and handcuffs will come knocking at my door. Well, you don’t know. Not really.
 
         Okay, let’s set a scene.
 
         Pines Beach. High summer. A hot sun. A hapless son. A son whose mind has become knotted with thoughts about his dying dad. A dad who wasn’t a whole man, or even a holed man — a man who was a hole in my heart. When I was a son I had to be my own father, not too handily. And when I was a man myself, myself a father, I had daughters not sons. Somehow my chest always ached for a son. I wanted to hold a boy. I’ve always wanted to hold a boy, the way I wanted to be held by Dad — though only now do I know it, and back in those days the thought of it would have made me burn red, a hot red, from shyness.
 
         Or a hot red of rage.
 
         Rage is what makes you do it, isn’t it? Murder, I mean. Almost always it’s rage that makes anyone a killer.
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         Let’s go back to that day I’ve told you about, the day before his death, the day last southern summer when I visited the old man in his room at the nursing home during the afternoon of a whipping wild northerly. A humdrum day. I visited him. He was asleep. I drove home to my cottage. I felt restless. I went for a long walk. After ending the walk and getting back to the cottage, what next?
 
         ‘Right!’ I say to myself, jumping into my rented car.
 
         Rubber wheels roll.
 
         Hedges, highways, a hot gusty wind. Suburbs. Swinging down an avenue, and around a couple of corners, I drive past Palm Grove. I park the car a block further on. Swiftly, silently, I pad along the pavement with rubber-soled trainers and up a concrete-kerbed driveway. Sneaking into his room the way I did earlier in the day, by way of the unlocked glass door, I find him asleep.
 
         My nerve would very likely fail me if I were to find the coot awake.
 
         Quickly, my eyes flick over a red skull lying helpless on its fat white pillow. He’s snoring, the old man. Of course I can’t bear to look at him for long, so my eyes fly across the room, checking out each corner before settling on the smooth sheen of a syringe on a shelf. How could anyone look? Really look, I mean — look at that man in the flesh.
         
 
         My own flesh creeps at the thought.
 
         Never can I think back to a time when the sight of my dad didn’t make me want to spew. I haven’t quite told you that, have I? Not in so few words. Well that’s because it’s not something that makes me feel too good. Never can I think of a day, from today all the way back to my earliest childhood, when I didn’t feel sick at the sight of my dad.
         
 
         I’m two years old. I’m seated in the back of our Chrysler. We’re driving through some suburb. Dad holds the steering wheel. I’m behind, bouncing in the back seat with my brother. My eyes light on the back of his neck. The back of his neck is creased, crisscrossed with a sort of spidery web of fine wrinkles. Stubble, left by his last bout with the barber, strikes up through the skin. I feel sick. The sight of the back of his neck makes me feel sick. Why? I don’t know. Why should I feel sick at the sight of the finely creased neck of the easy-going man who drives so uncomplainingly, who works so hard and for such long hours to pay the many bills of our household? Not only do I feel sick, I loathe him. Why? I don’t know!
 
         He was a good dad, wasn’t he, by his own light, the light of his day? A young fellow, his face ruddy, his hair gleaming and glossy. A young chap swinging his lower leg, weighted with one of his nippers, a little kid squealing excitedly.
 
         Ride a cock horse 
         
 
         To Banbury Cross … 
         
 
         Who was that young fellow? Who?
 
         Pines Beach during the summer holidays. Magpies warbling. Kids playing. Me, a skinny little boy seven years old, standing with my war comic rolled into a tight tube — not a peg tube — at the bus stop, while watching a row of weary dads home from a day’s work. Dads stepping down a little steel stair onto the dusty shingle. My own dad ducking his head at me, awkwardly. Me  chirping at my dad. Me following my dad, and chirping some more, until I know my mistake.
         
 
         ‘Sorry, mister.’
 
         Years have gone by and how many hundreds of thousands of dollars have been wasted on keeping him just alive? Operations, the attention of surgeons, the patience of nurses, the wheeling about by orderlies, the scouring by cleaners — all of it paid for by the rest of us, not by Dad. We pay. Kids pay. Hundreds of thousands that could’ve been spent on little kids, on helping sick little kids to be healthy, or lonely little kids to be loved.
         
 
         Selfish old prick.
 
         My eyes light on the plastic photo album he filled with pics last year. I flick through it. I come to the snap in bright colour showing my dad dressed as Santa Claus. An old man, skin stretched thin across sunken skeletal cheeks. An old man, with jutting bony jaw. White nylon fur has been stitched, fake and itchy, around the cuffs and the brim of the elf’s hat, gnome’s hat, of gruesome Santa Claws. A red nylon jacket, open at the neck, has been spruced with a white nylon cravat. Dad would never have let himself be seen dead in a cravat before the days of the greedy cancer, the hungry black crab. Now, however, the white fabric sits folded to mask his stoma, to lend an air of faux-dashing gallantry to the croaking rake, to rasping gasping old Cancer Claws.
 
         I can kill Dad. I’ve worked out a way.
 
