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Advance Praise for Diary of One Who Disappeared

 

“A richly-detailed and satisfying story of dissolution and discovery, set in a near-future reality where the question of what makes us human is paramount. Against larger political concerns, a smaller and more searing narrative unfolds, about a man who is lost and found in places that are found and lost. Within the pages of this book are insights on the human heart, serene and devastating in its truth-telling.”

Dean Francis Alfar, Palanca grand prize-winning author of 
Salamanca and The Field Guide to the Roads of Manila

 

“A fascinating journey of adventure and ideas, capturing
many of the political and geopolitical issues of today.
Evocative and effective.”

Jeffrey Ford, World Fantasy Award-wining author of Ahab’s Return

 

“A story of interpersonal and international politics, a haunting exploration of how one defines and redefines oneself, a thriller and a human tale of personal growth. If you are looking for intelligent, thought-provoking speculative fiction, board the airship from the repressive North American Union to cosmopolitan Tinhau. Readers of thoughtful, humane fiction are in for a treat.” 

John Kessel, Nebula Award-winning author of The Moon and the Other

 

“A fantastic tale of the possibility of revolution—both personal and political—inherent in every moment.” 

Ken Liu, Hugo Award-winning author of
The Paper Menagerie and Other Stories

 

“Diary of One Who Disappeared is a riveting, poignant account of a man’s world falling apart and the new one he creates for himself. As much a dark reflection of our own world today, it’s also a cautionary tale of the possible futures we can yet avoid. Surprising and thought-provoking, Lundberg’s striking milieu and engaging characters will linger with readers long after they turn the last page.”

E. C. Myers, Andre Norton Award-winning author of
Fair Coin, Quantum Coin and The Silence of Six

 

“A striking new way of seeing Singapore, the USA and the emigrant experience in an age of renewed bigotry and environmental disaster.”

Ng Yi-Sheng, Singapore Literature Prize-winning author of Lion City

 

“A wildly inventive epistolary narrative that’s equal parts
1984, The Twilight Zone, The Adventures of Luther Arkwright and Claremont-era X-Men. Lose yourself in a world where digital technology collides with airships, phlogiston cannons, pirates and tesseracts; and where love or loss may be just an alternate universe away.” 

Victor Fernando R. Ocampo, Romeo Forbes award-winning author of
The Infinite Library and Other Stories

 

“Set in a not-so distant future, the book offers a reflection of global politics today and provokes questions of what it means to be human. Through diary entries and letters we witness hope, grief and disappointment amidst the persistence and failure of imperialism. We are reminded of the political potentials of speculative fiction, but most of all, Diary of One Who Disappeared is about a journey. It is a story of travel and transformation, a contemplation of encounters and roads not taken.” 

Intan Paramaditha, PEN Translates award-winning author of Apple and Knife

 

“Through communiqués, missives and the common email, relationships unfold and splinter within a futuristic world ruled by religiosity and prejudice, mirroring our present-day political climate in terrifying but revelatory ways. The narrative also convincingly offers a morality tale about how the ramifications of our actions and thoughts, even our unconscious desires, extend beyond the realm of our known universe.”

Cyril Wong, Singapore Literature Prize-winning author of
Ten Things My Father Never Taught Me

 

“Lundberg’s world-building is constructed from the inside out, ideas wrapped around an underlying architecture of emotion. A smart, engaging voice.” 

Charles Yu, celebrated author of
How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe
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ENCRYPTED DISPATCH

#A4FEB6946B8AD5C444890F6CB2

Sent: Mon, 01 Oct, 3.37pm

 

Rick,

I’ve just returned by train from the indef camp in Orlando with the rest of the DESD contingent, and things are worse than we suspected. The camp warden, a squat red-faced man named Duke, put on a good show, presenting a Potemkin tent-city full of their “best behaved” swees, all smiles, everything clean and proper and in its place, not an untoward word against their prison guards. No complaints about the ability-blocking kara bracelets they’re all forced to wear. Each tent decked out with books and magazines and even the odd tablet or æ-reader, like a fun camping trip instead of indefinite detention. Aside from the canvas of the tents, all of the administration and support buildings were grey concrete. The smell of bleach was strong.

Halfway through the tour, Warden Duke decided that we all needed a demonstration of the karas’ effectiveness; one of the “model” swees was brought before us, a young Hispanic man with arabesqued tattoos on his arms. One of the guards aimed a hand-held device with wires all over it at the swee’s bracelet; the metal kara glowed briefly, and then the warden handed the young man a cup of water. But instead of taking a sip, the swee waved his other hand over the top of the cup, and the water rose out of it! Of course, I’ve read the documentation on hydromancers, but to see it in person is a totally different experience.

With his outstretched hand, the swee pulled the water upward into a long tail and then manipulated the stream into different shapes in the air. The cup had dropped to the ground. One of my DESD colleagues (I think his name is Herman? He works in financial analysis) involuntarily clapped and let out a cry of delight, and then immediately checked his actions at the severe expression on the warden’s face. But then the warden’s mouth turned into an O as the swee lengthened the water into a thin tube and whipped it quickly in the direction of the warden’s head. It could only have been providence that collapsed Warden Duke’s knees at that moment, saving him from concussion or a lost eye or some worse injury.

The guards tackled the water-manipulating swee to the ground, even as the water whip struck them on their backs and arms; with the wired box they reactivated the kara, which glowed again, and then the tube of water lost coherence and came apart in a splash that dampened all of them. The swee was again contained, so the guards marched him off to one of the support buildings. The warden stood back up and tried to laugh off the incident, “bad apples and all that”, but he was clearly rattled that the demonstration had not gone according to plan.

I slipped away on the excuse of needing the toilet, and was able to meet up with our contact Blair in a service corridor inside the administration building. She handed over a sealed envelope, which I secreted underneath my shirt. Once the camp tour was concluded and I was back in my hotel room, I scanned the enclosed documents and photos, and then burned the originals; the digital files are attached to this dispatch.

It’s clear that the tent-city was a ruse, because all the swees in the concentration camp are actually housed deep underground in fenced-off areas. The kara bracelets are not even necessary there because the walls are lined with a mesh that acts like an enormous Faraday cage, and blocks their superhuman abilities en masse, no matter what kind; they’ve solved the problem of having to engineer each kara to work specifically with a given swee’s ability. However, the effect is that the environment looks like a maximum security prison. The electricity of the camp is powered by solar panels, but the swees themselves are denied sunlight.

The technology itself is remarkable, far more advanced than I’d have thought we’re currently capable of. Just imagine where we’d be if the Range, that apocalyptic weapon, hadn’t devastated our infrastructure for so long. It’s appalling that these advances come at the expense of freedom and dignity.

And the children. Rick, they’re keeping the children in overpopulated pens, segregated from the adults. Since they’ve got the swee-testing age now down to eight years old, there are kids there without their parents, without any adult supervision or care, having to cope on their own. Thank the Lord that, by law, we’re unable to test any younger. Can you imagine the evil cruelty that would come with putting babies in cages?

That this site is on the former Disney World campus could not be more ironic.

I trust that you’ll be able to use this information in your campaign to close down the camps once and for all, and reintegrate the swees back into society. You have a difficult task ahead of you, sir, and battling President Jarret’s single-minded bigotry is something I do not envy.

I’m also very aware that my diplomatic trip to Tinhau two days hence is now all the more important. If we’re able to re-establish a partnership with a nation that openly celebrates its swee population, it’ll increase the pressure on our “Dear Leader” to release his fellow citizens back into a life of dignity. But I worry that Ailene will throw a wrench into both our plans; her intolerance has only grown in the past few years, and her disdain for swees is a matter of public record. I’m praying that the importance of this mission will override her disgust and hatred.

I’ll send an official communiqué before our airship departs for Tinhau, so that any monitored communication will produce the paper trail we want to leave. If you get a moment, I’d appreciate if you could spare a prayer for the success of this venture. More from me soon.

Lucas

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Wednesday, October 3

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

Once again, I must thank you for this grand opportunity to both spread the Word of Our Lord and work with the Orientals to revive the fortunes of our great North American Union and restore our empire to its former glory. With the Holy Father at our backs, hallowed be His name, we will once again become a force with which to be reckoned, and the Department of Economic and Spiritual Development shall forever reap the gains. Our faith will move mountains.

Soon I will be ensconced within a cabin on the NAUS Zior awaiting lift-off, the airship passage procured through our liaisons at Stewart Air Force Base. DESD Agent Grade Five Ailene Noonan will occupy the neighbouring berth, as per her wishes. I noticed a certain reticence on the part of the vessel’s officers and crew yesterday as we came aboard for orientation, towards both Agent Noonan and myself. It is tempting to have a word with the captain of this vessel; after all, this long-haul flight will last around ten days, during which time we will all be cooped up together, colliding in the corridors and stepping on one another’s toes.

Our flight plan will take us northwest over the NAU provinces at the Arctic Circle, and thence through Russia and south along the coastlines of Nippon, China, Viet Nam, Siam and Malaya, before arriving at our destination in The Republic of Tinhau. Captain Bergeron has informed us of the increased risk of air piracy as we pass farther into Southeast Asia, but he is confident that his vessel’s armour and phlogiston cannons will shepherd us through any such altercations.

This evening, Agent Noonan and I shall discuss our strategy in dealing with Tinhau’s Ministry of Stability, for both cooperation and conversion. I take solace in your words, sir, that we must establish a friendship for mutual benefit, as well as to bring these Orientals to the Lord Our God so that they too will know the Kingdom of Heaven. I am filled with anticipation in doing His great work.

It is approaching time for reflection and prayer, and thus I must end here. I will report again several days hence as we reach the wireless node at Anchorage.

 

Your Obedient Servant and Emissary,

DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer

FROM THE PAPER JOURNAL OF LL  

 

Wednesday, October 3

To the future, to a time of peace and spiritual communion and contentment: From the age of “recovery”, from the age of doublespeak, from the age of the “Holy Empire” of the North American Union—greetings!

Oh, what a big head I have, to think anyone will be interested in the ravings of a low-level civil servant anytime in the future. I’m of course talking to myself here. Hello, me!

Just before boarding this lighter-than-air monstrosity, I emailed my first official mission-related missive off into the æther, to wend its way to the ordinator squatting like a toad on O’Brien’s desk. I hope my verbal gymnastics are to the satisfaction of whoever will be intercepting them, although I hate having to perform like this at all. Still, I understand the importance of putting up a good front to those above O’Brien, so that no one gets suspicious about our true motives for meeting with Tinhau’s government.

