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FOR ELLIE






ONE


Maybe it was the durian.

The durian that smelt like a septic tank when the little guy with the stained wifebeater and one tooth hacked it open with a cleaver.

Some people think it’s the best smell in the world, you know that?

Me? My guts were revolting before I even put the thing in my mouth.

It slips up and out, easy as anything. With every strobe that slices the dark, I see it lit up on the front of my shirt.

For true, looks like a Jackson Pollock.

No one has noticed, though.

Nope. They’re just pulsing in the rainbow lights.

Human stop-motion.

Dancing in their awkward Asian way.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

A four-four bass drum punches my speedbag heart.

Maybe it was the booze. No, one hundred percent it was the booze. A bucket’s worth of Kaoliang, beer and whisky sloshing around my insides along with the fruit and my dinner.

Here comes another wave.

Oh look, I’ve made the floor all slippy, and now I’m on my arse.

A jungle of bare legs in stilettos stomps, rises, falls. Legs in trousers too, but who gives a shit about those, eh? A flash of lacy underwear under a tight skirt and…

Nothing.

I feel nothing. Which, come to think of it, isn’t so bad.

Have a drink, Sean, let go, lose control for once. That’s what you always say.

I bet you never thought you’d be able to get me hammered like this – like those idiots at the A&E in Euston that one Saturday night.

Remember?

Your face swelled up like a balloon that night, and man did we laugh about it.

Congrats, Mia. I’m doing what you wanted.

I’m living my life, on the floor, covered in my own bile.

I hope you’re fucking happy.



I wake up, alone.

The TV is on at low volume. My tongue is a fat, dried slug and a million tiny devils are busting into my skull with teeny-weeny hammers and teeny-weeny chisels.

I open my eyes and push myself upright.

Dull light through closed curtains.

I look down. Naked from the waist up.

Why are my trousers damp? I smell old sweat and the vinegar reek of sick.

My phone says 9:48 am.

I close my eyes and I lie back down and I remember where I am.

Shit, breakfast.

I grab my T-shirt from the floor and run out the room.



Weird tasting tea.

Congealed eggs, rubbery sausages, shrivelled tomatoes and soggy toast.

Classic, budget hotel breakfast. The kind of hotel businessmen check into for somewhere cheap and clean.

I don’t remember getting back here last night. I do remember going to a club. What was the name?

Continuum.

A wanky name for a swanky place you would never catch me at in London.

No playing, there’s nothing that says ‘sad bastard’ more than going to a club on your own.

I need to go back to bed.



Someone is at my table. One of the hotel staff, arms folded. She’s dressed in a navy-blue skirt and a wrinkle-free white blouse, hair tied up in a bun. I look at her blankly.

What are you doing here? she says in English. American-tinted English, like most Taiwanese. Her face crumples. And what is that smell?

I look down at my trousers, then my food. Breakfast, I say.

She says, And how is it?

Not great, I say. You should tell management.

Her eyes become slits. You really don’t remember me, do you?

I push my eggs around. Refresh my memory?

A few weeks ago. We met at that bar with the floating lanterns, did karaoke, I invited you back to my place. We had sex.

We did? Was I good?

No.

Then what happened?

You stole from me, she says.

Okay. That took a weird turn. The way I see it, I now have two options.

One: tell this girl she’s got the wrong guy, gag my breakfast down and go sightseeing.

Or two: pretend I am this thief she thinks I am, tell her of course I remember her. Ethically questionable, but what the hell.

Of course I remember you, I say. I put on my charming smile and nudge her on the arm. What did I take again?

Do you remember my name? You were shouting it enough, she says, dusting off the spot on her arm where I touched her.

I say, I’m pretty bad at names.

She says, Enjoy your meal, sir.

I get to thinking about those Antarctic emperor penguins who live in minus-fifty-degree conditions, and how they would for sure enjoy the chill coming off this girl.

She pivots and walks back to her post at the front desk, each sharp click of her heels stabbing my poor, soft, squidgy brain.






TWO


I wake up, alone.

My phone says 2:16 pm.

I look around the room properly for the first time. Small TV sat on a built-in desk. Mini-fridge under that. To my left, a tiny hallway and a shower room. To my right, a window with an armchair to the side.

Everything is white.

Maybe more grey, actually. On the walls, generic, oversaturated photographs of Taipei landmarks.

There’s the 101 building in the middle of a sunset.

Over there is an elaborate temple – gold, red and blue.

