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“I just want to find one good woman and settle down. Maybe even start a family. I don’t want to keep chasing this fucking dragon anymore.”



– Year of the Ox & Tiger (Chapter 12, “Summertime and the Living is Queasy”)



​​

Early morning, January 11, 2012, I was drinking iced black coffee on the patio at Café 55 when Janet sent me a text message: “He’s been moving around quite a bit this morning. I think he’s coming.”

Two hours later, Janet went into labor, and her best friend, Desi, rushed her to the hospital. At 4:36 p.m., Janet gave birth to an 8-pound, healthy baby boy we named David James. Desi and Janet’s mother, Rosa, were present during the birth. Simultaneously, I was 35,000 feet over the Pacific Ocean, cruising in a 737-700 headed from Taipei to Manila. Arriving at the hospital around 7:00 p.m., I found Janet resting peacefully in bed. Several minutes later, a nurse led me to the incubator and held my newborn son up to the glass. Overwhelmed with emotion, I thought, “Thank God he got his mother’s hair.”

A few days later, we brought David back to our studio apartment at Prince Plaza in Makati (Metro Manila) and began the fantastic journey of parenthood. Friends and family came around to meet the kid. We were engorged with love and pride. Chinese New Year of the Dragon fell near the end of January, allowing me three consecutive weeks at home before I returned to work at Knowledge Press Ltd. in Taipei.

When Janet got pregnant, a massive chunk of selfishness cleaved like an iceberg from the glacier of my consciousness. Having a child was such a deliberate step outside my previous comfort zone, but my acceptance and optimism were surprising. I thought I’d mourn the loss of independence from true responsibility, but I embraced the change and anticipated some of the challenges ahead. I was fuckin’ terrified, but in a good way, just like when I moved to Taiwan without a motive or a clue. Except this time, other lives were at stake.

Billions of parents are familiar with this experience, so I don’t think I’m anything special. My story is unique by circumstance, and nearly identical to yours, as a parent, in its foundation. Parenthood is the paradox of learning how to stop being so selfish, while submitting to the selfishness of a biological imperative to procreate. Regardless, you have one job: Keep this child alive. And that’s it.

Overnight, I became afraid of heights, like an aggressive form of paternal acrophobia that came out of nowhere. I’d never been afraid of heights, but now, I’m having dreams about falling off a building or stepping off a cliff. It nearly ruined my daily life. I couldn’t get too close to the edge of the KPHQ rooftop without fighting off a panic attack. I always sat on the aisle in airplanes, but now, I couldn’t bear to peer out the window after takeoff. Even crossing an elevated pedestrian bridge triggered a mild wash of terror if I looked down.

With a growing family, I needed more money, and I knew it wasn’t coming from Captain Felix. He had me treading water. Fortunately, he was flexible about time and travel, so I strong-armed him into signing a written agreement. For every 50 days in Taipei, I could spend 10 days in the Philippines, resulting in 7–8 round-trips or 70–80 days per year, a decent number of vacation days. Felix graciously added a TWD$10,000 (US$330) travel allowance. It wasn’t a bad deal; it just wasn’t going to get any better in Taiwan.

Felix knew something about money and power that most of us will never get to appreciate firsthand. Nobody truly understood the logic of the Captain’s approach to generosity, charity, and thrift. He frittered away millions to family, friends, and the occasional random petitioner, but bitched about hotel room prices and paid most of his employees in peanuts. He leased a brand-new luxury sedan every year but wore the cheapest shoes he could find. He bought expensive shit to impress people, but couldn’t have cared less about personal possessions. Daisy used to say, “He’s cheap in all the wrong ways.”

I never asked Felix for a handout, but I couldn’t possibly remember every time he handed me an unprompted and unsolicited pile of cash. Dozens of times, amounts from US$50 for a hooker to $10,000 as a wedding gift. “You ask for nothing,” Felix said, “and you get everything!” His generosity came with strings, but I don’t think he ever realized that I knew he expected something on the back end. By accepting the money, my name was added to his back-pocket list of favors, and depending on the amount of money involved, the return on favors had no limit. And that’s why Daisy said, “I don’t want his money.” However, oftentimes, the Captain’s random generosity found me when I needed it most.

Loans were a different story. Felix aggressively ‘loaned’ money to so many people. I can’t tell you how many fucking times he asked, “Do you need any help? I can loan you some money.” He loaned me money once, and he was almost sad when I paid him back. That meant he could only ask a favor on the concept of the loan itself, which, frankly, didn’t get much traction. And eventually, Felix ran out of favors in my wheelhouse. I paid him back the $3,000 loan with the same stack of bills he gave me, and I never accepted a loan from him again.