Ailene is next door. Separated by a thick metal wall, and so much more. Eight years we’ve been married, eight years I’ve done everything asked of me, yet it’s never enough. I didn’t even want her along on this voyage to the East, my own brainchild, but since she insisted as my superior that she head the operation, I thought that it might at least rekindle something lost between us, maybe even get her into my bed once again. But the possibility seems increasingly unlikely.

I’ve never felt so alone. It’s been over fourteen months since the last time we made love. When we got married, I believed (naïvely) there was no problem that couldn’t be overcome with patience and understanding. Now I know better. Now I see who she really is.

I’m reading over these words, and this feels angry. I am angry, but at the same time, I still love her. I still remember the same insecure and funny new recruit at DESD orientation during our cohort’s first week on the job, how her full-throated laugh could send tremors of pleasure up my spine. Her confidence and surety still arouse me. Am I a complete idiot? We’ve been through so much together, shared a lot of pain and sacrifice. I’d feel like a quitter if I simply gave up now.

Or is that really it? Do I really want Ailene back, or do I want to prevent the end of our marriage? I was never very good at being single; our years of couplehood (and courtship before that) have been stable and dependable, and I’ve been accorded every social and civic benefit of being married. It’s expected, it’s “normal”. Is this terror at the uncertainty of a marital failure, or do I honestly want us to be partners in life once again?

I have no answers right now. Things have been bad lately, but maybe she just needs a bit of space. At the very least, for the duration of this mission, we can be professionals.

Supplemental

Captain Bergeron has invited us to eat in the officers’ mess during the voyage, so that’s where Ailene and I met for dinner. Ailene only sipped her ginger ale and picked at her food, avoiding my eyes the whole time. Our conversation consisted of banal chit-chat, the same bullshit we go through at every shared meal, barely twenty words spoken between us. I tried discussing the mission, but Ailene refused to talk about it. Halfway through the meal, she excused herself and left for her cabin, her food mostly untouched. She claims she’s got motion sickness, which has given her nausea and “a piercing headache”. I don’t know whether to believe her, even when she says she’s been vomiting since the moment we departed New York. Part of me is sympathetic; I know how terrible that can be. Another part of me takes guilty pleasure at the idea that she’s feeling so awful, and I wonder if that makes me a bad person. 

Thankfully, I’m feeling fine. I have a strong inner ear, and I’ve always been solid on boats and airships. Dad claims I was born when the worst of Hurricane Ann hit Chicago, as if it conferred on me some special ability, an iron stomach. Like a swee. Man, what a boring superpower to have: Non-Vomiting Man!

(I also have to say, even though I am 100% on board with O’Brien’s initiative to re-integrate all currently imprisoned swees, being around them at the camp in Orlando was unsettling. The propaganda against them has been strong since I was a kid, and I’m sure that this reaction is a holdover from that conditioning, but just being physically in the same place with them made me very uncomfortable. I feel ashamed at this ingrained reaction, especially since so much of my covert mission is to try and help these people.)

It was probably my imagination, but I could swear that, as Ailene exited the mess, the captain’s gaze lingered just a bit too long on her. Regardless, he didn’t bother to invite me over to the captain’s table with the rest of his senior staff afterward, so I quickly finished my lonely meal, then left for my own berth.

Not the most auspicious start to the trip. 

Thursday, October 4

Ailene and I met up this afternoon at the observation deck, located just below the bridge in the forward section of the ship. 180 degrees worth of bullet- and shatter-proof plastic windows, revealing cloudless skies a startling blue. In another life, we might have been enjoying such a view while on a pleasure cruise, celebrating our upcoming anniversary. Instead, we were both bent over a table discussing operational and diplomatic tactics.

She seems to have recovered a bit from her motion sickness, if it ever even existed, insisting on getting right down to it. I took her through my binder of research, the result of months of work, emphasising cultural details, chains of bureaucratic command, economic achievements, religious sensitivities, etc. As the superior officer, she’ll be taking the lead, showing her authority, blah blah blah, then turning things over to me to negotiate the actual details with the Ministry of Stability. I’m still doing the lion’s share of the work; O’Brien has already promised me a promotion to Grade Four if we succeed.

After around ninety minutes, Ailene sat back, eyes glazed, and said she would read the rest of the research report later, that her headache had returned and she needed to lie down. And then, without a word, she closed the binder, tucked it under her arm and left the room.

I couldn’t believe it. As a Grade Five, it’s certainly her right, but I do feel a bit possessive of all the work I’ve done. The only other copy is back with O’Brien at DESD headquarters. I almost got out of my chair to retrieve it from her grasp, but I had been shocked into inaction. 

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Friday, October 5

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

We have successfully landed at Anchorage, praise the Holy Father for our thus-far uneventful sojourn! The wireless connectivity at this node is sufficiently strong enough that transmission of this missive should reach you immediately. Our stopover will last just under three hours, so that the airship’s engines and supplies can be replenished and bolstered before our transition out of NAU territory and into the Orient. I must admit to a certain nervousness, as I have never before left our holy homeland, but I trust in the Lord’s wisdom and in His divine plan to get me through.

Agent Noonan has been brought up to speed on the mission, and has assumed operational control. She will take on the role of sole liaison with the officials from Tinhau’s Ministry of Stability once we arrive. I am only to act in an advisory capacity, as is more consistent with my station.

The Alaskans appear to be a hardy people, well-acclimatised to the frosty climate, no doubt because of their fervent fundamental beliefs in the Word, with which all good NAU citizens share; I am chagrined to discover that the climate here is so cold at present, when the leaves have just begun turning back home in Manhattan. I find myself unprepared for the biting winds, taking refuge in the shops and food establishments of this way station.

As always, I welcome any advice and guidance. Otherwise, I shall communicate once again when we have reached the megalopolis of Tokyo. I remain

 

Your Obedient Servant and Emissary,

DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer

 FROM THE PAPER JOURNAL OF LL  

 

Friday, October 5

Pirates! Sweet God in all His glory, I have never been so terrified!

Not thirty minutes after we reboarded the Zior at Anchorage and once more lifted into the skies, our airship suddenly echoed with concussive fire. We lurched from one side to the other (I’m presuming as part of evasive manoeuvres), and my notebooks, æ-reader and official materials all tumbled off my desk into a mess upon the floor.

I left my cabin and made my way down the corridor and up the steep staircase to the observation deck to find out what was going on; halfway up, the ship jerked to the left, and I slammed into the railing (my upper arm is already visibly bruised, and aches like hell). The observation deck was empty; I approached the windows, gripped the handrail and saw our enemy.

I’d expected an opposing airship of equivalent size and armament, but was shocked to see instead half a dozen small human-powered ornithopters, with wings like hummingbirds or dragonflies, a two-person crew visible behind each of their windscreens, and portable flak guns mounted underneath. They must have seen our ship at Anchorage and decided that it would make a fine prize. The small thopters were spaced out along even intervals, and partially encircled us. They fired in coordinated bursts, the blasts making the Zior shudder and boom, but they had underestimated our defences; the ship’s armour was more than enough to protect us. I shouted in surprise as our phlogiston cannons deafeningly returned fire, the green light annihilating two of the thopters completely and sending a third tumbling to the earth below in a trail of black smoke. In one shot, we had taken out half of the pirates’ attack force.

As the ship turned to face the others, I realised that I wasn’t alone on the deck; Ailene stood beside me, her whole body quivering, just as mine was doing. She turned and looked at me, the fear evident in her eyes, and then covered my hand on the rail with her own. We stayed still and silent for the rest of the battle, as the Zior’s machine guns quickly destroyed the remaining enemy aircraft. It was over. It had barely lasted fifteen minutes; the only sounds in that room were the engines and my pounding heart. Ailene and I didn’t move; it was like a spell, and I didn’t want to break that tenuous connection, even as my body hummed with adrenaline and excitement. She breathed heavily through her mouth; I wanted to ask what she was thinking, wanted to know if this simple touch of hands meant something more. She turned to me, and inhaled as if about to speak, when the door to the observation deck banged open and Captain Bergeron strode in.

“There you two are!” he shouted, and Ailene’s hand jerked back from mine. “A bit of excitement to shake up the day, eh?”

“Excitement?” Ailene said, an icy tone in her voice, a tone I knew well. “A bit of excitement?! They could have blown us all up!”

“Nah, those were small fry. Hardly worth the bullets, really. Wait until we get to southern China and northern Siam, where the ships are bigger, and better armed. Then we’ll see some fun!”

“Captain…”

“Relax, ma’am. My crew is trained for these types of engagements. We’ll see you safely all the way to Tinhau, no problem.”

The captain made a noise in his throat, tipped his hat and stepped back out through the door, leaving the two of us alone again. Ailene glanced at me, any tenderness replaced by a mask of stone, and I knew that whatever that moment had been was now over. She hurried towards the door, and through.

I stayed there for a while more, calming my thoughts, and my pulse. I’d forgot how her touch could make me tingle, even if it was brief. And I know she’d felt something too; she had lowered her guard, revealing a small part of the woman I used to love. It made me wonder if our marriage isn’t beyond help after all. 

Sunday, October 7

I’ve spent the past two days confined to bed, when I wasn’t puking into the en suite toilet. I’m just now feeling good enough to write again. The ship’s doctor has diagnosed ’flu: fever, body aches, wet coughs, an unending river of mucus, all the horrible symptoms. Sometimes it’s God’s will that we fall ill, so that we can appreciate how good it feels to be well, but that’s of little comfort right now.

I haven’t been able to sleep properly, so everything just feels off, and somehow heightened. Every small sound is like an explosion, every faint smell makes me gag; even the lights in my cabin leave streaks in my vision when I turn my head. Captain Bergeron, that generous man, noticed my absence and was kind enough to send the doctor to examine me, and then have his chef bring me chicken soup and electrolytic water. The captain himself has even visited a few times to check on me; it has made the loneliness easier to take.

Ailene, on the other hand, has been a no-show since the battle; I don’t know if she is also miserable in her own room, or if she’s just avoiding me. As I talked to the gentle doctor, a tall man with an impressive beard, I ended up telling him about the difficulties that we’ve had, and how hard it was even being on this mission with all this tension, etc. After I finished, he confided that he’d been divorced for almost twelve years, and that it has been the happiest time of his life; he and his ex-wife just were not compatible, no matter how hard they’d tried to make it work, and the separation was the best thing he’d ever done.

