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​There were only so many times I could get upset in airports. I finally hit the wall during a return trip from Metro Manila to Taipei. Roughly my third year abroad. It was a routine journey, my sixth round-trip in four months. The taxi to Ninoy Aquino International Airport (IATA code: MNL) took the Skyway toll road, so we cruised over most of the snarling traffic. Checking in for the flight was painless. Things went a bit sideways when the Philippine immigration officer said she couldn’t find room for the exit stamp in my passport. “Your passport is full, sir,” she said. “You need more pages.” What are we gonna do about this?

The officer was within the range of her rights, and by that, I mean she could have found somewhere for the exit stamp, but she wasn’t obligated to do it. In this case, she chose to force the issue—and make no mistake, it was a choice. Some immigration officers are fussy about finding a new page or a wide-open space in your passport. Others don’t give a shit, stamping at the first available open slot. Who cares if it overlaps a little bit? Currently, the officer holding my passport cares.

This was the first and only time I allowed procrastination to jeopardize my freedom of movement. I knew I needed new pages added at the U.S. “embassy” in Taipei. Should’ve done it. Didn’t. Simple as that. 

I pressed my forehead against the glass partition of the officer’s cubicle and begged, “Can’t you please find somewhere to squeeze it in? Please?”

She blinked slowly and continued thumbing through the pages. Ten seconds later, she looked up, scrunched her mouth, and abruptly left the cubicle, heading for an office with a big IMMIGRATION CLEARANCE sign above the door. She disappeared inside the office, and I heard a few groans from the line of suckers waiting behind me. Five fucking minutes later, which, in that scenario, was a goddamn lifetime, the immigration officer returned to her cubicle, thumbed to the last page of my passport, and found a spot for the exit stamp. No words exchanged. Her face said, “Move along, buddy.”

Walking toward the security checkpoint, I had an epiphany. Whatever the fuck just happened had nothing to do with me. And I shouldn’t waste another moment thinking about it.

I routinely flew a budget Southeast Asian airline that can’t be mentioned by name. But an inquisitive reader could probably figure it out with an internet search for TPE>MNL>TPE. The airline was (and remains) infamous for shoestring service and flight delays, and the Taipei–Manila milk route was notoriously late, coming and going.

The flight in question was scheduled to depart MNL at 10:40 p.m., and I didn’t show up at the check-in counter until 9:45 p.m.—just before the cut-off—because I knew this fucking flight was gonna be late. It was 10:10 p.m., our scheduled boarding time, when the immigration officer finally stamped my passport. It took maybe 10 minutes to get through the security checkpoint. I sauntered down to Gate 105 and saw the usual crowd sitting around, waiting to board. Y’all aren’t going anywhere. As I reached the check-in kiosk, I noticed our return flight—the actual 737-700—wasn’t parked at the jetway.

A gate agent picked up the intercom and began a familiar refrain. 

“Attention, passengers on Total Trash Airlines Flight Go Fuck Yourself... Your flight to Taipei has been delayed. Which one of you dumbshit budget travelers didn’t have that on your bingo card? The new departure time is two hours from now, so sit tight, you poor, sad, ignorant fools.”

Terminal 3 at MNL was one of the few airports in the world (to the best of my knowledge) that still had a bar-slash-smoking lounge inside the terminal, on the departure concourse. You could smell that motherfucker when you cleared security and turned the corner at Gate 112. Many Asian airports had smoking lounges on the departure level, but they were generally covered/outdoor extensions of the terminal, like polyps encroaching on the tarmac. This joint at MNL Terminal 3 served booze, too. It was one of the most disgusting places on earth. Even if you’re a pack-a-day smoker, this place made you question your commitment to existence. Have you ever been painted with a sheen of nicotine? You walk out of there with a spray tan of carcinogens. A patina of second-hand tar. It gets in your skin and orifices. Count 24 hours before you regain a sense of smell. Send your travel outfit to the dry cleaners when you get home.

I settled in the smoking lounge, cracked open multiple cans of San Miguel Light, and lost myself in the haze of first- and second-hand smoke. 