As an employer, Felix didn’t believe in annual reviews or pay raises, so salaries were set in stone. After four years at KPHQ, I was making 650 Taiwan (US$22) an hour. Chump change. I approached Felix several times about getting a raise, but he said, “I pay writers 650 per hour. That’s the going rate in Taiwan.”

I told him that my buddy Ken (Never-Kenny) Sloan was getting 750 an hour plus paid vacation, sick leave, and a 401K. 

Felix said, “That’s a government job. They pay higher rates.” 

My options were limited to: (a) work 12-hour days, 6 days a week, (b) find a government job, or (c) wrangle an additional source of income.

The Captain was out of town when I returned to KPHQ in early February, and several weeks passed. Where is this guy? He finally showed up in the control center, and he seemed happier than usual. Getting rid of Daisy did wonders for his overall attitude.

We went out to dinner that night. Felix wanted hot pot, so I suggested my favorite spot in the night market. The joint was packed, so we sat at the bar, side by side. Felix was a great dinner companion, among my all-time favorites, and it was good to get him in a one-on-one setting. We discussed Janet, David, and the future. Ever persistent, I asked for a raise, which Felix flatly denied by saying, “Move them to Taiwan and save a lot of money.”

“I’ve been with you and the company for four years.”

“Has it been that long?”

“We’ve been through thick and thin. I don’t think 750 an hour is asking too much.”

Felix stammered, irritated, and pointed to the street. “Do you know how much those people are making?” He was referring to the average robot at KPHQ, not random people on the sidewalk, but theoretically, the question was appropriate for most salaried employees in Taiwan.

“Yeah, so? They can’t do what I do.” Waving my chopsticks in front of my face. “Genuine white monkey, man. The Real McCoy.”

“You can’t do what they do,” he snapped, “at twice the price!” Felix considered me a luxury at roughly US$3,000–4,000 a month, double the going rate for an average robot.

A predictable knot of angst formed in my throat. “And why would anybody want a foreigner doing rote translations?” I sneered. “You can’t compare me to them. What about all that Authentic Yankee bullshit?”

“Move your family to Taiwan,” he barked, pointing at the bartop. “You can live in the dorm. I won’t charge you rent.”

“Sir,” I said, shaking my head, “that’s not likely to happen.”

“Why not? I can help you. I have friends up here and down there.”

I rattled off a list of familiar reasons: the language barrier, the cultural barrier, family, friends, etc. Felix stopped listening about 20 seconds into my spiel.

“I pay writers 650 Taiwan per hour.”

“Dude, I’m more than a writer! Are you kidding me right now?” I leaned away from the bar, insulted.

“You can work some overtime. Work as many hours as you want. Or you can go down to the school and teach the conversation class.”

I sighed and said, “I already work on Saturdays.”

“You can work Sundays, too, if you want!”

“How about if I start charging you by the project or book? A flat rate. I’ll give you an invoice for every book. Fair prices. I’ll work from Manila. Just like Polly in Korea. I’ll return to Taipei every other month. On my own dime. No more travel allowance.”

“I need you in the office where I can see you. Where I can reach out and touch you. You’re no help to me in Manila anymore.”

“Right, right. OK.” I put a hand on his left shoulder. “But how about this? You tell me when you’re gonna be in the office, and I’ll be there. But otherwise, what’s the point? I can do the work and clock my hours, but if you’re not in Taipei, neither am I.”

“That won’t work for me.”

“Why the fuck not?” I removed my right hand from his shoulder and put both hands on top of my head for several seconds. “You’ve never given me a good reason. If you’re not here, why do I need to be here? It doesn’t matter where I’m producing content. It only matters, as you’ve said so many times, that I get the job done. I mean, if Deborah or somebody has a question, they can send an email during office hours. Just like Polly. I’ll answer within minutes. When you need me in Taipei, I’ll fly in with a four-hour notice. I don’t get it.”

Lord, I was really leaning into Felix, but it felt comfortable. He didn’t care because my passion didn’t change anything.

“You got me sitting there like a dummy, waiting for nothing to happen.”

Felix didn’t reply. We ate in silence for a few minutes. I flagged down the server for another beer and a fresh pot of hot water and lemon for Felix. The server returned with our beverages, and Felix started talking again.

“Charlie, I have important news,” Felix said, turning slightly towards me. “I’m going away for a while.”

I turned to face him. “What does that mean?” Gulp.

“I’m going to the States for a month and play it by ear. Mainland China, for a while. I’m not sure yet.”