I was shocked at his frankness; the DESD’s official stance on the sacrament of marriage is One-Man-One-Woman-and-Their-Children as the ideal family unit. There was no way for the ship’s doctor to know whether I would report him for subversion, or at the very least lecture him on procreation being the duty of every NAU citizen, citing the massacres by the Range twenty-five years ago, and the mass starvation following the devastation of our food supply. Is it really so obvious that I’m putting on a front? That I don’t hold completely to the party line? Or was it a test, to prove my loyalty and adoration?

I’m now exhausted, and this worrying is not helping. I’ll deal with it later. 

Monday, October 8

I felt a bit better today, but still spent it largely in my cabin; I only emerged for meals, in order to minimise the odds of coming across Ailene in the corridors. The metal walls thrum with the vibration of the airship’s engines; the dull grey seems to close in on me. I imagine that this is what the cabin on a submarine feels like. A submarine in the clouds.

The clouds are no longer a threat, and thank the Almighty for it. I was thinking about the Range again today, back to that time just before the weapon disappeared forever. The safety lectures by our assistant principal, delivered with the same intonation as his morning sermons; the daily drop-and-scurry drills; the aftermath videos of attacks in the Midwest, some which had taken place in Wisconsin, so close by. I still have the nightmares so many years later, where I’m a helpless child, paralysed with fear, unable to move while that mobile upside-down mountain patiently hunts me down with its green lightning. Twenty-five years after “the Creator smote the abomination” (the official story), or it just drifted back to wherever it had come from (my theory), yet the Range still has the power to terrorise me.

I’ve always taken comfort in the fact that I’ll see everyone I’ve ever loved in Heaven, and live in the bliss that comes with God’s grace; when I was a kid, I could visualise the afterlife so concretely that I felt like I’d already arrived there without the trauma of death. For so long, I’ve believed that the existence of Heaven is an inviolable fact, but now I can’t help having doubts.

Ailene still doesn’t know it, but I actually read the pamphlet that was stuffed under our door by those anti-theist hooligans back in August, done out of curiosity as much as spite. They had some interesting points: that when we die (the 85% of us below the pay grade for life-extension treatments), our atoms and nutrients will merge with the soil, or drift through the air to blend with countless other living beings on the planet. That we’re all connected; in one way we pass on, but in another way we can never die. We’re only living here on borrowed time, in borrowed bodies.

But still, no communion with the Almighty, no reunion with loved ones, no everlasting bliss? It’s just too unsettling to think about. 

Tuesday, October 9

I’m either allergic to the antibiotics prescribed by the ship’s doctor, or they’ve had an unintended side effect, because my heart has been pounding so hard all day long that I thought it might explode. At first I put it down to stress, even though I’ve never experienced something like this, but late morning I asked for the doctor, worried I was having a heart attack or some other cardiac event. He took his sweet time getting to my cabin—if I was actually having a heart attack, I likely would have died before he bothered showing up—and then switched me to another medicine, something he claimed was milder. Even after, I still feel the occasional thwack in my chest, but thankfully my heartbeat has mostly returned to normal. The doc also recommended “Oriental breathing meditation” as a way to calm the mind.

It wasn’t until mid-afternoon when I realised what day it was.

Seven years it’s been now since Mom died. Every anniversary, it still punches me in the gut. I still have no idea what she was doing at the Biograph Theater that night, and Dad doesn’t know or won’t tell me; the hit-and-run driver was never caught either. It’s got to the point where I’ve begun forgetting her face, so I pulled from my wallet the photo of her and Dad at the Empire State Building, taken when I was around five years old. I stared at the picture, the wind at the observation deck whipping her hair back, Dad holding his hat down, both of them laughing like little kids, open and heedless. I gave in to the suppressed sadness and wept for a good long while. I still feel so guilty for not being at the funeral, even if only to say goodbye.

The Zior should be landing in Tokyo very late tonight (or, more accurately, in the very early hours of tomorrow), and I’ve asked the captain to wake me so I can send off another official missive to O’Brien; I’ll wait until we reach Tinhau before sending another encrypted signal, since I can’t be guaranteed of proper tech security before then. I should also email Dad and see how he’s doing. Maybe I can keep him from retreating to the solitude of his garden this year. 

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Wednesday, October 10

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

I am heartened to receive your generous reply to my previous missives. I take great comfort and gain much spiritual strength from your gracious encouragement in our holy mission.

Just as the NAUS Zior departed Anchorage a little over three days ago, our vessel was briefly beset by vicious aerial pirates, but Our Lord’s wrath effectively smote the heathens aboard their ornithopters, in the form of our ship’s impressive weapons arsenal. Captain Bergeron’s leadership and bravery during the incident must be noted; the man has been the epitome of grace under pressure thus far on our voyage, which from then on proceeded without further delay or antagonism.

We have just touched down in the Nipponese capital of Tokyo, in the very early hours of the morning. It is the first time I have left my berth in days, laid low as I was by a particularly nasty strain of influenza, inadvertently transmitted, I suspect, by Agent Noonan. I do not hold her responsible, despite her careless lapse in hygiene; it was part of His plan that I experience such suffering in the days before meeting the Tinhau delegation, in order to instil in me the proper gratitude for all that He has seen fit to give me.

Captain Bergeron tells me that we are now two-thirds through our journey, and if we are not delayed by further acts of piracy or unforeseen mechanical problems, we should reach the island-nation of Tinhau by midday of the 13th. Our Lord has blessed our voyage, and I will continue to endeavour in my piety so that His wondrous protection shall envelop us the entire way until we land on that foreign tropical soil.

Until then, I remain

 

Your Obedient Servant and Emissary,

DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer

To Joseph Lehrer, NAUAF, Ret.

Wednesday, October 10

 

Dad,

I know that it’s been more than a year since we last spoke, and we didn’t leave things on the best of terms, but it’s still the 9th where you are, and I wanted you to know that I was thinking of you today. I was looking at that photo of you and Mom at the Empire State Building, during your second honeymoon, when you left me with Aunt Rhonda, remember? That big smile on Mom’s face, it’s how I want to remember her.

I’m transiting through Tokyo right now, if you can believe that, on a mission for the DESD (which is classified, I’m afraid, but you know how that is). And yes, Ailene is here too. Things between us are not good right now, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know, since she’s the reason you and I haven’t spoke in so long. I hated being put in the middle of that argument, even if it turns out you were mostly right about her. Still, even while I am trying to make things work with Ailene, I’m sorry that this drove a wedge between you and me.

Please write back when you can. I hope that you’re doing okay today. Once this mission is over, I’m owed some vacation time. I would like to come home and visit for a while, if that’s okay. And also get some real pizza! As long as I’ve lived in New York, I still haven’t gotten used to the floppy slices of grease they dare to call pizza there.

Luke
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Wednesday, October 10

I’m slowly getting accustomed to the shifts in time zones as we move westward, but today my body clock felt like it was simply out of alignment. Likely thanks to our early morning layover in Tokyo (which I had to stay awake for, in order to send my messages). But it could also simply be because I haven’t fully recovered from my recent bout of the ’flu yet: I’m still a bit wobbly on my feet, and at times it appears that a halo or aura surrounds the people I see, whether it’s the crewmen on the ship or the noodle eaters in that Tokyo restaurant. My throat is still scratchy, but I’m also constantly salivating.

After sending off the messages, I remained wide awake, unable to fall back to sleep until we once again lifted off sometime around 10am. I slept for another seven hours, when I woke from one of the most vivid dreams I’ve ever had: I was spending the day with my “wife” (a woman who was not Ailene) and our five-year-old daughter. The wife was tall, taller than me, long-limbed and elegant, hair cropped short to the scalp; I remember her as very beautiful, although I can’t recall a single one of her features. Both of us held our daughter’s hands as we strolled through a vague New England-looking town, browsed some shops and ate lunch outdoors. I felt incredibly content.

It was so real that after I awoke, it took several moments for the actual world to rush back around me. Such love, from a woman and a little girl I could never know. I’d felt something similar with Ailene only at the very beginning of our relationship, when I was still courting her; we had our own regular haunts: hole-in-the-wall restaurants and bars with live music and art galleries, none of which we’ve visited in years. It makes me wonder about the roads not taken, the lives not lived.

It’s nearly dinnertime already, and my stomach is growling. Time to visit the officers’ mess.

 

Supplemental

 

I can’t fucking believe

 

The God damned whore

 

Want to kill

 

Fuck fuck fuck fuck fu

 

It’s taken me nearly an hour to find these words.

Ailene was in the mess when I walked in, half-undressed and grappling with Captain Bergeron on top of one of the tables. I thought my eyes were playing tricks, but then I must have made some sound because she looked up with the guiltiest expression I’ve ever seen. Is this why she didn’t bother visiting me even once during my illness—because she was too busy fucking the captain in between his visits to my sickbed?

God damn her to eternal torment!

 

Supplemental

A thought, which I have to get down before I lose my nerve. The DESD doesn’t look kindly on adulterers. One report from me to O’Brien, and her career would be over; she’d be blacklisted from any other government agency for the rest of her life.

Could I ruin her? Do I have it in me? 

Thursday, October 11

It’s now 4.17am local time, and we are somewhere over the South China Sea. My mind is racing. Despite missing lunch and dinner yesterday, I still have no appetite. I feel like I want to jump out of my skin.

Ailene came to my cabin late last night, around five hours ago, no sign of the ’flu about her. My first instinct was to slam the door in her face, but she pleaded with me to hear her out, that I didn’t owe her anything, but she needed to explain. She begged again, and despite my hurt and anger, I let her inside.

She sat on the edge of my bed, and collected her thoughts. I remained standing. When she looked up, there were tears in her eyes, and I softened for a moment, before remembering that she had used exactly this technique in the past for getting her way when outright bullying didn’t work.

I’ll try to relay this as accurately as I can.

“I wanted to talk with Captain Bergeron about more possible pirate attacks once we get closer to southern Siam and northern Malaya. The last one, when we left Alaska… Lucas, I’ve never been so scared in my life. I’ve been sheltered and privileged, I see that now. And even though we were very safe during the battle, it undid me for a bit. So we were talking—”

Talking was for goddamn sure not what I saw.

“I started crying. He held me and stroked my hair, and before I knew it, we were kissing. Please believe me, it was not something I planned.”

I grunted. I couldn’t even look her in the eyes.

“Really, Lucas. He was so kind and understanding, and you and I have been having so many problems lately, and it just happened. I’m so sorry.”