Three hours later, all the lounge patrons—passengers on the same flight—got up and made their way to Gate 105, where Flight Go Fuck Yourself was now ready to board. Shortly thereafter, I heard a boarding announcement drift across the terminal. 

“Now boarding Total Trash Airlines Flight Go Fuck Yourself to Taipei....”

The smoking lounge staff knew me because I’d come through Terminal 3 once a month or more. We weren’t on a first-name basis, but they gave me special “attention.” I tipped well, handing out 100-peso notes like business cards. Eye contact was enough to get a fresh beer in my paw. Sometimes, the server brought me a new beer by intuition. It’s been ten minutes. This joker is ready for another one. They were always right.

It was 1:30 a.m., and Terminal 3 was empty except for the flight crew, a skeleton roster of airport janitors and airline desk agents, a handful of immigration and security personnel, two employees of the smoking lounge, and passengers of the flight to Taipei. The next arrival was the 5:45 a.m. flight from Dubai. The next departure was a 6:00 a.m. flight to Seoul. There was zero activity up and down the concourse except for the knuckleheads at Gate 105, which was the most remote gate of the terminal, so insignificant it was forced to share a bay with Gate 106. A high-context message from the transportation overlords: This flight, its passengers, and this airline are beneath our contempt. And it was reciprocal at Taoyuan (Taipei) International (TPE), too. This flight always docked at the gate furthest from immigration and baggage claim. We faced a 10-minute slog through the terminal after arriving three hours late at four in the morning.

Anyway, the smoking lounge server approached and said, “The flight to Taipei is boarding, sir. That’s your flight.”

The bartender chimed in, “You should go now, sir.”

It’s impossible to say how many beers I had in the tank. Call it more than a dozen.

“I’m not going anywhere until they come looking for me.”

The server yelped and laughed, and the bartender said a bunch of shit in Tagalog. They cackled for several minutes until we heard, “Attention, Total Trash Airlines passenger Charles Birch on Flight Go Fuck Yourself, please report to Gate 105. Charles Birch, please make your way to Gate 105.”

I had already checked in for the flight, gone through immigration and security, and checked in again at the gate, so Total Trash Airlines knew I was in the building, somewhere. If I decided to bail on the flight, there was only one exit from the terminal: back through immigration. You can’t retrace your steps and go back to security. “My bad. Changed my mind.” The polite thing is to tell the gate agents you’re not gonna make it, but word from immigration would get back to Total Trash, eventually. It can be a nightmare for the airlines. I’d seen this “missing passenger” scenario many times (and I’ve bailed on flights at the last minute, too). When somebody checks in but doesn’t show up at the gate of an international flight, they always go looking for ‘em. So, I knew they weren’t leaving without me, or at least, without sending a couple of gate agents for a thorough scrub of Terminal 3.

I motioned to the server kid for another beer and said, “Are you guys waiting for me to leave so you can close up?”

The bartender said, “No, sir, we’re open twenty-four hours.”

“Yeah, get me another San Mig Light.”

Two more announcements called for Charles Birch within two minutes, by which time I’d almost drained the can of beer. A pair of Total Trash Airline gate agents, male and female, came careening toward the smoking lounge—I could see them through the floor-to-ceiling window. The male gate agent opened the door to the smoking lounge, immediately covered his face with his left forearm, and said, “Are you Charles Birch?”

“I am.”

The gate agent jerked his right thumb toward Gate 105 and said, “Let’s go, sir.” Get on the fucking plane already.

All passengers were seated with their carry-on luggage stowed in the overhead compartments when I strolled onto the 737-700 and plopped down in seat 5C, the beloved aisle seat where I routinely sat. The flight attendants quickly finished up their pre-departure checks and sealed the doors. Sitting in 5A on the window, a middle-aged woman looked me over and sighed.

“Sir, we’ve been waiting on you,” she snipped in English with a Filipino accent for extra scolding effect.

I lolled my head to the left and said, “No, you haven’t.”

∗∗∗

Missing Flight Go Fuck Yourself wouldn’t have been the end of the world for me. It was kind of a dick move to make the gate agents fetch me from the smoking lounge, but I didn’t have a goddamn thing to do with the fact that we were gonna arrive in Taipei after four o’clock in the morning. My little stunt didn’t cost anybody more than a minute or two and a quick jog down the terminal.