I blinked slowly, nodded, kind of frowning. “Hmm, alright.”

“If you need any help, Lloyd is here. He can help you.”

“It’s good that you’re getting out of town. So many monkeys on your back. You need a break.” I rested my chopsticks on a plate and cleared my throat. “Just a reminder about our agreement...?”

“Do whatever you want, Charlie. This is your home.” He gestured with both arms across the bartop. “We’re your family now.”

“Good to know.” I locked eyes with him as Felix kept shoveling food. “Any reason why you’re going away?”

“I need to leave Taiwan for a while. I’m over... I’m over... I can’t think of the word.”

“Over-exposed?”

“Yes! That’s it. I’m over-exposed. I need to go away for a while and lie low. Stay off the radar.”

“Who’s gonna run the schools?”

“Tragic Barbie, Mr. Pez, and Serena will run the schools. Gretchen will oversee the publishing house.”

“Well, I’m gonna miss you.” I would miss him, just a bit.

Felix smiled. “Let’s take a trip when I get back. Have some fun. Go somewhere special. You need more adventure.”

∗∗∗

Felix denied me a pay raise, but I found multiple loopholes in the KP system to maximize my earning potential. There’s more than one way to skin a cat, Felix. Unbeknownst to my obsequious benefactor, I started working a side hustle last year.

Jeffrey taught an elite college prep class at Zhang Yi English Academy (ZYEA), but taught English full-time at a top-tier, rich-kid private school in Taoyuan. Jeff had recently been named head of the Taoyuan school’s United Nations Delegation Committee, associated with the Goodwill Ambassador Program for high school students. Jeffrey’s main task was coaching his students to compete in the nationwide conference. The annual contest consisted of a series of speeches in English and a stage play presentation (for lack of better terms) based on a topic supplied by the Ministry of Education, corresponding to U.N.-favored initiatives like climate change, fast fashion, environmental degradation, migration, and poverty. The students were supposed to write the speeches and develop the core concepts of the stage play.

Jeffrey’s students were high performers, but their spoken and written English skills were not quite championship caliber. The school had never won the contest, placing second several times, so it was time to summon a ringer. They were motivated. After years of watching me from the KP and ZYEA periphery, Jeffrey asked for my help, which I flatly refused the first few times. But he wore me down, and honestly, I’m glad he did.

Before Jeffrey’s U.N. gig, I ardently refused to take freelance work like private tutoring, writing, or language exchange because it was technically illegal. If caught, I could lose my Alien Resident Certificate (ARC) and work permit. I saw people fuck around and get pinched. My associate, Stephan Bellinger, got deported and blacklisted from entry for one year, which was more than enough to scare me straight.

Jeffrey’s pitch and persistence found me at the right time with a baby on the way and a keen understanding of how Felix operates. Jeff made an offer nobody in their right mind would refuse. The gig started in November and ended in May. It had the potential to become a long-term arrangement—if they won the contest.

With Felix out of the picture, my official workload dwindled to almost nothing, so I spent most of my time on personal projects and Jeffrey’s U.N. bullshit. Also unbeknownst to Felix, I’d been keeping meticulous notes during my first three years in Taiwan, and I was eager to crystallize some of the stories into a book or books or...? Soon, I’d start a blog and pursue other freelance gigs. Much of it on the KP dime.

I didn’t feel good about wage theft, but they left me no choice. From experience, asking for work would be another self-inflicted injury. They let me know when something needed to be done and left me alone if I kept my mouth shut. I lived by a Japanese proverb, “The nail that sticks out gets hammered down.”
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​The Bittersweet Freeze
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One morning in late April, Year of the Dragon, I breezed into the KPHQ control center and found an envelope from the Illinois Department of Public Health on my desk. Snatching the envelope from the desktop, I shuffled into the marketing office where Lloyd sat, smiling and nodding at his cell phone. 

“Charlie,” he snickered instinctively on sight. “What’s up?”

Holding the envelope suspiciously by its edges, I asked, “Where did this come from?” Stupid question. Jerry Mouse brought the mail every morning.

“In the mail this morning,” Lloyd replied. “Why? Isn’t that for you?” He groaned softly.

My limbs trembled, my knees wobbled softly, and my brain throbbed like a bong rip after 10 beers. “No, it’s for me. Charles Birch. That’s my name.”

Lloyd cocked his head. “Are you OK?”

“I’m...perplexed,” I said, staring at the envelope, checking every detail. “I’m just surprised it got here with the correct address. Doesn’t happen every day.” How many letters and packages were sent to Thailand and rerouted to Taiwan with a big purple stamp because the sender didn’t know Thailand and Taiwan are two different places?