She seemed sincere, but I had a hard time buying her story. A kiss was one thing, but she had been halfway to mounting him when I’d interrupted them. Just what the fuck was that about? She’s only known the man, what, a week? And her own husband, the man she vowed to be faithful to until the end—I could have been on my deathbed for all she knew. She didn’t answer when I doubted that this incident was their first time together. Anyway, once is plenty! Once is all it takes to destroy your marriage and your career!

She stood up then, and all traces of vulnerability vanished. As I’d suspected, it was all, or at least mostly, an act. The bully was back. “You’re not going to tell anybody about this,” she said.

Why the hell not?

“Because it’s your word against mine, and I outrank you, little man. And Harry will take my side.”

Who in the fuck is Harry?

“The captain, you cretin. It doesn’t matter if I cheated on you once or fifty times; you have no proof and no one to corroborate your story. I was hoping to resolve this so that we could hang on to some semblance of our relationship, but as usual, you just had to fuck that all up. We’re done talking about this. We’ll accomplish our mission in Tinhau, then go home and get this wreckage of a marriage annulled. We’re through.”

And with that, she shoved me aside and left.

What has kept me awake for all these hours, tossing and turning and sweating, is that she’s right. She might have fucked Captain Bergeron in every room on the ship, but there is nothing at all I can do about it. 

ENCRYPTED DISPATCH

#C3D4A3D94240428FB02A9BFF0A

Sent: Sun, 14 Oct, 1.37pm

 

Rick,

I’m finally in Tinhau, checked in to the assigned hotel. This country is amazing; I wish you could see it. It’s not the stereotypical third-world slum that the Department of Education makes out this entire region to be; it’s advanced, much more advanced than the NAU, since the last forty years didn’t hit them nearly as hard as us. But there’s also a reverence for tradition, both from their colonial past and since independence.

And what’s most amazing: swees walk around right out in the open! I couldn’t believe my eyes! We were offered a trishaw ride from the aerodrome, and I saw a number of people who clearly possessed abilities walking the sidewalks, riding bicycles and driving cars. Ailene and I both spotted at the same time a young woman with a head wreathed in flames walking hand-in-hand with a woman whose head was encased in ice; Ailene made a disgusted noise in her throat, but I couldn’t tell if it was because of the display of homosexuality or of superhuman powers.

Our appointment with the Ministry of Stability is tomorrow morning, so I’ll spend the rest of today exploring the area. I know, I’m not on vacation, but this is also a good chance for some cultural observations.

More from me after the meeting.

Lucas

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Sunday, October 14

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

We have at last reached The Republic of Tinhau, thank the Lord! Our arrival was delayed merely one day, due to evasive action taken in response to the presence of air pirates from the Kingdom of Cambodia. Thanks go to Captain Bergeron for his quick thinking in the face of an overwhelming force; I would like to let it be officially known that the man is not a coward for fleeing, but indeed saved all our lives with his act of retreat, hiding us until it was safe to proceed.

Tomorrow morning, we meet Executive Vice Chairman Aya Quek of Tinhau’s Ministry of Stability, Cultural Affairs Sector, and I look forward to seeing Agent Noonan’s masterful diplomatic abilities in action. She has shared that she feels the presence of the Almighty Himself, so filled with His love and confidence that the success of our mission is all but assured.

With pride, I remain

 

Your Obedient Servant and Emissary,

DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer
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Sunday, October 14

There was some excitement yesterday; according to the captain (liar, adulterer), the ship’s radar had picked up a flotilla of signals identified as Cambodian air pirates, still some distance off but closing quickly. We could have withstood an engagement with them, but the likelihood of sustaining damage was high, and as opposed to the attack at Anchorage, he decided to outrun them instead. The Zior made an emergency landing at the Dà Lat Aerodrome in Viet Nam, and stayed there for the majority of the day, before making way again in the early evening, after the skies had cleared of enemy traffic. The final leg of the voyage was without incident.

We landed in Tinhau around noon today. A small group of immigration officers boarded the ship, going deck by deck to ensure that everyone’s paperwork was in order, as well as check for communicable diseases. When it was my turn, the officer swabbed the inside of my mouth and under my arm, then placed each cotton bud in a separate phial, which he then inserted into a sleek-looking hand-held reader the size of a pocket Bible.

When I asked if this was all necessary, he nodded and said, “Of course. You Americans don’t vaccinate anymore lah. You could bring in typhoid, hepatitis, tuberculosis, gonorrhoea, anything! So foolish one.” Before I could object to being suspected of carrying gonorrhoea, his reader chirped twice quickly in succession and then in one long sustained note. “Okay, you are clear,” he said and stamped a thirty-day entry seal into my passport.

“That was quick,” I said.

“Yah lah,” he replied. “Even ten years ago, you have to go through two weeks’ quarantine. But now, got no need.”

“Remarkable,” I said, and meant it. I have no idea what our own procedures for port entry might be, but I can guarantee that it’s not nearly so fast and efficient.

He smiled. “Enjoy your visit to Tinhau.”

Soon after, Ailene and I disembarked, and were escorted to our hotel by a Chinaman in a sharp-looking suit (some minor functionary from the Ministry of Stability, who didn’t appear to sweat one drop in the oppressive heat and humidity, despite his formal attire), named Wong Kee. He will be our go-to man during our stay.

The hotel was only a twenty-minute pedal-trishaw ride from Chempaka Aerodrome; a second trishaw followed us with Wong Kee and our luggage, as solar-powered cars passed by within inches on our right (they drive on the other side of the road here). Ailene and I looked like tourists, but I would have rather shared my seat with the bags. As hot and miserable as we were, I felt even worse for our driver, who looked like he was in his fifties, his leg muscles bulging, and who had no protection from the sun like we did. He chatted to us while he pedalled, telling us that the old airport had been abandoned after peak oil and sea level rise, and so the new aerodrome was constructed farther inland. We would also have to take a longer route than the one he had known decades earlier, thanks to permanent flooding from the country’s main river artery.

We arrived at the hotel, a remnant from centuries of British colonialism, and I was glad that Ailene had previously arranged for separate rooms, as on the Zior. I can’t imagine sharing a room with her ever again. Wong Kee handed us our room keys (having already checked us in earlier), and reminded us that he would fetch us tomorrow morning for our appointment with the Ministry of Stability. Ailene barely waited for him to finish talking before charging off to find her room. I thanked Wong Kee for his help, then set off for my own accommodations.

The room is on the ground floor, and elegantly furnished: bed, dresser, writing desk, television, small refrigerator, electric safe. The usual, although the bathroom contains a claw-footed bathtub, the first I’ve ever seen in person. Also, oddly enough, instead of the expected Bible in the drawer of the bedside table, a small hardcover copy of Franz Kafka’s novel Amerika sits inside, its page edges foxed from the equatorial humidity. A literary prank? I can’t explain why, but I felt uneasy even glancing at it, and slammed the drawer closed.

In addition, rather than the typical bland watercolour paintings that you see in any NAU hotel, the walls are decorated with poster-sized black-and-white photography in wooden frames; on either side of my bed are portraits of Albert Einstein: on the left, the scientist as a young man, standing in the patent office in which he had worked; and on the right, the man near the end of his life, seated in a leather chair before overstuffed bookshelves, with stacks of paper strewn on the table in front of him. In the bathroom is a recognisable print by Ansel Adams, taken at Yosemite, a full moon high in the sky. Above the desk, at which I’m currently writing this, is mounted another print, what appears to be a daredevil stunt: strung between two high-rise housing blocks is a wire cable, like the kind a tightrope-walker might use, hanging from which is a modified velocipede. The vehicle’s wheels have been removed, and instead a combination gear-and-pulley system has been installed so that the driver, a dark-skinned young woman with one arm and a fierce expression, can pedal herself across. I can just make out the business district skyline in the background. 

After sending both my encrypted and official updates to O’Brien from the hotel’s secure wireless node, I spent the rest of the afternoon and evening exploring the surrounding area. The hotel itself boasts an upscale bar, a handful of expensive restaurants and a shopping arcade selling items far out of my price range. I found a money changer and exchanged some ameros for Dioms, which I used to buy a cup of cubed mango and coconut milk at a small dessert shop; just what I needed to cool down. I don’t think I’ve seen a mango back home since I was a kid; Mom bought imported fruit only for special occasions, although I can’t remember anymore when she might have last done so.

Farther down the road were other food stalls, selling dishes with names like laksa and roti prata and mee rebus. Souvenir shops as well, hawking T-shirts, postcards, mugs, flags and shot glasses, all emblazoned with a tiger’s head logo and the country’s recently revamped slogan: The Venice of Southeast Asia. An exuberant Indian tailor did his best to catch my attention, insisting that I needed a new suit; I almost laughed in his face, picturing the cloth completely soaked through with my sweat. A small used books stall with titles in both English and Chinese was next door; I recognised a few thrillers from NAU authors that were popular several years ago, but ultimately purchased a dog-eared paperback called Life in the Drowned City, published by a local press, detailing the toll that the rising sea levels had taken on the country, and the government’s response to the crisis.

After a while, I returned to the hotel and ordered room service for dinner, a luxury I normally can’t indulge in, something called tom yam pasta, which was absolutely delicious, if a bit too spicy. The television picks up BBC Worldwide and a number of local channels: news stations in both English and Chinese, and entertainment channels in each of the country’s four official languages (English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil). I watched the BBC for a while, until the voices of the posh newsreaders started making me sleepy. I’ll go to bed just as soon as I finish this. 

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Monday, October 15

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

Despite what Agent Noonan may have reported to you herself, it is probable that negotiations have stalled before they could even begin. It appears that she was full of the Lord’s wrath instead of His compassion, since she demanded obedience to Tinhau’s government in a righteous tirade that shocked even my pious self. I worry that her overzealous mindset may have damaged any potential relationships with the nation.

Our contact, EVC Quek, politely informed us that she would pass the matter up to her superiors. We can now only wait and see if this holy voyage has not been a complete waste. 

I shall update once again after I have received additional information. 

I remain

 

Your Obedient Servant and Emissary,

DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer
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Monday, October 15

Stupid, stupid Ailene. God damn her all over again.

At nine o’clock this morning, we were escorted by Wong Kee downtown via air-conditioned taxi (why we hadn’t taken one of these to the hotel upon our arrival, instead of submitting to the suffering of the trishaw ride, I have no idea); the entrance to the Ministry of Stability was within a glass pyramid located between two skyscrapers, like the one I’ve seen pictures of at the Louvre, but even bigger, at least three storeys tall. The structure, Wong Kee told us, was a memorial to the Christmas Massacre a quarter-century ago, and a symbol of Tinhau’s resistance to terrorism. Two soldiers guarded the door with automatic weapons.