And over there—

No. This is the most heinous thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

A photo with actual light trails made from car taillights.

Who takes these pictures?

For real, there are horrific things I can kind of understand. Skintight trousers on fat men. Non-alcoholic beer. Old folks who drive fancy sports cars at forty miles an hour on the motorway.

But light trail photographs?

To make up for the massive Fuck You Sean on the wall, I grab my camera out of my bag, walk over to the window and draw the curtains.

Heavy, grey skies. Tall, grey buildings. Not a landscape to take your breath away, just the kind I like. Down there, Taipei simmers under its tight lid of clouds.

Camera to my face, I frame and shoot, then push the film advance with my thumb. The whir and the click of the lever soothes me.

Shooting film, it’s reassuring. You’ve got to know how to expose your picture properly. You have to understand the relationship between the shutter speed and the aperture and the rating of the film. You have to take into account the lighting conditions.

You only have thirty-six shots (even less if you’re shooting medium format), so you have to make every single frame count.

And if you’re a real photographer, you have to learn how to process and print your film with your own hands.

Take away the digital crutches of your average photographer’s phone or camera, and they wouldn’t know what the hell to do.

And that, well, that makes me feel good.

There’s this photograph by Elliott Erwitt, Bratsk Wedding. In it, there’s a young couple waiting to get married, sitting on a row of chairs in a registry office. Next to them, a smooth, handsome young white dude in a suit.

This dude, he’s smiling, looking at something out of frame.

And this couple, they’re staring at this dude like he just slept with the bride.

Shot with his trusty Leica M3 on Tri-X 400, a frigging documentary masterpiece.

Why is the guy smiling like that? What the hell is happening?

Stories for days.

I sit down in the armchair and rest my camera on my lap. Now what?

Back to bed, that’s what.

Someone knocks on the door – three short, sharp raps. I get up and look through the spy hole.

The girl from breakfast.

She pushes past me as I open the door, no hello, no nothing.

Nice underwear, she says, perching herself on the edge of the bed. I don’t know many guys who wear lilac briefs.



My monkey is limp. The condom comes off, goes into a tissue and gets chucked at the bin. I miss.

The front desk girl gets up and turns the shower on. Steam drifts and swirls through the open door.

I would never normally go for an Asian girl, they’re not my type. But sex with this girl was a whirlwind. More one-sided than not, which suited me just fine.

I try and wave the image of Mia’s face beneath mine away, but it won’t budge. Sex with Mia was for sure less of a whirlwind. More intense though.

Fact: she’s the only person I’ve ever come with at the same time.

Anyway, who gives a shit? Shooting my load is shooting my load. Better with a girl on top of me than into my hand, that’s what I say.

The girl is out the shower. A white towel wrapped around her body, another one piled up high on her head. She walks to the armchair by the window and sits, staring at me.

You were better the first time, she says.

(Of course he was.)

I say, Well that makes two of us then.

Remember my name yet?

Sorry.

She sighs. It’s Akemi.

I say, Akemi, right.

Deciding she’s had enough chit-chat, she bends down to pick up her neat pile of folded clothes. I enjoy watching her get dressed. Deliberate in the way she moves, easing her panties on, then her bra, then her skirt, her blouse, and finally her heels.

She checks herself in the mirror, twirling her hair around back into the bun she wore this morning.

Eyes still locked on her reflection, she says, See you later, then.

You don’t want the thing I stole from you back? I ask.

The door clicks shut behind her.






THREE


My phone says 9:10 pm, four and a bit hours after Akemi left my room.

Outside, the city is starting to light up – streetlights, car lights, neon lights.

Aeroplanes drag their blinking red dots across the night sky. Over there, a satellite draws a golden, sweeping line on its way around the earth.

I tried to go back to sleep after Akemi left. It didn’t work. So I just lay on the bed and watched TV.

Old repeats of Quantum Leap dubbed in Mandarin. Taiwanese soap operas in Hokkien with swooning females and dramatic music. Period wuxia films with half-bald, half-ponytailed guys flying through bamboo forests. A late-night news bulletin featuring an old hoarder man surrounded by piles and piles of handwritten letters. Another late-night news bulletin featuring rows and rows of Chinese tanks, then footage of a missile launch, all apocalyptic fire and smoke. Adverts for McDonald’s that look exactly like the adverts for McDonald’s back home.

I speak fluent non-Hokkien, and even more fluent non-Mandarin, so all I’m left with is a bunch of flashing pictures and a made-up commentary in my head.