Lloyd stood up, looked at the envelope, and said, “You’re right. The American postal system. Foreign address.” He crossed his index fingers in front of his face. “Doesn’t work so good.”

“And phone numbers,” I added. God forbid your phone number included a country code other than +1.

Lloyd tapped the envelope. “You gonna open it?”

“Not right now.”

“Good news or bad news?”

“Could be both.”

Six months earlier, I sent a request and paid a fee to the Illinois DPH for copies of my original birth certificate, as per law. In 2010, the State of Illinois changed its adoption laws. Public Act 96-0895 allows adopted adults (or surrendered individuals) born in Illinois on or after January 1, 1946, to request a non-certified copy of their original birth certificate. This means adopted children (now adults) can access the document, including identifying information like the names of their birth parents. This act also allows birth parents to specify their wishes concerning contact and the release of their identifying information.

The envelope in my possession most likely contained a copy of my original birth certificate and, vis-à-vis, the names of my birth parents, but, for that moment, I didn’t know what to do with it. I returned to my desk and sat in silence for several minutes. Do I open this and get my heart broken again, or leave it be? The envelope vibrated in my hands. I opened the top desk drawer and gently placed the envelope inside. Closing the drawer, my hands were shaking, my heart skipping beats like a broken record, and I disassociated from the surroundings. Forty-four years of wondering could finally end, if, and only if, my birth parents didn’t opt to have their names redacted from the original birth certificate. My inner voice said, “Just fuckin’ open it, man. What are you waiting for?”

The envelope contained a single copy of my original birth certificate and a two-page letter explaining the good and bad news. My birth mother appeared on the certificate. Charlotte Ava Hoffmann, 19, of Monticello, New York. My biological father didn’t.

∗∗∗

Despite what I’ve said about being a “white monkey” and the Captain’s version of “The Real McCoy,” all that bullshit aside, what really earned my keep at KPHQ was my ability to figure things out. I could find shit. I could connect more than a few dots to complete a picture. If something wasn’t right, Felix counted on me to sniff it out.

Over the years, Captain Felix coaxed me into “secret missions” that involved running background checks on investment partners, tracking down his ex-wife’s shell corporations, recovering a decent chunk of money in the Philippines, and scaring the life out of two foreigners using KP materials in China—to name a few memorable missions. I had access to several data networks, like LexisNexis, that could track down just about anybody on the planet. Learning how to find people was fun. Most of the time, I gave Felix the information, and whatever happened after that was none of my business. And, as Felix said, I got the job done without complaining. He had no idea how many hoops I had to jump through.

On a scale of 1 to 10, finding Charlotte Ava Hoffmann had a solid 6.5 degree of difficulty. Preliminary searches were futile. I was surprised by the number of Charlotte A. Hoffmanns in the world. After several dead ends, I turned the focus onto her family in New York State and got a direct hit: a local newspaper obituary for Donald Hoffmann, 67, of Monticello, NY, my maternal grandfather, who passed away in 2006. Everything fell like dominoes. I verified that Charlotte had been married, divorced, and remarried, and no longer used her maiden name. Alive and well in Daytona Beach, Florida. Her Facebook page offered a flood of information. Within an hour of opening the envelope, I tracked down almost every living member of her immediate family, including my younger half-brother, sister, aunts, uncle, and cousins. Her hometown was a two-hour drive northwest of New York City, near the Catskills. The extended family was scattered along the East Coast. Several hits in Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina.

Janet emailed earlier in the morning, and when I didn’t respond, she sent a text: “Where are you?” I never missed a morning message, so I knew her mind would be doing somersaults. Stepping out of the office, I called Janet with the news.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Nothing right now. I need time.”

“You found her on Facebook?”

“I got everything. Home address, email address, phone number.”

“Where is she?”

“Florida.”

“What’s her name again?”

“I’ll send you the link.”

“That’s great, honey. I’m very happy for you. How do you feel?”

“I’m still in shock.”

Later that evening, I started writing a letter to Charlotte Ava Hoffmann. I wrote about my life and how I found her. Maybe it was the wine, maybe it was the heat, but suddenly, I felt dizzy. My energy drained like a sink. I flopped down on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

Throughout the day, I was waiting to feel something. Some emotion or consolation, at least. But I couldn’t. There was no joy or sorrow. No sense of enlightenment, only a numb realization. This doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t solve any problems or offer any resolution. In that moment, I accepted defeat. I would never reconcile my thoughts with my emotions.