We passed through three separate security gantries, then took a lift down thirty-some floors underground (I’m having trouble remembering exactly how many), and wound through a series of corridors until we ended up in the refrigerated office of our contact, a young woman named Aya Quek, who is an executive vice chairman in the Ministry’s Cultural Affairs Sector (which sounds far more impressive than it seems to be; it’s apparent that the bureaucracy of Tinhau is just as fond of handing out fancy titles as that of the NAU). Austere and functional, like any other civil servant’s office, this one contained only one item that indicated some actual personality: a framed theatre poster announcing a stage play called Looking Downward, with a silhouette of a creeping puppeteer emblazoned with a golden letter Z.

Ms Quek sat down behind her desk; she wore her hair short, and I was immediately reminded of my vivid dream on the Zior, of my alternate wife and child, but shook the image from my head. She smiled, but it didn’t reach all the way to her eyes. Were I the one to talk with her, I would have kept this observation in mind, tried to draw her out a bit with casual conversation first, seen where we could relate, what we might have in common, all things that might lead to solid diplomatic ties.

Ailene did none of this. To her, Ms Quek was the alpha personality in the office, and needed to be dominated. Instead of presenting the arguments I’d so painstakingly drawn up in the mission dossier, Ailene imperiously announced that the North American Union was a resurgent power, and that we would soon retake our leadership role among the world’s leading countries. We had come through devastation and starvation, and made our nation great again; she all but said that we would once again be “a force to be reckoned with”. The NAU would be a powerful ally in the future, and Tinhau would be smart to acknowledge this. Delivered as if behind the lectern in the DESD central chapel.

Ms Quek glanced at me—my shock must have been obvious.

Ailene finished her speech, and silence hung in the air for seven seconds. I counted. Then Ms Quek stood, held out her hand and said, in a cultured accent that sounded vaguely British, “Thank you for presenting your case. I will take your comments under advisement and pass them along to my superiors. We will contact you again by the end of the week.”

Ailene, barely containing her indignation that Ms Quek hadn’t been automatically bowled over by her sermon, rose to her feet, shook hands quickly and then left the office without a word of thanks. I offered a brief smile (which Ms Quek returned), then followed my estranged wife back out through the corridors and up to ground level again.

The ride back to the hotel was utterly silent, the air inside the taxi thick with Ailene’s seething rage. After arriving, she leapt out of the vehicle and stomped inside, not once looking back.

There’s nothing to do but wait for word from the Ministry, so I’ll spend the rest of the week close to the hotel in case news comes.

 

Supplemental

Just now on one of the local television stations, the Minister of Defence, some pinch-faced man named Yeo who chewed through his words, read a ten-minute editorial about the “subversive danger of the swees in Tinhau”. His rhetoric was a barely-toned-down version of the same indoctrination I’ve heard all my life in the NAU. Yeo didn’t come up in my initial research on Tinhau, which I’m hoping won’t endanger the mission; if MinDef gets involved in our diplomatic talks, the whole dynamic could change, since I could imagine Ailene getting along really well with this cantankerous ideologue.

After the editorial was an interview with the Minister by a reporter or editor from the station, and she asked lots of good questions, mostly related to how intolerant and out-of-touch his sentiments appeared to be, all of which he deflected. A neurologist before he became a politician, he couched his rebuttals in genetics and neurodivergence before moving on to national security (and repeated a lot of what he’d just recited in the editorial).

Even if he’s a lone voice in the government (which I doubt; hardliners like that hardly ever operate in a vacuum), it’s unsettling to think that the man in charge of Tinhau’s security has such bigoted opinions about his fellow citizens. Maybe this country isn’t quite so enlightened as I initially thought. 

Tuesday, October 16

After a late lunch today, I started getting a bit stir crazy, feeling the need to go farther afield to explore. I grabbed some brochures from the hotel lobby, then flagged down a blue taxi. As it silently approached, I discovered that its exterior wasn’t actually painted, but overlaid with an interlocking grid of hexagonal solar panels. It makes sense for a country located on the equator, and which receives an abundance of sunlight every single day; Tinhau’s use of solar technology is one of the items I had noted to discuss with Ms Quek, but I doubt that Ailene was even aware of it.

“Where to, boss?” the Malayan cabbie asked. “Looking for a sex worker?”

I was stunned into silence for a moment at the driver’s brazenness, then spluttered out a negative reply, trying to hold back the torrent of offense that threatened to overcome me. What an assumption to make!

“Okay, boss, no worries, no harm meant. We get lots of visitors from Australia, Germany, like that, and first thing they always ask me is where’s the whorehouses. But hey, just so you know, the girls who work in Cahaya Merah are treated well and their health screened regularly, they pay taxes like anyone else, and enjoy the same rights and protections.”

“What’s Cahaya Merah?”

“Our legal red-light district. I know you said you don’t want, but if I was going to book a hooker anywhere in the world, Tinhau is probably the safest place lah.”

“That’s as may be, but I’m not interested. I’m only in Tinhau for a few more days and want to see someplace interesting. Besides a whorehouse.”

“You like books?”

I said that I did.

I caught the driver’s glance in the rear-view mirror, and the crinkling of his eyes as he smiled. “I have just the place for you, boss: Lorong Buku. Some wonderful bookshops there. Come, I take you.”

The taxi finally glided forward, and the cabbie switched on the fare meter. We passed out of the main downtown area and onto an expressway, and I was suddenly aware of what sounded like musical notes coming from the body of the taxi itself. After I asked if something was wrong with the cab, he revealed that it was actually the road that was “singing”, that the government had installed patterns of tiny bumps on the expressways that would resonate when cars rolled over them, producing a song. 

We then passed into the mouth of a massive tunnel, five lanes across, the light dimming from sunlight to florescent strips. Tubular fans rotated lazily, attached parallel to the tunnel’s ceiling. 

We had entered the tunnel from full tropical sunshine, but emerged on the other end, just a few minutes later, into a thunderstorm so powerful as to rattle the teeth. The transition was sudden and unnerving.

“Where you from, boss?” the cabbie asked as fat raindrops streaked down the windows. After I told him, he mentioned that he was a collector of thank-you notes. I had no idea what that meant, so he leaned over without slowing the taxi and popped open the glove compartment to pull out a thick scrapbook, which he passed back to me. Inside were pasted page after page of index cards on which simple thank-you messages were written, many of them not even in English; these were labelled by language in neat pencil. When I pointed this out, he said, “Yes! That’s right, I now have ‘thank you’ in one hundred and thirty-seven languages and counting. Every card is from a passenger who rode in my cab. Eight years I’ve been doing this!”

I turned the pages, chagrined to realise that he’d been collecting his thank-you notes as long as I’d been married. They were all addressed to “Iskandar”, which I could only conclude was the cabbie’s name. The expected European languages were there, as well as Arabic, Bahasa Melayu and a number of Chinese dialects. But these quickly transitioned to entries I would not have expected: Hungarian, Farsi, Icelandic, Afrikaans. Even Cherokee!

“Yes, a very nice young man from North Carolina,” he said with a grin, then pulled an empty index card and ballpoint pen from a pocket on the car door, and handed them back to me. “Would you mind, boss?”

Using the scrapbook as a hard surface, I wrote: 

Dear Iskandar, it was great to meet you in Tinhau; thank you for telling me about your wonderful collection. Please don’t ever stop. All the best, Lucas Lehrer (NAU) 

After signing my name with a flourish, I passed the card, pen and scrapbook back to him, and he said, “Lovely, lovely, thank you so much. You know, it’s so important to have a physical copy of these things. It’s just too easy for digital files to poof!” And here he made a gesture like a small explosion with his fingers. “Gone forever. But paper I can hold in my hand, only way it goes poof is if I do something stupid and misplace it.”

“I know what you mean,” I told him. “I write in a paper diary.”

“Good! Good for you! See, you know. Physical diary, physical index cards, they feel more real than ones and zeroes in an ordinator, correct or not? We’re beings with many senses, and touch is an important one; something is lost to us when it becomes virtual.”

I nodded and Iskandar chuckled to himself. The rest of the drive was spent in contemplative silence. The rain eased, then abruptly stopped; Tinhau rolled by my windows, shiny from the raindrops, and I became hopelessly lost. I’ve always been bad with directions, but the feeling is especially disorienting in an unfamiliar country. However, I trusted Iskandar to get me to my destination, which he did after only ten more minutes: a cosy bookshop called Indah Books.

The store was devoted to literary fiction in printed editions. And no disposable fare here, like at the stall I visited a few days ago, but lovingly crafted works of art. Artisanal bookmaking the likes of which I’ve not seen back home. Limited editions, surely, and pricey, yet on a weekday afternoon, the shop itself was thronged with customers.

I took my time, losing myself in the sights and the smells of that wondrous place, many times tipping titles off the shelves so that I could flip through the pages and stroke the bindings. I found a copy of Amerika identical to the one in my hotel room, and am still amazed that someone could leave behind such a well-made (and expensive) book, foxed as it might be. I was extremely tempted by a slipcased hardcover copy of The Man in the High Castle, liberally illustrated by Salvador Dalí, but the price was more than three times the spending money that I had brought with me, so I reluctantly returned it to the shelf.

One entire wall was devoted to Tinhauan literature, written by authors with Chinese, Malayan and Indian surnames, with the odd Western name thrown in (presumably migrants who had made Tinhau their home). Novels, short fiction, poetry, stage plays, literary journals, all evidence of a vibrant and vital literary culture. I spent nearly two hours in that place, better than any museum tour I could have imagined, and ended up buying an anthology called Blessed Travels: The Best New Writing from Tinhau, signed by the editor; it cost more than I was intending to spend, but it looked fascinating and would make a great keepsake.

At the counter, a hunched-over Chinaman somewhere in his early sixties, most likely the owner, rang up the sale, and in a thick accent asked what country I was from. After I told him, he said, “My parents bring me there when I was just a boy, went to Mall of America. You ever been to Mall of America?”

I admitted that I never had; I didn’t have the heart to tell him how it had been split into many smaller shopping centres long ago, only two of which even still exist anymore.

“So many shops! No need to go anywhere else!” He laughed, the action triggering a series of dry coughs. When he spoke again, his face was more grave. “Such a shame what happen over there. So much tragedy. So sad.”

I accepted his condolences, assuming he was talking about the Range, but didn’t know what else to say. He handed me my change and placed the anthology in a brown paper bag.