Perception is personal; perspective is objective. The moment I stopped taking things personally, outcomes became negligible.

∗∗∗

By far, the most terrifying moments of my life occurred when I had no choice but to concern myself with outcomes. Throw in some questionable life decisions, too. It’s fucking hard, man. I’m 7,000 miles away from anybody who can help if something goes wrong. I can’t trust anybody except my wife. Every issue in my life, from paying the internet bill to getting a loan, is far more complicated than it needs to be—because I’m a foreigner, and depending on where you’re at, foreigners can’t be trusted, either. In the Philippines, I have a Rule of Threes:


	Wherever I want to go, it will take three times longer than it should.

	Whatever I want to do, it will be three times harder to make it happen.

	Whomever I trust, they will fuck me over three times harder than I thought possible.



The rules aren’t necessarily there to follow. Their true purpose is to provide a cleansing sense of relief and hope when shit works out in my favor. In other words, when it doesn’t take 45 minutes to make a 15-minute trip across town. Or when the taxi driver doesn’t turn off the meter and say, “Three hundred pesos.”

∗∗∗

According to a study by the United Nations, roughly 3.5 percent of the world’s population lives outside their country of origin (this number includes migrants who leave their home countries under shitty circumstances). While most of the planet’s 8 billion people live within 100 miles of their birthplace, 200 million are far from home. Forty million people willingly live and work outside their home countries—a group of expats now called digital nomads. 

If every (voluntary) expat moved to a hypothetical and dystopian new city-state—call it Expatria—we’d be the 37th most populated country (just behind Canada, slightly larger than Uzbekistan). And, with the rise of remote work and the so-called “digital nomad” movement, expat numbers—at least, those of us who’ve chosen this lifestyle—are more connected than ever. The world is increasingly smaller, with benefits and drawbacks like everything else.

Perhaps you’re thinking about (or thought about) an opportunity to live abroad. Before I left on this hallucinogenic odyssey, I fucking wish someone had shared with me what I’m about to share with you. 

It may start trite and clichéd, but stick with me for the payoff. Knowledge is power, but a lack of knowledge—in terms of traveling—can be a lethal weapon living in your suitcase without you realizing it. Learning about your destination is clearly in your best interest before you go. Do more research than just picking up a Lonely Planet travel guide. The more you know, the better. I mean, really dive in. Learn some of the language—basic phrases and survival vocabulary. Saturate yourself with knowing your destination before you arrive. Do that. It’s important. However, if you don’t know yourself, there will be trouble. You need to know your strengths, weaknesses, and, above all, your limits. There will be a test. You’ll take it several times a day.

∗∗∗

After nearly two decades of living abroad, I have many beliefs and opinions about expat life (and life in general), but I only know two things beyond a reasonable doubt. Only two.


	Every expat experience is unique. 

	The expat life isn’t for everybody.



Every expat experience is unique.

We all have reasons for living overseas. We all have our stories and dreams. And that’s where things can get ‘precious.’ Some of us don’t see the forest for the trees. We’re on different wavelengths, walking personal tightropes. This guy was stationed at an Army base in Okinawa during the Korean War. That girl is running her Only Fans online shell game from a studio apartment in Chiang Mai. Here’s one of the hardest lessons of long-term travel: Nobody gives a shit about your story unless it’s condensed into a few sentences like an elevator talk. Other expats might be interested if our goals and personalities align with what we’re manifesting today, right now.

My expatriate journey was prompted by an off-hand comment from a friend, a natural curiosity about the world at large, and a profound sense of nothing to lose. I’m still here because of the lifestyle and the weather. I’d rather relax than rush, sweat than freeze, and four seasons are two seasons too many.

That’s pretty much it. Everything else is filler. But it’s my journey. And I’m happy to share some ups and downs, spills and thrills, what-have-you. For some people, there’s a difference between long-term travel and expatriate life. Long-term travel implies the intention of returning to a place of belonging, a home. Expat life implies the establishment of a home away from home, maybe never going back to that original “home” again. 

The expat lifestyle isn’t for everybody. 