Whenever I don’t know what to do, I don’t do anything. So, in other words, I knew what to do. Nothing.

Imagine your life as a building constructed by your experience, and its height is the number of years lived. For example, if you’re 35 years old, your building is 35 stories tall. The interior of the building is your consciousness, and the exterior is your perception. Now, picture yourself standing on the roof of your building. Look around. What do you see? More buildings? Suddenly, the floor disappears from beneath your feet, wiped from existence, leaving you suspended in the air. You aren’t falling, but there’s nowhere to go. There’s no elevator. You can’t walk to the nearest skyscraper and knock on someone’s window. You’re just stuck there, 350 feet above the ground. Unless the building magically reappears, you will remain suspended in nothingness like a bittersweet freeze. The entire structure of my existence vanished. Everything I knew up until that point was false. Or maybe it wasn’t.

My mother, the woman who raised me, Margie Birch, always used to say, “Be careful what you wish for, because you just might get it.” 

Meanwhile, I didn’t tell anyone except Janet. She asked about it every so often, but she didn’t press me. As the days passed, I tried and failed to put Charlotte Hoffmann out of my mind. Every time I looked at David, I thought, “How could I give this kid up for adoption?” and I couldn’t conceive of a circumstance. But just because I couldn’t think of a reason didn’t mean there wasn’t a perfectly good explanation. All these years later, that’s all I wanted to know. What happened?

For the next two months, I pondered and occasionally wrote letters of introduction to Charlotte Ava Hoffmann, but never sent them.

The revelations of putting a face to a name continued to be a force field of ambivalence. Convinced that I would never know my birth parents, my character leaned heavily into the realities of adoption and the mystery within. Having this long-forbidden knowledge didn’t feel right or good. Human nature provided us with a set of emotional defense systems that keep us from being overwhelmed, like a wall that protects us from enemy invaders. Certain situations in life are too powerful for words, and your emotional barriers are breached. It’s strange how both grief and joy can make a person cry. But this situation had me stuck in limbo.

Eventually, Janet gently pushed me to follow through, so I resumed working on a letter to Charlotte. Otherwise, I might have procrastinated for another two months, maybe longer. Janet’s argument was biased in favor of our son. Didn’t he have a right to know his ancestry? Wouldn’t it be nice for him to know both of his grandmothers? My argument was that finding Charlotte might be good for me, but would it be good for her? Janet countered with, “Yeah, but she left her name on the birth certificate; your father didn’t. I think she wants to be found.”

On July 7, satisfied with the results of countless rewrites, I mailed the letter, a fast-paced outline of my life with an emphasis on the birth of my son. At the very end of the letter, I wrote:

One part of a riddle that’s haunted me for 44 years has been solved, but I don’t know what to do with it. From what I’ve been able to gather, you’ve done well for yourself and have a couple of beautiful children. Believe me, I wouldn’t want to disturb your life by trying to be a part of it. Maybe I’m your dark family secret, maybe not. I don’t know. I’ve given it a lot of thought. Maybe your husband doesn’t know. Maybe your kids don’t know. That’s your business, and I have no intention of getting involved.

If I could ask anything, I would like to know about the biological father, if possible. Any information would be completely confidential.

It is almost impossible for an adoptee to imagine what a mother must have felt about giving up a child, and then to have the kid come back and find you... Maybe it’s better to let sleeping dogs lie? I’m not sure I want to ‘wake the dogs.’

Today, Janet reminded me of a personal motto: Expect nothing, never be disappointed. And with that in mind, I say: Here I am, hello, tell me about yourself if you care to, here’s my contact information, feel free to use it.

Very truly yours,

Charlie Birch

greasychuck@jmail.com

+866-975339301

∗∗∗

With the waiting came the wondering. Would she respond? How would she respond? I was so used to not knowing that it didn’t matter. Another day in my never-ending world of “What if?” I’d done my due diligence. It was out of my hands. Expect nothing, never be disappointed.

A week later, I received an email from Charlotte Ava Hoffmann. She was pleased to hear from me and accepted my invitation to continue the conversation. She wrote at length about her life and her family, which had now come to represent my family, if only on superficial and genetic levels. She explained the circumstances of my birth and subsequent adoption, expressing the deepest regret for having made that fateful decision so long ago.

I must have re-read the letter a dozen times, waiting for some sort of emotional reaction. And I waited. Again, I couldn’t feel anything and wasn’t going to feel anything. Welcome to uncomfortably numb. I wasn’t happy or relieved or angry. It left a huge blank spot in my consciousness. When I thought about my wife and son, my ability to feel would return. The feeling of love would swell in my heart until my mind drifted back to Charlotte.