“Some great writers in here,” he said, “even a Pulitzer winner! We were all very proud when she won.”

I stepped out into the early evening air with my new book, walked to the end of the lane, passing by three other bookstores, and stepped into a comfortable-looking coffeehouse called The Oceanic Café. Espresso drinks are such a luxury back home, but the prices here are much more reasonable, so I decided to treat myself to a latte. While waiting for it to cool, I perused the contents of Blessed Travels, which were a joyful jumble of short fiction, poetry and memoir.

As I did so, a young man at the next table began talking loudly to no one I could see. His head was overly large for his spindly frame, his ears like saucers; he had the sort of severe haircut that made me wonder if his barber had been furious at him for some reason. His clothes were casual to the point of slovenliness, and his flat voice carried to every corner of the café. I wondered if he was mentally ill and in need of some help. After shouting, “Okay, okay, thanks,” he tapped his ear. So not insane after all, but on some sort of telephone call.

He raised a thin, transparent square of plastic up to his eyes and tapped some pattern onto it that I couldn’t see, then waited for a few moments, his head cocked, before snapping to attention and beginning his sales spiel all over again. He went through the exact same routine half a dozen more times, with only small variations. I had to admire his persistence, even while each successive call increasingly got on my nerves so that I finally had to leave.

 

Supplemental

No one is going to see this, so I have to be honest with myself.

I had sex with a prostitute. I’m not proud of this.

I tried to justify it to myself a million ways: I was still angry at Ailene and wanted to make her hurt as badly as she’d hurt me, and therefore was acting under temporary insanity; Iskandar the cabbie had provided lots of reasons why it was a good idea, and maybe even beneficial for the local economy; I deserved a bit of happiness after all that I had endured. And so on. Iskandar had planted that seed in my mind, and I could think of nothing else after leaving the café.

Still, as I leaned against the rough fabric of another taxi seat, my stomach turned flips. I was still technically married. Fitting revenge, but a part of me screamed that this was wrong, that I’d go to Hell for this sin, that I was opening myself up to all kinds of evil temptations. My skin glazed with sweat, which the air conditioning chilled immediately. My heart raced, like I was on the verge of a panic attack, yet I didn’t tell the driver to stop.

At last, he pulled into Cahaya Merah and up to a building painted entirely pink; next to the front door was a lighted box labelled with a stylised 37. The driver claimed that they treated foreigners very well there, especially ones as “new” as I was. (Now that I think about it, he must get kickbacks for every customer he drops off there.) I was expecting the interior to be seedy, but was surprised at how corporate and bland the lobby looked. Respectable-looking watercolour paintings on the walls, black marble floors, even a small stone fountain in the corner. At an imposing desk sat an older Chinese woman in a cheongsam with a high collar; behind her on the wall hung a dark velvet drape.

“Welcome to Number 37,” the mamasan said in clipped English, motioning me over. In front of her was an e-tablet; she turned it to face me. I scrolled through the tablet’s “menu”: each entry displayed a large photograph of a young woman, artfully composed yet leaving very little to the imagination; underneath was a brief dossier containing the sex worker’s assumed name, her measurements, ethnicity, age and spoken languages. Below this was a price list for the sexual acts she was willing to perform, by the hour. As I scrolled through the entries, my breath became more laboured and difficult, and I began to regret even going there. But then I stopped on a twenty-two-year-old Swiss–Korean girl who went by Chlöé, and tapped the glowing square to reserve my preference.

The mamasan turned smoothly to the velvet drape behind her, parted it on one side and stepped through. I followed her down a narrow hallway lined with doors in near silence; were the rooms soundproofed? She stopped at a door on the left marked with a Roman numeral V, opened it and entered. Chlöé must have been elsewhere, because the room was unoccupied. I looked around: a four-poster bed with dark purple satin sheets, a white vanity table with a large oval mirror ringed with lights, tasteful artwork on the walls. In the corner stood a freestanding claw-foot bathtub, similar to the one in my hotel room, with a shower attachment mounted to a bar on the wall, and a half-open curtain hanging all the way to the floor.

The mamasan motioned towards the bed and told me to have a seat, that Chlöé would be in shortly. In the five or ten minutes that I waited nervously, I nearly convinced myself to just get up and leave about a dozen times. I didn’t belong there. I was a fool for thinking that a meaningless fuck could solve everything. But then the door opened and in stepped Chlöé, even more lovely than in her photo, dressed more casually than expected, in a sleeveless minidress with horizontal blue-and-white stripes and high-heeled shoes that she later told me were called wedges. She looked like she was headed out to meet with friends, and oddly enough, it put me immediately at ease. I’m guessing that was the point.

She sat next to me, engaged in small talk, occasionally placing a hand gently on my arm or my chest. She spied my shopping bag and asked about the book I’d bought, confessing that she’d published a few short stories while still at the University of Bern. I was wearing my wedding band, but Chlöé never once asked me about it or about my marriage. And before I knew it, we were kissing. I haven’t kissed anyone other than Ailene like that for the past ten years, and the feeling was both familiar and wonderfully different.

She gave me a towel and bathrobe, and led me over to the shower; I realised that it was for me rather than her. I got undressed (she averted her eyes, which I appreciated), washed quickly, towelled off, put on the robe, then joined her once again at the bed; while I’d showered, she had disrobed, and was waiting for me naked under the sheets. I settled in beside her, ready to go. She placed the condom on me herself.

The act was quick and frantic; I wanted to slow down but it had been so long and I was so eager that it was all over in just a few minutes.

“If you want to rest a bit, we can go again,” she said in her vaguely European accent. “We still have time.”

I asked if it would be all right if I could just hold her for a while.

She smiled, and my heart ached. “Of course,” she said.

So we spent the remainder of the hour wrapped in each other’s arms. I could feel tears of relief welling up at what seemed like genuine affection, but managed not to embarrass myself. I breathed in the clean smell of her skin (with a faint hint of men’s deodorant), and placed little kisses on her face. I know that it was an artificial intimacy, but my contentment was real.

When our time was up at last, she passed over my clothes and shopping bag, and squeezed back into her minidress. At the door, she gave me a lingering hug and a final peck on the lips before bidding me goodbye and sending me back down the hall. Every inch of me tingled with endorphins. I went back through the velvet drape to the lobby and paid the mamasan, my stash of Dioms considerably lighter. She thanked me and invited me to return; I said a polite goodbye and stepped outside. Night had fallen by that point, but thankfully a steady stream of taxis rolled slowly down the street, ready to ferry satisfied customers back out of Cahaya Merah to the real world. I flagged one down, gave him the name of my hotel, then closed my eyes and leaned back against the seat, smiling. 

Wednesday, October 17

My marriage is over. My job is over. Oh, what a difference a day makes!

This morning, we received our answer from the Tinhau government, via the hotel’s front desk: Madam Elisha Quek—the Minister for Arts and Culture, and Special Diplomatic Liaison for the Cultural Affairs Sector (two titles for one person!)—was intrigued by our proposal, but needed a concrete plan for our bilateral ties, and a statement, in specific pragmatic terms, of what exactly the NAU could do for The Republic of Tinhau. All of this had, in fact, been clearly laid out in the report and action plan I’d prepared, but it would be up to Ailene to even use it.

I wondered whether the Minister and EVC Quek were related, or whether “Quek” was a common surname in Tinhau.

Around 3pm, Wong Kee met us once more in the hotel lobby, and escorted us again via taxi to the glass pyramid of the Ministry of Stability. Ailene surprised me by bringing along the prepared dossier, clutching it tightly to her chest like a life preserver. She looked well and truly nervous, maybe after chewing over her mistakes for all of the previous day. It’s also possible that O’Brien, acting on my missive reporting her diplomatic gaffes, had put the proper fear of God into her over email. Whatever the case, she was quiet and introspective from the hotel all the way down to our meeting room in the bowels of the building.

This time we were brought to a conference room with a long wooden table. Seated at one end was the Minister, who looked to be in her early sixties, nattily dressed, posture rigidly straight. On the Minister’s right sat EVC Aya Quek, and on the left a young Indian man hunched over a small mechanical device on his lap, like the kind court reporters use.

Madam Elisha Quek greeted us in a British accent, and said that her daughter (Aya, in fact) had brought her up to speed on the proposal to re-establish ties between Tinhau and the North American Union. Ailene nodded her head and agreed; she placed the dossier on the table and opened the cover, getting ready to launch into her prepared pitch, but the Minister put out a hand to stay her.

“Before we get to all that,” she said, “I would like to talk to you about the current status of the swees in your country.”

Ailene sat back, clearly not expecting this, even though it was the centrepiece of my research. “I’m sorry, what?” she said.

“The number of children around the world who have been born with swee abilities has drastically diminished in the last twenty-five years,” the Minister continued, “but in our country, they still make up about ten per cent of the population, and are accorded every right and privilege of any other citizen. I am appalled, then, at the reports of swee men and women still living in internment camps in the NAU, indefinitely detained for the crime of being born. Camps in abominable, squalid conditions.”

Ailene stammered, saying that she was aware of the situation, that the entire country had been assured by our leaders that these people were dangerous and needed to be contained, that it was very likely that the imprisoned swees were the ones who had controlled the Range a quarter-century ago and directed its devastating attacks. She also didn’t see how this was relevant to the day’s talks.

“We are here to try and understand each other, yes? It bothers me that NAU citizens are treated like refugees and criminals in their own country, just because they have abilities that set them apart. Prisoners in their own homeland, forbidden to breed upon pain of death, completely dependent on their own hostile government. Agent Noonan, you can surely imagine how hesitant we are to enter into a close relationship with a government that enacts policies in direct violation of our own, and which might create situations in which the rights of Tinhau citizens could be infringed upon.”

The colour had been steadily rising in Ailene’s face. “The swees are an abomination!” she blurted out. “Their very existence is an affront to the Lord. They are a mistake, and we should have cleansed them from the land rather than just isolated and contained them. I am not going to apologise for the actions of my government, especially when it was far more merciful than those animals deserve!”

The young man taking the minutes gasped and looked up at the Minister, horrified. Minister Quek took several breaths, then calmly turned to her daughter, who was staring daggers at Ailene, and said, “Aya, show them.”