         His peg tube, that’s the way. I’ve watched the old fool, right? I watched him just the other day. He took pains to sterilise his hands and then to flush the peg tube with sterile water. I won’t need to worry about those little tasks! Next he took hold of some slimy slop called Jevity Plus. He filled his syringe. Anxiously, by way of the peg tube, he squeezed the slop into his belly. I felt an urge to grab hold of the gear, then and there, and with one fierce squirt let a whole damn dose shoot down the tube. Of course I kept seated sedately. Dad squeezed out the last drops. He set aside the syringe. He flushed the peg tube once more with sterile water. Next, the head of his bed had to be lifted thirty degrees and kept at that angle for at least one hour to make it less likely that something would go wrong with the dodgy plumbing inside his sunken old trunk of ribs — less likely that he’d breathe the slop into his lungs.
         
 
         I fill a syringe with nothing worse than cold water. I squirt the water into his belly. I fill the syringe once more. Working quietly, I squirt syringe after syringe of cold water till his belly bloats into a sort of melon — like the belly of that guy outside the bar my first night on the tiles last year in Shanghai. The stoma starts to bleed.
 
         I tidy up. I check that the room looks orderly.
 
         I slip away.
 
         Out on the street, instead of climbing back into my car, I break into a loose run, pelting, with flailing arms, across the blacktop of the suburb.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         Not that I run too far — only a few blocks. Afterwards, sopping with sweat, I shamble back to the rented car. I stick the key into the ignition. The car rolls off on its wheels of thick rubber, rolls a killer back to his hideaway.
 
         An email awaits, from Jay.
 
         ‘China is in rainy days. Chilly and damp. U know I always feel cold in the early morning, wanna hold ur body.  Always I think of u, ur handsome face ur grey hair ur blue eyes. I always ask myself how do I seem in ur eyes. U know everyone has his own story, his struggle to his fate. I am just one of the human beings on this planet. I have my happiness, my dreams and sadness, everyone has his own. Is love a dream for both of us? Will we be apart finally?’
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               [image: ]
               

            

         
   
         SO THAT’S WHY I’m frightened by the latest knock on my door. Cops, once more? Inspector Mao, come on behalf of Interpol? Could the chain-smoking detective drag me off to the clink — me, the parricidal son of a cancer-ridden, cock-horse-riding, chain-smoking dad? Or could my dad himself come knocking on my door, as I feared at the start of my story? Could the old coot come in the shape of a sorrowing ghost, knocking with gnarled goatish knuckles? Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t think I could swear that I really did kill Dad.

         I’m kinda losing touch with reality, you could say.

         I’m sorta losing the plot.

         Knock knock.
         

         Or even if I did bloat him up that night with water by way of his peg tube, maybe that might not be why he died. Maybe he was going to die without any help from outside.

         So maybe I’m still not a murderer?

         Opening the front door slowly, still reeling with what my boy has just had to say — I love you, I wanna be yours forever — I find no cop. Nor do I find my dead dad. The knocking knuckles are smooth and youthful, the knuckles of a boy. A smiling boy. A slim, tall boy. A boy who looks like an angel — who looks like Jay. Only he’s taller than Jay. Anyway, Jay’s in the room with me already. Isn’t he? How can this boy who looks like Jay be Jay?
         

         ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ says the angel, smiling boldly.

         ‘Er, hello. Who —?’

         The angel laughs, and behind me so does Jay.

         ‘My cousin,’ says Jay, running to the doorway. ‘This boy is my cousin, Sun.’

         Yet another Sun. So many Suns in China. You need to know that this one isn’t young pudding-faced Sun the interpreter and student of Kafka. Nor is he nice Mr Sun, the friend who took me to the turtle dinner. Nor is he young Dr Sun who treated me for food poisoning. Nor of course can he be small round nodding bobbing Dr Sun the head of my department. This is a new Sun — a rising Sun — an out-of-this-world Sun. He wears a tight tanktop. I ache to roll up, peel off the thin fibre of the tanktop and kiss what must be taut smooth skin, what must be a cheekily winking navel.

         Why? Cause he’s beautiful, he’s dazzling.

         ‘Oh. Hi, Sun.’

         Jay, speaking Mandarin, teases his cousin about how he was supposed to stay on campus. Sun answers laughingly that he got sick of hanging around and wanted a walk, and that only by accident did he come upon the Foreign Experts. He knew his cousin was calling on the New Zealand professor, so he sprinted straight up the stairs.

         ‘Here, go and eat,’ says Jay, slipping him the rumpled red paper of a note for one hundred yuan.

         As for me, I’m standing there stunned.

          ‘Sun, you’re tall for someone still at middle school. How old are you?’
         

         ‘Sixteen,’ say both boys.

         They laugh, enjoying the way they’ve spoken in unison, and as they laugh I’m reeling a bit more. Sixteen years old. Which means, by our way of reckoning, fifteen years old. A kid. I’m fucked. What can I do? Standing stranded, gawping at the laughing boys, I can see how manlike my own boy looks compared with Sun. Jay’s jaw is too heavy, too crude, the skin too coarse, too thickly peppered with fine black dots where he should shave. Jay’s not a boy — he’s old. He’s too old! My mind’s eye flips to show me myself as a boy of fifteen — a boy of fifteen, lonely and unloved. Now, looking at Sun, I want to bend tenderly to that boy, hold him warmly —
         

         I’ve fallen in love. A love never before felt for anybody.

         Not for my dad. Not for my daughters. Not for my ex. Not for Jay. Hot, frantic, terrifying. All alarm bells are ringing. All red lights are pulsing fiercely.

         Warning! Stop! Abort! Run!

         Run away.
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