Granted, I was happy to learn about my brother and sister, aunts and uncles, several cousins, a grandmother, and even a niece and a nephew! There was a lifetime’s worth of information to take in. As requested, Charlotte wrote about my biological father, Thomas, and described how I was conceived. It’s not a “fun” read. Here’s an excerpt from that email:

During that summer working at the diner, I met two men who both worked at a nearby hotel: John and Thomas. John was a clerk, and Thomas worked as a barber. I was always smiling and outgoing, and I developed a huge crush on Thomas. To me, he was “the older handsome man” who paid attention and flirted with a pretty girl. We never really dated or saw each other outside the diner until one day late in the summer, I got off work early, and he had a break and asked me to go for a ride with him. I was thrilled.  But as I said, I was naïve. For one day with an older man, I traded my innocence and received in return a child, and what seemed like a lifetime of guilt. I was guilty of betraying my parents’ trust at that time, and of course, I did not realize the consequences of my actions until almost two months later, when I realized something was very, very wrong. I was scared to death to tell my parents, and a girl I worked with was the only person who knew of my problem.

I told Thomas of the problem, and later, I remember John coming back to me and apologizing for his friend. Thomas said that I was a liar and that I should grow up and deal with it, and then they left the hotel at the end of the summer. I never heard from them again.

I finally had to tell my parents, which devastated them. But as with any close-knit family, we had to deal with it. Rather than send me away to distant family (good girls did not have babies then, especially in a small town), they confided in good friends who had a son and daughter-in-law in Chicago that I could stay with until the baby was born.

Charlie, back then, keeping the child was not an option. My parents raised four children who were almost all grown. My dad was not in the best of health then, and my mother had health issues, too. I was not the least bit prepared to raise a child on my own, not because I would not be able to support it, but because I knew nothing about raising a child. In hindsight, I know that raising a child comes naturally, and we all just do the best we can, but what could I offer you at that time?

I can tell you truthfully that I never looked for you. Not because I didn’t want to. I wanted to find you so much and see if you were happy, what you looked like. But I had made a promise to the agency and my parents that I would let you grow up in a happy home and not try to interfere in any way with your life. I gave that right away when I signed the adoption papers. So, as you said, I let sleeping dogs lie. I am so very happy that you did not let the sleeping dogs lie.

∗∗∗

Over the next few days, Charlotte and I exchanged half a dozen messages before agreeing to meet on Skype. There’s a 12-hour difference between Eastern Standard Time (EST) and China Standard Time (CST), so I asked to meet during my evening. I needed a few drinks in me before meeting face-to-face, and day drinking wasn’t an option. Even though I’d seen many pictures of Charlotte, I was petrified. Twilight came around 8:00 p.m., and I sat out on the balcony with a bottle of wine. As the hour arrived, my heart was throbbing. Charlotte called a few minutes after 9:00 p.m. I probably should have recorded the conversation because I don’t remember most of it. I remember seeing her face, hearing her voice, and watching tears well up in her eyes. The call lasted nearly two hours with a 10-minute intermission when I ran out to buy a second bottle of wine. 

Immediately following that conversation, I called Janet, who shared sympathetic anxiety. “How do you feel [about the call]?” Janet asked.

“Happy, I guess? I don’t feel any one way or the other.”

It was well after midnight when I finally passed out on the bed, still dressed. Waking up in the morning, I had no memory of the previous night. Janet had to confirm that it happened. Nearly every day for the next month, Charlotte and I met frequently on Skype, switching to email on weekends. When I flew home to Makati, she got to “meet” Janet and David, now nicknamed D.J., on video.

There have been times when I knew I was doing the right thing, and times when I wasn’t so sure. This was one of those times when I didn’t know. From the start of our relationship, I asked Charlotte to keep this in the Hoffmann family and off Facebook because my parents, Joe and Margie Birch, lived vicariously through social media.

From the moment I received my original birth certificate, I knew that I would never tell Joe and Margie. We hadn’t talked about the adoption since 1995 when I told them about my medical records. In the past, Joe and Margie supported the quest to find my birth parents, but they never offered to help. The truth is, I intended to tell them about Charlotte, but I believed it would break their hearts. My father would probably take it better than my mother. Margie might say, “Oh, we’re so happy for you!” but I worried that she’d be crushed. Worrying has always been one of my problems. Felix told me a thousand times, “You think too much.”