I still find it difficult to describe what happened next. I’ve seen many things that would be considered improbable or miraculous, but this shook me deeply, even while it fascinated me. As I watched, the younger Ms Quek changed. Her face seemed to melt like wax and rearrange itself. Ailene inhaled loudly and recoiled into her seat, and I grabbed the arms of my chair in surprise. When the shifting had finished, Ms Quek exactly resembled Ailene, even down to the freckles near the corner of her mouth; she then smiled with Ailene’s face, and her nose lengthened and extended until it dangled in front of her mouth. She drew a long breath, straightened her trunk and blasted out a loud trumpeting call just like an elephant. The sound startled a laugh out of me, but Ailene fell out of her chair, scrambled for the door, flung it open and launched herself through the corridor outside, screaming in terror. After the sounds faded, I turned back to our hosts; Ms Aya Quek appeared once again like herself, and was grinning like a satisfied cat, looking quite pleased to have got the reaction she’d intended. The transcriptionist seemed to want to crawl inside his own navel and hide.

Minister Quek looked hard at me and said, “Are you going to run too?”

I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart, and said no. That I was startled, but not scared. That I’d never had anything against swees (mostly true), and I was so sorry Ailene had reacted so badly. I silently wondered if the Minister and the young man also had abilities, and if so, what they could possibly be. My hands trembled, but I kept them under the conference table.

Minister Quek waved her hand at the apology, like swatting away a fly. “It was evident that your superior is a bigoted, narrow-minded fundamentalist, just the type of person who is holding back your country right now.” She chuckled to herself. “You know, if you had met with the Ministry of Defence instead, Agent Noonan would have got along famously with Minister Yeo; a hard-line bastard that one, who briefly took control of the country after the Irruption last time. Not all of the Tinhau government is as tolerant or enlightened as MinStab, but they’re outnumbered enough that they have to play along to keep their jobs.

“Anyway!” She tapped at the dossier Ailene had left behind. “Since I’m now speaking to the person who might be able to move this dialogue forward, where do we go from here?”

I seriously considered her question. The public aim of the mission was to discover how Tinhau had managed to thrive over so many years of worldwide instability, and to bring this info back to help reconstruct the NAU, but the secondary goal was to aid O’Brien’s cause of swee reintegration. However, it was clear that, even were MinStab to ignore Ailene’s outburst and form an alliance to influence public opinion back home, Ailene and enough DESD drones like her would find ways to block or even torpedo the effort before the proposal could find traction.

I relayed this reasoning to Minister Quek, ending by saying that Tinhau is not the country that needs this alliance, and apologising for wasting her time. She continued her firm gaze, most likely assessing whether I was being authentic or if this was just another political move. Her daughter watched me too, but her look was softer.

Finally, the Minister said, “I appreciate your honesty, young man. I’m sorry that you had to travel all this way just to return home empty-handed.”

The Minister was right. Thanks to Ailene’s bigoted reactions, any hope of my promotion was gone. And I knew that she would try to spin things her way upon our return to New York, make it look like I was the incompetent one, that I’d fucked up the research, that it was all my fault.

I was quiet for several moments as this sank in, and Ms Quek whispered something that made her mother smile.

“Am I right in presuming that you might lose your job because of this?” the Minister asked.

I nodded.

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” she said and opened the dossier, flipped through the contents carefully in silence. She lingered over some pages and skipped past others. “You seem to have a facility with details, with analysing patterns and making sense of them. This is a good skill to have.” She closed the binder. “If you indeed find yourself out of work, I could use someone like you, to fill in a lot of our own gaps. There may be occasion for dealing with the Americans again in the future, and you could also act as a cultural liaison. You’d be working closely with Aya, and would report directly to me.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. A job offer? I told her that I didn’t want to sound ungrateful for such an opportunity, but that I’d need to think it over.

“Okay lah, you take some time and decide. But do let us know soon; Aya can push the paperwork through, but we’ll need to clear everything through the Ministry of Labour, and that can take a while.”

Ms Quek escorted me back up to ground level, and shook my hand. Her grip was solid, her palm soft; I liked the feeling of her hand in mine. She said that she hoped everything would work out. Wong Kee was waiting outside, and he ferried me back to the hotel. The whole way, my mind raced with possibilities. But instead of panic, what I felt was relief. Upheaval for sure, but a necessary one. Tinhau is such a vibrant place, filled with optimism and kindness instead of cynicism and despair, and someplace I wouldn’t mind staying for a while.

The taxi arrived at the hotel, and the front desk informed me that Ailene had already checked out and called for a taxi to take her back to the aerodrome. Into the arms of that cuckolding bastard.

I’m going to let her stew in the Zior for the next few days while I make up my mind, although I think I already have.

ENCRYPTED DISPATCH
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Sent: Wed, 17 Oct, 3.14pm

 

Rick,

My biggest fear came true. Ailene botched the negotiations and has ruined our chances of a NAU–Tinhau alliance. The question of our indef camps was foremost on Minister Quek’s mind, and Ailene just lost it, echoing President Jarret’s demonisation of swees as animals during his campaign. When EVC Aya Quek revealed herself as a swee, and a shape-changer at that, Ailene fled the building and raced back to the Zior.

I am so sorry about all of this. Even though Ailene basically took over everything and is solely to blame here, I still feel like I failed you. I should have been able to manage her, or at least diffuse the situation into something where everyone would benefit. It’s all gone to shit.

Which is why I have decided to stay.

I know this is sudden, but hear me out. First of all, if I return to New York, there will be an official inquiry, and Ailene will throw me under the bus, which will very likely cost me my job, no matter how much you might intervene on my behalf. However, you know that she’s been gunning for your own job for a while now, and she might use your connection to the mission to force you to step down. And that is just something I’m not willing to let happen. You are too important, and your influence too vital. This gambit failed, but you’ll find other ways to reintegrate the NAU’s swees.

If I stay away, the blame stays on me, and it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.

The second reason is that my marriage is over. You know that Ailene and I have been having troubles for some time, but I caught her in flagrante in the arms of another man. She wants to have the marriage annulled, but I need to be physically present for that to proceed; otherwise she’ll have to wait three years before the paperwork can go through, three years in which I, as the spouse of a Grade Five DESD agent, am still eligible for unemployment benefits based on her station. Which I know will steam her to no end. A small act of rebellion, but it feels good.

I’ll never forget what you’ve taught me, and will try in my own way to continue your undertaking on swee rights. Hopefully this goodbye will not be forever, but for now I just want to say that I am honoured to have been your mentee these past ten years, and hope to make you proud of whatever I do next.

Lucas 

FROM THE PAPER JOURNAL OF LL  

 

Thursday, October 18

It’s around 10.30am, and I’ve just woken to a firm knock on the door. It was the manager of the hotel: my room is only covered for one more day by the DESD (today), and I’ll need to check out by noon tomorrow. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. The day my new life begins. 

PRIORITY COMMUNIQUÉ

To DESD Director Richard O’Brien

For Your Eyes Only

Monday, October 21

 

Dear Director O’Brien,

 

I deeply regret to inform you that the mission has failed. As relayed before, Agent Noonan was unable to overcome her personal shortcomings, and it has led to the breakdown of our diplomatic talks with Tinhau. It is an incredible shame, as I feel the NAU would have benefited greatly from the alliance. This is a sad day for our holy empire.

I must also regretfully announce that I have decided not to come back to New York, and am quitting my post, effective immediately. My resignation is attached. I’ve informed the captain of the NAUS Zior via proxy that I will not be returning to the ship. The blame for the tragic farce that this mission became clearly rests on Agent Noonan’s shoulders, but it has cemented the notion that any chance of my advancement within the DESD is now a faint possibility. I will never transcend my current station so long as Agent Noonan is my superior, and I therefore no longer wish to remain in it.

I wish you and the DESD the Lord’s favour for the future.

 

Sincerely,

Former DESD Agent Grade Three Lucas Lehrer

To Joseph Lehrer, NAUAF, Ret.

Monday, October 21

 

Dear Dad,

Please note the new email address. The old one will likely be inactive as of tomorrow.

I have some news. Because of Ailene’s idiocy, our mission in Tinhau went completely to shit, and now I’m effectively out of a job. So rather than wait for the proverbial hammer to come smashing down, I sent in my resignation.

I also caught her with another man, the captain of the airship that brought us here. As I mentioned before, our marriage has been rocky, but this act has destroyed any hope of putting it back together. She is a toxic person, and I’m done with her.

It’s really hard to say this, but I’m going to be staying in Tinhau for a while. I’ve already been offered a liaison job with the government here, and I’ve decided that I’m going to take it. Everything seems to be so positive here: people are contented and have enough to eat, and the government actually seems to take care of them. It’s a good place to be right now.

Ailene will probably throw away or destroy my stuff at home, but I don’t think I’ll miss any of it too much. I’ve been living light for the past few years; plus, I still have my good clothes, my journal, my æ-reader, my passport and my health.

However, this means that I’ll be on the other side of the world from you, at a time when I was hoping we could reconnect. There are also all kinds of things I know that I’ll miss: my favourite foods, clothing made for my body type, the American accent, etc. And since Tinhau is basically on the equator, I’ll be experiencing tropical summer pretty much all year long, so add the changing of the seasons to the list.

You and I have had our arguments, but I’ve regretted not having you in my life. My stay here might be short-lived, I don’t know, but for right now, it unfortunately looks like we’ll be as far apart as two people can physically be on this planet. 

I hope you can understand why, and that this was not a decision made lightly.

Please write back soon.

Love,

Luke 

To Joseph Lehrer, NAUAF, Ret.

Wednesday, October 23

 

Dear Dad,

Thanks so much for your reply. I’m very glad to hear that you’re doing all right, and even more glad that you’re okay with my decision to stay in Tinhau. I’ve felt so isolated for so long that, even though you’re on the other side of the world, it really does my heart good to have the support of a loved one.

To answer your question, the DESD only covered my hotel room up through last Thursday, so on Friday, at the recommendation of the concierge, I relocated to a youth hostel just a couple of subway stops away. It’s cramped and shabby, but at least it’s clean and the wireless node is free, and hopefully I won’t be here for much longer.

I start my new job at MinStab (what the locals call the Ministry of Stability) on Monday. I don’t know yet what exactly it entails, but I imagine I’ll be doing a lot of research reports, just like at the DESD. I’m looking forward to it. Until then, I plan on exploring the city a bit to try to get a more street-level impression of the place. I’ll also be looking for a furnished apartment; I’m growing weary of the endless parade of vapid young people staying at this hostel. More soon.