Traveling can be challenging in general, but moving overseas or to any foreign country is not a universal experience most humans enjoy, like laughter or sunlight. As referenced in a previous paragraph, your definition of home is unique.

Many new expats make the mistake of “bringing [wherever you’re from] with you.” I learned the hard way. Don’t bring San Francisco to Taipei. It doesn’t fit in your carry-on, and it’s not allowed in your checked luggage. Think about everything you take for granted—who you know, what you eat, where you live, when the sun comes up, and why—and throw it away. Your hometown rules and regulations don’t apply in foreign countries.

Don’t expect to find a Taco Bell in Mexico. Don’t expect Olive Garden service in a Taiwanese night market. Metro Manila has its own version of Walmart, but don’t expect the same selection of products. Embrace the unfamiliar. Welcome the dis-ease. Get comfortable with the idea of being uncomfortable. It dissipates after a while, but it never fully goes away. The key is finding appreciation in the few surprises that work in your favor. And if that’s not your vibe or mindset or whatever we’re calling it these days, then don’t do it. Stay home.

∗∗∗

What do you know about passports, visas, immigration law, taxes, vaccinations, SIM cards, roaming charges, wi-fi hotspots, VPNs, VOIPs, ID verification and public health tracking mobile apps, transportation, hotels, travel strategies (high season vs. low season, etc.), geography, mail-forwarding services, the Air Quality Index (AGI), foreign cultures and languages, currency conversions and international personal finance (wire transfers, ACH, etc.), bank fees, advance access codes, FBI clearance checks, criminal records, birth certificates, transcripts, notaries, fingerprints, lawyers, corruption, or loneliness? 

What do you know about failure? Have you ever been discriminated against because of your nationality or ethnicity? Where are your college transcripts? Who’s your emergency contact? What’s your experience with natural disasters? It might sound romantic until you’ve experienced an earthquake, typhoon, and volcanic eruption—in the same week. 

What are you going to do about your snail mail? What about all your stuff? Are you just gonna put it in storage? Are you coming back? What about your family? Your pets? Your friends? Are you on any medications? Do you have any health conditions? Does your destination have universal health care? Can you get universal health care or at least some affordable health care?

More questions. Once abroad, you might make friends and develop local relationships—form a solid social circle with “lasting bonds.” But where are you gonna be next year? Where is Oscar gonna be next year? What about Keiko? 

Much of life is transactional and ephemeral. In this transient state, there is one strong probability: no matter how long you stay in a place, you and some of your short-term friends are likely to part. For example, I’ve lived in Taipei for three years at this writing. Dozens of expat friends have come and gone. Too many to count. It would be easier to list the people who are still around. The rule in all expat circles is if you’re not on the island, you don’t exist.

∗∗∗

An ambitious and earnest Taiwanese cram school student once approached me at the end of a book launch party in Taipei. His goal was to attend an Ivy League university. It seemed to him that some people thrived abroad while others floundered. He wanted to know if there was “a secret to living overseas?” 

The kid had me on the spot, but it was uncanny how I’d always wanted someone to ask me this question because I thought about it a lot.

I replied carefully, “There’s more than one secret—probably ten or more,” I said, making air quotes. “But you’re asking why people fail.”

The student nodded. 

“Living abroad is like getting into Harvard,” I continued. “The acceptance letter isn’t the real challenge. It’s what happens when you show up —moving to Boston, starting classes, meeting new people. The real secret is understanding what it means to be a foreigner and learning how to acclimate—or not.”

Improvisational philosophy is probably not my forte, but the cram school student on his way to Harvard may have been onto something else, and I wasn’t bullshitting him. There are quite a few secrets to living overseas. Many secrets are revealed by answering questions like: 

How good are you at being uncomfortable for long periods?

Another correlating and primary secret of expat life is empathy for the immigrant, i.e., you don’t know what it’s like to be a foreigner until you’ve been a foreigner. I’m not talking about spending a week in Jamaica or France or wherever you think about when you think about foreign places. Here’s the secret part: You must acknowledge and accept this reality. You’re an alien. All forces are against you. Nobody except other aliens will be on your side, and even some of them will be against you out of spite, ethnicity, or some other pretext of bullshit. People will get upset just looking at you. There will be times of extreme mental fatigue. You will, at times, feel psychologically tired of being a foreigner.