Joe and Margie said they only met my birth mother once, in a doctor’s office in River Grove, IL, and they didn’t remember anything about Charlotte except “she was young.” I pressed them several times, and they consistently described it like meeting someone on the street and shaking hands. Charlotte’s recollection was more like sitting down in an office and having a discussion. She didn’t remember much about Joe and Margie, either, except “they seemed like nice people.”

I remember asking my parents why they named me Charles. They said it was inspired by actor Charles Bronson, who co-starred in The Dirty Dozen (1967), one of Joe’s favorite movies. It seemed like a reasonable explanation until I saw the original birth certificate; Charlotte is the French feminine version of Charles. 

During a discussion about the pre-adoption meeting with Joe and Marge, I asked Charlotte, “Did they know your name?”

“Yes, I believe they did.”

As our correspondence evolved, Charlotte disclosed her personal and family history. She sent me a Hoffmann family portrait from November 1967, and it occurred to me, “I’m in that photo, too.” Charlotte would have been four months pregnant with me. After two months of near-constant communication, Charlotte said she needed a break, and frankly, the whole thing was overwhelming, burning a lot of emotional energy. In the meantime, I got to know my half-sister, Lucy, and her two kids. My grandmother and aunts welcomed me into the family. They said I bore a strong resemblance to my grandfather.

When Charlotte told me the name of my biological father, she asked me to promise that I wouldn’t contact him. However, I hadn’t promised not to look for him, and despite his best efforts to remain anonymous, I found him too. Based on physical features, he is most likely my father. He’s an artist of some sort, living in North Carolina, has five adult kids, married twice. Fuck that guy. I didn’t make too much of an effort on him.

Following the break, Charlotte and I picked up where we left off, but I struggled with an emotional and psychological conflict. Almost from the beginning. Charlotte referred to herself as “Mom.” As in, she would sign off on every email with “Love, Mom.” I thought about her as Charlotte, my birth mother, but where did that put Margie Birch? And oh Christ, what if Margie heard me calling some other woman “Mom”? I felt like I was cheating on Margie in some weird way. 

Meanwhile, Charlotte ended every conversation with, “I love you.” Man, I wasn’t ready for that. It shook me up pretty good.

As relationships take time to develop, we shared a long period of adjustment. The more I got to know Charlotte, the closer I felt to her. Yet there was still a great distance between us, real and imagined. Several months passed, and our communication trailed off to once a week or so. There just wasn’t that much to talk about. Our conversations became routine and monotonous. Charlotte maintained a low profile. Janet and I had our hands full. We entered a holding pattern. Life goes on.

∗∗∗

One line from Charlotte’s first email stuck with me: “Is this a world I would want to bring another child into?”

When Janice and I decided to start a family, we shared the sentiment of uncertainty. We didn’t worry about David’s safety and well-being at home. We worried about what happens out there—in real life. And reality is a scary place, full of shit that’s designed to kill you. No joke. Life’s not fucking fair. Just ask an unwed pregnant 19-year-old woman in 1968.

Overall, I’m beyond grateful to have Charlotte in my life, and I love her deeply in a way that took a long time to recognize. However, I don’t know if I would have contacted her if David had never been born. His birth brought everything full circle. By choosing not to let sleeping dogs lie (my apologies for the cliché), I took control of my life. And when you’re writing the story, you get to write the ending. Learning the truth about my birth did more than answer questions. By gaining a sense of identity, I have a better understanding of myself and the world around me. When you’re a kid and somehow different from the others, you wonder, “Why am I like this?” Within your family, you might wonder, “Why don’t I look like them?” This part of the experience went a long way toward making it worthwhile.

I may have been born under a bad sign, but I’m one of the luckiest people on the planet. That’s why I never gamble. Not even Lotto scratchers. My entire life has been a roulette wheel of privilege and opportunity that wouldn’t have materialized on this timeline if Joe and Margie hadn’t adopted me.

Charlotte and I were incredibly lucky because we gained something from this experience. For her, it was a great relief that she had done the right thing. All the years of guilt may not be washed away, but she no longer feels burdened. Her picture is complete. She has three children, all accounted for. She now has a fifth grandchild, and she would love to be a bigger part of David’s life. There’s a future in this blessing, or twist of fate, however you want to look at it.

For me, it was the end of one exquisitely personal journey, a gigantic wave of closure, and the start of another trip. Certain aspects still weigh heavily on my conscience, but I’m finally free of wonder. The past can finally be put to rest.
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Where You Stumble, There Lies Your Treasure
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Between work and family, my social life in Taipei quickly dwindled to almost nothing, and that was fine with me, given the circumstances. My weekly drinking buddy, Carter Dietz, moved back to California, and Sean Ming was finishing a degree at a private university. 