Love,

Luke 

FROM THE PAPER JOURNAL OF LL  

 

Monday, October 29

I’m sitting at the kitchen table of my new rental apartment, after having just worked the first day at my new job, and I feel like I can breathe again. And write again. My new place is a furnished flat at a complex in the neighbourhood of Telok Merah, near Repose Bay. Mostly a residential area, but the proximity to the Tehtarik River means there are plenty of places to eat and drink nearby, as well as a dock for the ferry service that travels up through the Axial Business District, where the Ministry of Stability is located.

Last Thursday, I hired a water taxi (called a bumboat) to get a view of the heart of Tinhau from a different vantage point; I saw lots of locals fishing off the bridges that span the river, as well as small recreational boats like canoes and rowboats and a few sailboats on the water. The entire area was suffused with the aroma of milky tea, though I couldn’t figure out where it might have come from. No other motorised vessels on the water besides the bumboats (which are considered public transport, even if they’re more expensive than the road taxis, subway trains and streetcars); I’m guessing that bigger ships are prohibited from using the river as a thoroughfare.

It was quite a peaceful experience, and reminded me of taking the ferries around New York City. There was a bit of chatter from the other passengers on the bumboat, but it was subdued. However, after we stopped somewhere near what the captain told me was an affluent neighbourhood, this riotous group of middle-aged, well-dressed women boarded. They were just so fucking loud. I gritted my teeth at every burst of braying laughter that exploded behind me. At first I thought it might be a cultural thing, like maybe I just wasn’t used to the noise, but it went way beyond my tolerance, like they didn’t give a shit that anyone else was sharing the boat with them. Fucking rude, and it nearly ruined the rest of my day. For a brief moment, I wished them all a horrible watery death just to shut them up. It was a huge relief when I exited the bumboat only a few minutes later.

Anyway.

The new job: today was mostly orientation, getting the low-down on MinStab, configuring the software on the ordinator in my new office (adjacent to Aya’s), meeting with personnel, getting introduced to the rest of the team at Cultural Affairs (and forgetting their names almost immediately; Wong Kee is the only other person I already know). The young Indian man from the previous meeting wasn’t there, so I assume he works more closely with Minister Quek, whose office is on another floor.

Aya was the one to take me around, my personal guide today. A remarkable woman, and even more friendly than I’d first thought. Even though her mother is a Minister, the other Cultural Affairs employees treat her as an equal, rather than kiss her ass. At the DESD, I didn’t interact with many people in our division other than Ailene, but it seemed that everyone there was always striving for promotion, ambition and ego thick in the air; but after only a day of working here, it already feels quite the opposite. Advancement seems to be something that any of them would accept with humility, but only as a side effect of excelling at their work anyway.

Part of showing me the ropes on my first day involved lunch at one of MinStab’s three canteens, arranged like a food court. The many stalls there produced an assault on the senses; there were so many different kinds of smells coming at me at once that it was hard to make any of them out individually, so I just followed Aya’s lead. She led us to a circular table and had me sit down to “chope” our spot, while she headed off towards one of the stalls. While waiting for her to return, I remarked once again (silently to myself, of course) how seriously Tinhauans take their food. Most of the people I know back in New York (or maybe that should be “knew” now?) treat food purely as fuel, something to shove in your mouth just so you have energy for the day. But in the two weeks since I first landed in Tinhau, I’ve overheard enthusiastic praise and strident insults over the dishes served at various eateries, as well as heated discussions of where the best roti prata or laksa or something else is prepared.

Aya came back to the table with a plate in each hand piled with a mound of rice, on top of which sat some kind of sliced roasted meat. When I asked what kind it was, she smiled and said, “Duck. The uncle who runs the stall here makes the best duck rice in Tinhau.”

I didn’t have a way to challenge that assertion, but man alive, was it delicious! Crispy skin and juicy meat, complemented by the rice, which was far more flavourful than the white rice I was used to. As we ate, an older lady with a circular tray approached us to ask what we wanted to drink. Aya said, “Two barley drink, warm but not hot,” then looked at me and said, “Trust me, it goes really well with the duck rice.” And once again, she was right; the cloudy beverage was naturally sweet, but not too much, and the barley grains at the bottom of the glass were chewy.

“So,” Aya said, “you’ve been in Tinhau now for a couple of weeks, correct?”

“That’s right.”

“I know you did research on us before coming here, but what has surprised you about actually being here?”

I thought for a moment, then said, “Probably the heat. I didn’t realise how oppressive it could be.”

She chuckled and said, “That’s what I hear from most ang mohs who visit. They all have difficulty acclimatising. Imagine how it must have been before aircon.”

“Ang moh?”

“It’s…hmm, how to explain. It’s a Hokkien phrase; it literally means ‘red hair’, but it’s used to refer to any Caucasians regardless of their hair colour. It’s technically a racial epithet, but it’s usually said with affection.”

“Ah,” I said, thinking back to my high school days. “Like ‘white boy’. Or ‘güero’. I get it now. Although that’s another thing: when I walk around the city, I’m often stared at, and even though most of it is benign, I sometimes feel like an animal in the zoo. Are ang mohs rare here?”

“No, not rare, but they tend to keep to themselves. They don’t really mingle with the locals, so when we see one of you in a residential area, or someplace unexpected like that, it’s usually a surprise.”

“But wasn’t Tinhau a British colony for a long time?”

“Yes, but we’ve been an independent nation for seventy-five years now. Not that colonialism still isn’t present in our advertising: ads on television and in print for hair-straightening systems and skin-whitening creams.”

“But that’s so strange,” I said. “Tinhau, and Asia as a whole, is doing so much better than the rest of the world right now, so why do they still want the trappings of the West?”

Aya took another bite of duck and chewed thoughtfully. “It’s complicated.”

 

Supplemental

I was watching the news just now before going to bed, and the big story of the day was a fatal boating accident on the Tehtarik River this afternoon: a bumboat water taxi caught fire and sank. The captain was able to jump clear and is recovering at Tinhau General Hospital, but the dozen passengers, all women, were killed. The news anchor made a special point of mentioning how this didn’t appear to be domestic terrorism (although the authorities are looking into the possibility).

 I hope it was the same group of noisy-as-hell ladies from last week. They’d certainly deserve it.

 

Supplemental

I just read over that again and I feel ashamed. How selfish and heartless could I be? The viciousness of the thought really bothers me; it’s certainly not Christian. Plus, what are the odds that they were even the same women? 

Tuesday, October 30

The quotidian work routine has already done wonders to help me acclimatise to my new home. I’m getting the hang of the TMRT system, which is much simpler than New York’s subways and even easier to navigate. Nearly everyone in Tinhau speaks English; those who don’t are usually found behind a food stall, but I can always point to the picture of the dish I want to order. I’m starting to feel like I’m not a tourist or visitor anymore.

I’m also impressed with how safe I feel here, at all times. The laws are so strict, with fines for even minor offences and harsh penalties for major ones, that the policy seems to have manipulated people into self-policing their actions. Crime still happens, but it’s dealt with swiftly and severely. Guns are banned altogether, except for use by the police and military; all potentially deadly swees are registered with MinStab, but there is not a single recorded instance in the past ten years of unauthorised use of powers. I’ve lived in big cities for my entire life, but I’ve never once felt this at ease, like I can finally breathe; the constant tension in my neck and shoulders, which I’d thought was because of job stress, is almost gone. For Tinhauans, this is just how it’s always been, but I’m truly grateful to be able to live without that constant hovering fear. It is, simply, miraculous; if I could bottle this feeling, I would be set for life.

Blessed Travels, the anthology I picked up at Indah Books, has become my steady night-time reading; thick as it is, it’ll still take some time to finish. I’ve also got back in the habit of carrying my æ-reader at all times, so that during TMRT trips to and from work I can get some reading done. It was something that I used to do back home on the subway, and I like being able to dive back into a book whenever I want, although, strangely for such an advanced country, I don’t really see many dedicated æ-readers in Tinhau.

Speaking of, I was walking through the small public park near my apartment complex the other day on my way back from work, and a teenage girl was sitting on a bench there, a tablet on her lap, a holographic display hovering before her. She made several gestures in the air, and a number of musical instruments could suddenly be heard, like she was directing a virtual symphony. I tried not to stare too openly, but stopped some distance away and just watched. She tweaked and manipulated, and then a song suddenly rang out from the device, something with a heavy beat and lots of string instruments. It played for a while, then the girl reached up and stopped it; after some more editing, she relaxed her arms and started the music again, with added harmonies and syncopation. Amazing. After listening for another minute or two, I continued home. 

Wednesday, October 31

This afternoon, Aya mentioned that she and some other folks at MinStab were taking the TMRT up to Negeri Biyuron for a Halloween party in the Artists District, and that I was invited as well. I should have taken her up on it, but I hadn’t slept well last night (insomnia) and just wanted to go back to my flat. So I skipped the party, and came home to what sounded like a demolition crew: my upstairs neighbour, apparently doing renovations on his unit, despite the fact that all the flats in this building are rentals, and fully furnished.

I don’t know the customs here very well, and I didn’t want to be the asshole neighbour who complains right after moving in, but at 11pm the noise was still going, so I went upstairs and knocked hard. The door cracked open just enough for a balding man to poke his head through, blocking my view of what he might be doing in there. I asked if he wouldn’t mind keeping the noise down, and that it was late and I’d have to work in the morning. He immediately started screaming at me that he had no other time in the day to improve his home, that he worked hard all day long as well, that the previous neighbour in my unit hadn’t ever groused like this (I tried pointing out that the noise might have been what drove them out, but couldn’t even get a word in), and that I was a selfish, selfish person for making a fuss. Then he slammed the door in my face.

I called the building manager, but she must not have been home, because the phone just rang and rang. So then I called the police and asked them to intervene; part of me felt like a tattletale for doing it, like I was breaking some code, but I couldn’t imagine going through the rest of the night like this. As I was talking to the policeman, the racket started again, and I held the phone up to the ceiling for proof; he said they’d send a couple of officers over.

Twenty minutes later, I heard a pounding on the door upstairs and some muted conversation, and then the merciful halting of noise for the next ten minutes. I thought that it was the end of the matter, at least for the night, but then something came crashing down on the floor above me, as though the bastard had waited for the cops to leave and then pushed over an entire bookcase full of cinderblocks. Then, for the next ten minutes, he kept slamming his door to the garbage chute, which echoed through my apartment. I called the police again, and this time when they arrived, I could hear the jackass’ incoherent ranting through the ceiling, then the slamming of his door, and then a minute later his frantic yelling from the parking lot downstairs as, I assume, he was hauled away to sleep off his rage in a holding cell. Good riddance.


 

 

End of preview. 
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