I get off the bed and take a piss. I sniff. I smell like the inside of Akemi.

Time for a shower, I guess. It’s been a few days.



Thanks for using up all the hot water, Akemi, I love cold showers.

I towel myself dry and look around my new makeshift home – the puke-covered trousers from last night, collapsed in the corner. The used condom tissue, lurking around the wastepaper basket. Crumpled crisp packets of exotic flavours, sprinkled around the floor in between the crushed beer cans.

Wait, there’s still a crisp in this packet.

I munch. Lobster and seaweed flavour, nice.

This hotel room is starting to depress me. I could, theoretically, be doing all this luxurious living in a Premier Inn down the road from our flat in London.



Taipei boils me as I walk.

The smell of rotten eggs. A stench stifled by a nose pinch when I used to visit as a kid with my parents.

It radiates from the pavement, from the buildings, from the toxic exhaust pipes sput-sput-sputtering on the road.

A thick haze covers the city at night, making everything look soft and blurry round the edges.

Mia uses this word I’d never heard before: ‘close’. I laughed the first time she said it: What the hell does that mean?

She told me to bugger off.

Now I get it. The word was created for this place in the middle of summer. A billion little spheres of sweat bubble and trickle down my brow, my nose, my neck, my back, my crack. My feet stick to my socks, my socks stick to my shoes.

Traveller rule number one: explore the neighbourhood you’re staying in. This one here, right now, nothing special.

Beat-up electronics shops, worn-out restaurants, signs of us western raiders: Starbucks, Ben & Jerry’s, H&M.

My stomach whines.

Across the street, a giant pink doughnut with arms and eyes sits on top of a cafe, its puny legs dangling over the side. Monsieur Donut, the best donuts in town! glows the sign.

There’s only so much crisps and beer can do for you. A coffee and a doughnut should provide better nutrition. I wait for a gap in the traffic, cross the road and walk in.



The chill hugs me and my body goes limp like I’ve been constipated for weeks and I just, finally, had the biggest dump ever.

Everything is bright. Stark white walls and pink booths. A plinky-plonk muzak version of ‘Looking with My Eyes’ plays quiet on the speakers.

There’s a free table by the window, so I go to the counter and the zit-blasted boy behind it, point to a picture on the laminated menu, take an age to count out the unfamiliar money, and sit down before anyone else can walk in and grab my seat.

While I wait, I think about Akemi. How is it that she thinks I’m someone she slept with a few weeks back?

Across the street, I see a guy in the darkness, moving away, calling after someone: Guo lai!

Seductive and singing and sly.

Shadows pass under an infinity of blinking neon signs, ill-looking taxi drivers cruise around for their next fare, and nighttime in Taipei unravels slow.

Scooters. So many scooters.






FOUR


Do you mind if I sit here?

The man standing there with a tray in his hands is in his sixties. Handsome – for an East Asian, anyway – in your classic fifties movie star kind of way. He’s wearing a suit Cary Grant would look good in.

His hair though, I’ve never seen hair so white. Not a little bit grey, not a little bit silver. White. Like white–cotton wool white.

Yes mate, I say. I mind very much.

He says, I promise I won’t bother you. Your table is the only table with a free seat. Three, to be exact.

I look around, and he’s not wrong.

I say, Okay, and I drag my bag off the table slow, as slowly as I can.

He watches patiently. When the bag is finally on the seat next to mine, he sits down in the chair diagonally opposite me.

Much obliged, he says.

I bite a chunk out of my doughnut and stare out the window. 10 pm and this city shows no sign of slowing. Scooters buzz, people swarm, shop lights blaze.

Everything is alien. The signs in Chinese characters, the traffic, the people.

Everyone looks like me: black hair, slanted eyes. For once in my life, I don’t stick out.

For true though, these people aren’t the same as me. They walk different, carry themselves different, talk and act and gesture different. They live different.

Here I am, surrounded by ‘my people’, yet I’ve never felt more out of place in my life. I knew it back when I was a kid, and no playing, I know it now.

It’s around lunchtime in England. Mia’s probably sitting in the park in front of the gallery. Maybe in the shade of a big tree, eating last night’s leftover pasta. Maybe reading a book, if she isn’t with her friends from the studio.

Say, is that a Leica? The man is looking at my camera.

I ignore him, carry on looking out the window.

An M2? he says.

I turn to face him. Look, mister—

I have an M3, he says.