Sam’s Club was going out of business, fast, so I all but stopped hanging around the bar. Sam said there was a falling out among the four partners, and it sounded like he got caught holding the bag. He talked of opening a new location in Shilin and asked if Captain Felix would consider investing in the new bar. I said, “Anything’s possible.” Simon moved to Shenzhen, but showed up unannounced at KPHQ on random weeknights, and never returned to the bar. Xingxing hardly came around anymore. Only Arthur, the true-blue loyalist, showed up every night. The bar limped along for six months or so, but the subtle signs of neglect foretold its demise. I was in the Philippines when they closed. 

When I wasn’t flying back and forth between Taipei and Manila, I returned to my original Bianlidian Relay roots, walking around alone at night, drinking beer, and staying out of trouble. Oddfellows Local Taipei (OLT) events became the bedrock of my social life and the primary source of illegal narcotics. If you think I stopped smoking weed in Taipei every day just because I had a kid, think again. If anything, I needed weed or hash more than ever before.

The Oddfellows met once a month for official meetings (called “Knots”), with several keystone events throughout the year: (a) Leadership elections in April, (b) the founding anniversary in July, and (c) a charity Christmas toy drive in December. Unofficial OLT social events popped up every night, but I routinely passed on invitations to party in Tianmu because it took an hour to get there and back. I didn’t have time for that. Every so often, I’d go see Ken Sloan’s band perform at a local club, standing in the rear, blending into the shadows, but I never missed a Knot.

Formed in 1957, the original OLT was a farewell party for a departing Australian sailor from the British Consulate in Taiwan. During that party, they decided to form a fraternal order and get together once a month for dinner and a few drinks. The last Friday of each month was selected as an appropriate date, and that monthly meeting date has prevailed ever since. Oddfellows Local Taipei was unanimously approved with a custom bowling shirt that would become the official uniform. 

Initially, there were no plans to expand membership, but they quickly realized that to survive, it would be necessary to take in additional members on a very selective basis. Prospective members had to be invited and sponsored by an Oddfellow and accepted by the membership. Approved nominees became “Slugs” for at least two months, closely observed. Finally, all Slugs had to pass an initiation ritual to determine their suitability for Oddfellow status.

Fifty-five years later, the intent and purpose of the OLT was overshadowed by partying and drug connections, but the fraternal infrastructure remained. We had executive teams, committees, agendas, minutes, dues, elections, social events, special nicknames, a “secret handshake,” and three different uniforms with eccentric requirements. If you showed up at an event without blue socks, you could be fined. The fines were minimal, like a dollar for each offense, but all that money went into the OLT General Fund that helped pay for excursions like the anniversary event.

Knots were typically held at a restaurant or bar, but the venues could vary. Sometimes, we met at a boat dock on a river inlet in Tianmu, and other times at Oddfellow Buzzkill’s rooftop apartment. Non-Oddfellows or Oddfellow-adjacents were not allowed at the first hour of a Knot, which is when we conducted official business, held votes, discussed stuff, etc. After the meeting was called (“The Knot has been untied”), anybody and everybody were welcome to party with us.

Once inducted, new Oddfellows were presented with a little Gordian knot to put on a key chain, from their sponsor—a symbolic token of the order. As an official Oddfellow, you were supposed to carry the knot with you at all times, and if you ran into another Oddfellow on a random Saturday night, and he gave you a “knot check,” and you didn’t have it? You might get a fine and vaguely harassed for a minute or two.

The Oddfellow executive team consisted of the President, Director of Operations, Secretary, Treasurer, and Quartermaster. Each office had ceremonial duties, but the President was responsible for planning the monthly Knot and buying a round of drinks. Meanwhile, an Oddfellow was only considered active if he was on the island (of Taiwan). Active versus non-active was really a state of mind. Nobody gave a shit. Overall, most Oddfellows were cool enough. People generally got along. But every single Oddfellow was a character. We all had a little something extra. Everybody was anointed with an “Oddfellow name,” and I was dubbed Oddfellow Strings because I played guitar, but almost everybody called me Charlie.

Back when Sloan invited me to join the Oddfellows, I agreed under one condition: No hazing, so to speak. Sloan promised that I’d never be subject to the fraternal shenanigans like treasure hunts and gauntlets. Many aspirant Slugs, depending on the sadistic whims of their sponsors, were shamed and humiliated for the chuckle factor from the Oddfellows in attendance. I’m not putting on the clown suit. Several months passed before the “newbie smell” wore off yours truly, but everybody treated me as an equal. Sloan was a stand-up character who stood by his word. That meant a lot to me.
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