A similar condition, known as traveler’s fatigue, signals the end of the “honeymoon period” for any given journey. It’s when shit stops being interesting and starts being tedious. Culture shock can be a mind-bending, kaleidoscopic feeling of complete unease. It eventually wears off, and disorientation becomes familiarity, to a certain degree. There are some things about living in Asia that I’ll simply never get used to. For example, eating rice at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And then there are things that I don’t think twice about anymore, like not tipping Chinese taxi drivers.

Expat fatigue is when the exotic appeal of the expat lifestyle has long since disappeared from the rearview. People define a place, not palm trees or downtown streets. Everybody sleeps, eats, works, fucks, and fights in random order of importance. The only seminal difference between city life in Taipei and San Francisco is simple geography. You could say, “Oh, life is so much different in Taipei because...” and I would let you finish the sentence and say, “Yes, but it’s really all the same.”

∗∗∗

Janet says it sounds like I’m complaining when I talk about expat life, and I get it. She knows I’m not talking to her. All expats have individual reasons for adopting the lifestyle, but once you’ve committed to a long-term stay in a foreign country, your initial motivation is moot. Acclimatizing to the culture, adapting to society, and establishing the foundations of your future will be primary concerns. Humanity, in all its beauty and gore, is nothing if not resourceful and binary. We find a way to make shit happen—or we don’t.

This condition of foreigner fatigue could be an advanced case of homesickness, but I’ve been home several times in the past three years. Each trip, it took about 2–3 days before I started thinking, “Same old story here,” and I couldn’t wait to bail out. The truth is, I like my life abroad. The essence of fatigue doesn’t necessarily keep me from going out and enjoying myself or taking care of business. There’s a dull, gentle gnawing at the edge of my consciousness—a resignation of the inevitable alienation in daily life.

Several overriding factors weigh on my psyche and cause fatigue, a combination of influences that blanket my waking hours. This alienation affects my decision-making processes at home, work, and in my relationships and social life. I don’t look like everybody else. One’s ethnic identity and/or physical appearance creates a cultural barrier that, in some cases, is nearly impossible to overcome. In a foreign country, genetic identity defines your place in a society you can never honestly and truly belong to. We must take ownership of our physical appearance and focus on our target audience. But I’m fucking gassed from the ennui of explaining my origins and ambitions to yet another slack-jawed local—who, by the way, has every right to be curious.

Speaking strictly to Asia, if you’re not Asian, you will never be counted as Asian, regardless of how long you live here. First and last, I’m a foreigner—nothing more. Forget all those “honorary” tags.

Considering the equation: foreigner = not one of us, and therefore, not to be trusted, I’ve struggled with a corresponding question: 

Can genuine friendships be formed with local people in a foreign country? 

The answer is: yes, it’s possible and usually in your best interests to make friends with locals. Friendship evolved as a survival mechanism, allowing early humans to improve their chances of survival by forming close bonds with others who could lend support, protection, and cooperation in times of crisis or need.  The heart of the question is: Can I trust this person, and more importantly, will they ever trust me? Not trusting people is perhaps the most tiring part of the whole expat experience.

I don’t believe anything. Not on a first telling. Nobody can ever be telling the truth—the truth will be telling to me.

∗∗∗

Trust and friendship are the most important and (oftentimes) most elusive aspects of the expat lifestyle. If you ask me, trust is number one with a bullet. 

Trust in people was elementary for the first 40 years of my life. It wasn’t until moving to Taiwan that I learned why that was stupid and naïve. Expats in Asia are somewhat of an invasive species. It’s foolish to think the locals are genuinely receptive to our presence. To mitigate this lack of trust, guard your present and future resources from strangers; avoid transactions involving anything of value. I don’t trust money to anybody who doesn’t work at the bank. A small percentage of people can be trusted, but I recommend that you don’t put too much faith in anybody. That’s a cynical place to be, but I gotta be there. It’s the anti-friendship survival mechanism. I’ve been burned too many times.