Dabbled with photography a little while ago, he says.

Wasn’t ever very good to tell you the truth, he says, but it’s a beautiful machine. Engineered close to perfection – every little detail has a purpose. Nothing is wasted or superfluous.

You’ve got to admire that level of precision, he says. Oh, and the film advance lever, there’s something so… soothing about the act of pushing it, wouldn’t you agree?

It’s only now that I realize the man’s English is perfect. Unlike everyone else here, he has an English accent, with a hint of the Midlands in there.

I give in. What’s with your accent?

He smiles. Ah, I went to university in Birmingham – lived there for eight years. My girlfriend at the time was from Birmingham, too.

I’m thinking, this is crazy; Birmingham is an hour from where I grew up. As a kid, I used to go there with my parents all the time.

He says, I don’t have to be a detective to guess that you’re a photographer – especially with an old film camera like that.

I don’t get on with digital cameras, he says. They strip the soul out of photography. With film, you’re affecting the photographs with your hands. And the smell of the chemicals in the darkroom, there’s nothing like it.

I bite another chunk out of the doughnut, and I can’t help but think this guy gets it.

What kind of photography do you do? he says.

Street and documentary, I say.

I’m going to get another doughnut, he says. Do you want one?

I shrug, and off he goes to the counter.

When he comes back, he’s carrying an entire platter of doughnuts – eight of them – all different types and flavours. And two more coffees. The one he places in front of me is black, just how I like it.

He sits down, this time in the chair directly opposite mine.

Please, he says, help yourself.

I take one that looks like it’s been filled with jam. Sometimes, you can’t go wrong with the classics.

This might seem a little forward, the man says, but would you consider doing a job for me? You see, I’ve always believed that things happen for a reason, call it fate or destiny, and so it’s no coincidence that I bump into a photographer in a cafe – precisely at the time I’m in need of a photographer’s services.

I pour sugar into my cup, looking to see if he’s having me on, but all I see is a deep earnestness radiating.

I say, How do you know I don’t already have a job?

And he says, I know the look of someone who’s down on their luck. Believe me, I’ve been there myself. Also, you’re clearly not from here.

I don’t take commissions from private clients, sorry.

Ah, artistic integrity, he says, I like that. What if I pay you handsomely for your services?

I say, How much is ‘handsomely’?

Let me ask you a question, he says, putting his elbows on the table, clasping his hands together. How much would you charge a magazine for an assignment?

He’s so far forward his nose is nearly touching mine and I have to lean back to make some space.

It doesn’t work like that, I say. They have a set rate; I accept it or I don’t.

How much?

I pick up my camera and handle the smooth, curved metal. Play with the focus ring while I figure out what number to tell the guy.

A thousand pounds for a series of pictures.

He leans back in his chair again.

I’ll pay you two thousand pounds.

He takes a card from his inner jacket pocket and tosses it onto the table.

I pick up the card. CHARLES HU, reads the name, embossed in gold on a plain, off-white background. The texture of the card on my fingers feels expensive. Patrick Bateman would flip the fuck out.

Other than the name, there’s nothing else on the card. No company, no job title, no number. I flip the card over to see if there’s anything on the back, but it’s blank.

Think about it, he says, knowing and confident and smiling.






FIVE


How that night was supposed to work, while Mia was at the gallery, I was gonna clean the place up real nice.

Cook her favourite meal (steak, mushrooms, chimichurri), blow up some balloons, hide behind the door and scare the shit out of her when she came in.

Because who doesn’t like surprises?

Only when I jump out and shout, Happy birthday!, she’s dripping wet from the rain and her eyes have bags under them and she looks tired and not right at all.

I say, Are you okay?

And she says those words that nobody in the history of the world wants to hear: Can we talk?

Now the balloons and the cake and the food on the table letting off swirls of steam look sad and, for true, like some sort of joke.

She takes off her drenched trench coat and sits down on the sofa.

She says, What’s going on with you?

And I say, What do you mean what’s going on with me?

And she says, You got fired from the paper, and now all you do is stay inside playing video games. You don’t shower. You don’t get dressed. You eat junk all day. You don’t even make it nice in here for when I get home from work.

She says, You don’t see your friends. You never want to do anything with me at the weekend. Do you know how frustrating that is?

Me, I’m crossing my arms, lining up all the things I can say to obliterate this argument and win.

And I say, What are you talking about? I point to the stupid balloons and the stupid cake and the stupid clean flat.
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