Living half a world away from what I used to call “home,” being alone genuinely means something. I’m not talking about loneliness here. Consider your support group of family and friends (and co-workers, too). The people you can call when you need help with small but consequential situations (i.e., ask for favors).


✓  Moving a piece of furniture/appliance

✓  Ride to/from the airport/auto shop/hospital

✓  Locked out of the house/apartment/office

✓  Ran out of gas/car trouble/in an accident

✓  Borrow a power tool/picnic table/dinnerware

✓  Help with a minor home improvement project



Most fresh-off-the-boat expats don’t have immediate access to a support group. I didn’t. Friendship has often been more important to me than family until I started my own family.  Trust and friendship must be found and nurtured with reciprocity. Otherwise, good luck finding somebody to hold a spare key to your apartment or help you get rid of an old refrigerator.

∗∗∗

A coffee shop called Café 55 occupied the southwest ground-floor corner of the Knowledge Press building. The café was owned and operated by a Taiwanese woman around my age named Margo. She lived in Canada for 10 years before getting divorced. Her English was excellent, and she was exceedingly kind and helpful. We met on my first day at KPHQ, and I went to Café 55 twice a day, every day, for many years. Margo usually opened at 7:00 a.m. and closed around 3:30 p.m.

After moving into the dorm, I spent more time at Café 55, getting to know Margo and her assorted crew of friends and family who frequented the shop. Margo and I became good friends. We had dinner several times. I helped her younger brother translate his business plan from Mandarin to English. At any rate, Margo asked questions every single day, mostly about current events, especially Taiwan, the U.S., and, of course, China. I had to bite my tongue many times to avoid coming down on the offensive side of controversial subjects.

Margo was friendly from day one, and I had no superficial reason to doubt her motivations. But several robots like Susie the accountant, Ms. Wang, Slurpee, Deborah, and Gretchen were regular customers at Café 55. Subconsciously, I understood the communication pipeline when I saw Susie eating her breakfast one morning with Margo sitting across the table.

Most of Margo’s questioning had nothing to do with Knowledge Press. Now and then, she’d ask me something about Captain Felix, e.g., “What do you think of Felix?” and “Do you think they treat you well?” Margo was such an amateur. I knew she was fishing for information to feed Susie. Invariably, I spoke highly of Felix, Daisy, the job, and the rest of the crew, never badmouthing anybody because I didn’t trust Margo with any variation of “truth.” For example, the fact that I fucking hated Sherry, and sometimes, I wanted to strangle Captain Felix and Daisy. There was always a glint of disappointment in Margo’s eyes when I answered a softball question with nothing but positivity.

About a year into my tenure at KPHQ, a robot named Becky got fired for working with a different company on a side hustle. The reason for her termination was “espionage.” Felix branded her a “spy for the competition.” Becky was a part-time teacher and editor who worked for Sherry, and, for a brief period, I unwittingly helped Becky pull off the caper. She fed me testing material to edit and repurpose for the cram school students at Zhang Yi English Academy, except she gave it to her boyfriend’s online school. This was terrible because she did it on the clock at Knowledge Press.

When Becky got caught and fessed up, I was absolved of blame because I genuinely didn’t know what she was doing. But that planted a seed of doubt in the Captain’s mind. With zero evidence, he started wondering if Charlie was stealing KP material and working with other companies on the KP dime, too. 

The day after Becky got canned, I went down to Café 55 for my usual iced coffee at 3:00 p.m. Margo made small talk while I posted up at the counter. Maybe two minutes into the conversation, Margo asked, “What do you do all day?”

I knew exactly where she was going with it. I scratched the back of my head and said, “Well, it depends on the project. Sometimes I’m writing, sometimes I’m editing, and sometimes, I’m researching.”

“Is Knowledge Press the only company you work with?” Margo asked.

Come on now, Margo. You gotta put a little more thought into this crap. I replied, “Occasionally, one of my friends will send me a resume or their kid’s college application essay. I don’t charge anybody for that.”

“Do you ever work on that stuff while you’re at Knowledge Press?”

“Of course not! I do it on my own time. Just like when you asked me to proofread your new menu and advertising. And the language exchange with Xiaochi’s kids. And your brother’s business plan...”

Margo blinked, thrown off. “Oh yeah. I forgot about that.”

“Right, so why are you asking me about this?”

Her head wobbled slightly. “I—I—was—just curious.”

“Here’s what I think happened. Susie came in this morning and told you about Becky getting fired, and Susie asked you to ask me if I ever did any outside work on KP time. She was acting on orders from Felix, ostensibly to see if I would slip up and say something self-incriminating. Is that about right?”

Margo leaned toward the food prep area away from the counter. “I did hear about—that teacher—from—from Susie.”

“That’s what I thought.” I spun around on my heels and headed for the door.

“Don’t be mad at me,” Margo called wistfully.

I stopped at the door, looking over my shoulder and smiling. “Don’t worry, Margo. We’re friends. This doesn’t change anything.”

The next morning, Captain Felix rolled into the office and hit me with his standard three-part greeting, “Charlie, so good to see you! Do you need any help? Is there anything I can do for you?” Whether it was good to see me or if he intended to help me or do anything for me were matters of severe rhetorical contention.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I asked with more than a hint of sarcasm, fixing the old man with a determined stare.

Felix cleared his throat, sat down at his desk, and idly shuffled through a stack of mail previously opened by Lloyd or Susie with a letter opener for his easy access. He unfolded a bank statement, perused it for a moment, and went, “Hmmph.” Suddenly, he felt the cold, accusatory stare from across our desks. “Charlie, what’s bothering you?”

“Do you really think I would be trying to pull the same bullshit as Becky?”

He switched to shuffling papers from accounting, not making eye contact. “Becky...? Who’s that?”

“The girl you fired on Monday. The spy.”

“Oh, right, right...”

“If you think something is going on, just ask me. I’ll give you a straight answer. You know me. Don’t send one of your minions to flush me out.”

The Captain probably didn’t understand what I meant by ‘minions’ and ‘flush me out,’ but he quickly realized his underhanded sleuthing had been acknowledged and, more to the point, was not appreciated. A passive grin spreading across his face, I continued, “You did it with Daisy. You did it with Lonesome Carl. And now, Susie and Margo. Don’t send your spies to verify or blow my cover. I don’t have a cover.”

“Who’s Margo?”

“The woman who owns Café 55.”

“Right, right.”

Swiveling to the left and squaring up with him, I said, “Ask me anything.” We made direct eye contact. “Anything at all.”

He leaned forward and asked quietly, “Do you smoke marijuana?”

“Yes.”

“Did you smoke this morning?”

“Yes.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Felix said, “I thought so. It has a strange odor. I can smell it on you.”

“Well, now you know for sure. See how that works?”

∗∗∗

Living outside the U.S. for the first time, the culture shock forced a complete reset of my perception versus perspective. As time went on, I began to appreciate my outsider status. It was funny because, as a Western foreigner, you’re mostly held to different standards and play by different rules, just as in some places, you pay a “foreigner tax” for goods and services. In a few cases, being a foreigner works to my advantage. People are far less likely to engage me in bullshit small talk or ask for my help. Taiwanese cops are far less interested in my comings and goings, not because I’m never up to no-good, but rather due to the language barrier and subsequent contingencies when detaining a foreigner (aka paperwork and administrative headaches like finding an interpreter). However, this “special treatment” is an ephemeral benefit that has little influence on my daily existence and certainly does nothing to alleviate the major factors weighing me down.

I got used to keeping my real opinions about political and social issues to myself—issues that ultimately affect my life—simply because I’m not a citizen. Nobody wants to hear what I have to say about extrajudicial killings or crumbling infrastructure. “You’re a foreigner. What you think doesn’t matter.” My contribution to the economic framework of society is negligible and easily replaceable.

You’ll never see me walking around with a smile on my face. My guard is always up, no matter where or what. I’m constantly looking for cracks in the surface, listening for sounds that indicate a foreigner has been spotted in the wild. If somebody is walking behind me for longer than 30 seconds, I slow down and veer off the path to let them pass. When I’m walking through the neighborhood at night, I’ll suddenly stop in the street, turn around, and loop back in the other direction, making sure nobody is following me.
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