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ABOUT TAIWAN
CREATIVE CONTENT
AGENCY

ith a diverse, open-minded culture, and freedom of speech, Taiwan
Wencourages and inspires creators to develop innovative content.
Taiwan also possesses an all-embracing culture boasting a uniquely diverse
history and a multicultural heritage, fostering a liberal, progressive, and
stable society. As a global leader in the semiconductor industry, Taiwan has
a mature, government-supported technological ecosystem that incubates
innovative future content and allows local businesses to better connect with
the globe. Balancing distinct cultural traditions and cutting-edge technology,

Taiwan is ideal for innovators seeking to unleash their creativity.

Established in 2019 by the Ministry of Culture, the Taiwan Creative
Content Agency (TAICCA) supports the development of Taiwan's creative
content industry (CCl) such as film and television, future content, publishing,
pop music, animation, gaming, performing arts, and visual arts by engaging
in production, distribution, overseas market expansion, branding, talent

cultivation, industrial research and more. We promote innovative growth in

the creative content economy
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B ooks from Taiwan is an initiative funded by TAICCA (Taiwan Creative Content
Agency) to introduce a select list of Taiwan publishing titles, ranging from
fiction, non-fiction, children's books, and comic books, to foreign publishers and

readers alike.

You can find information about authors and books, along with who to contact
in order to license translation rights, and the related resources about the Grant for
the Publication of Taiwanese Works in Translation (GPT), sponsored by the Ministry

of Culture of Taiwan.




EDITOR'’S
PREFACE

or centuries, we let ourselves be ruled by the idea of
Fconstant progress - economies would (and should) grow,
technology would improve, and life would quite simply be
better for all who decided to participate. Global reportage and
advocacy have recently exposed one false aspect of that faith by
exposing the damage done by climate change, power politics,
and institutional racisms around the world, and while some
statistics on disease, infant mortality, and combat casualties
have markedly improved, we can now see how much we have
ignored or willfully misunderstood in order to prop up our belief
in better, bigger, faster.

Once enlightened to the deceptive nature of “enlightenment”,
we start to ask, far too late, what we sacrificed to get where we
are. Many of the books we feature in this issue of Books from
Taiwan help us answer that question. Stories of Taiwan’s half-
hidden totalitarian past, known as the White Terror, loom large:
the elderly heroines of Margins of Time and Still Life in White dip

into the silent violence of that period, linking it to the shadow

of Japanese colonialism and the painfully fresh memories of




war with the Communists in 1949. One of the stars of Portraits of Mastery, a master of
movable-type printing, even tells a story about how the faulty choice of a single character
printed on school letterhead nearly led to his own execution. When one understands that
stories like this one are only just beginning to be told, one realizes how much still hides
beneath the surface of that history.

Portraits of Mastery, Port of Lies, Casey and His Gas Shop, and Fishmongering: A
Memoir also place us squarely in the midst of blue-collar Taiwanese society, where we
face many of the people whom the drive for “progress” has abandoned. While many
of us still believe that we are, on the whole, more knowledgeable about the world than
our ancestors, these titles remind us of the worlds of specialized knowledge accrued by
those who worked the land or sea as part of a family or tribal tradition. Even books that
look into imagined futures, like The Sunlight Trilogy and Zero Degrees of Separation,
remind us of how easy it is to lose ancient knowledge, and how desperate we will be to
get it back.

I'm proud to be leaving Books from Taiwan with this issue, which showcases some of
the best works of literature | have edited during ten issues as Editor-in-Chief. Deadlines

close while borders open, and all of us move on to a new stage of life together.

O\P.-./"

Canaan Morse
Editor-in-Chief




G RANT FO R THE GPT is set up by The Ministry of Culture to encourage the

publication of Taiwanese works in translation overseas,

PUBLI CATI 0 N to raise the international visibility of Taiwanese cultural

content, and to help Taiwan's publishing industry expand

0 F TAIWANE S E into non-Chinese international markets.

e Applicant Eligibility: Foreign publishing houses (legal

WO RI{S IN persons) legally registered in accordance with the laws

and regulations of their respective countries.

TRANSLATION

e Conditions:
[G P TJ 1. The so-called Taiwanese works must meet the following
requirements:

A. Use traditional characters;

MINISTRY OF CULTURE,
REPUBLIC OF CHINA o
[TAIWANJ C. Has been assigned an ISBN in Taiwan.

i.e., the author is a native of Taiwan, and the first 6
digits of the book’s ISBN are 978-957-XXX-XXX-X,
978-986-XXX-XXX-X, or 978-626-XXX-XXX-X.

B. Written by a natural person holding an R.O.C. identity

2. Applications must include documents certifying that
the copyright holder of the Taiwanese works consents
to its translation and foreign publication (no restriction
on its format).

3. A translation sample of the Taiwanese work is required

(no restriction on its format and length).

10




4.The translated work must be published within two years, after the first day of the

relevant application period.

e Grant ltems:

1. The maximum grant available for each project is NT$600,000, which covers:
A. Licensing fees (going to the copyright holder of the Taiwanese works);
B. Translation fees;
C. Marketing and promotion fees (limited to economy class air tickets for the R.O.C.

writer to participate in overseas promotional activities related to the project);

D. Book production-oriented fees;
E. Tax (20% of the total award amount);
F. Remittance-related handling fees.

2. Priority consideration is given to books that have received the Golden Tripod Award,

the Golden Comic Award, or the Taiwan Literature Award.

e Application Period: Twice every year, from April 1 to April 30, and from October 1 to
October 31. The MOC reserves the right to change the application periods, and will

announce said changes separately.

e Announcement of successful applications: Winners will be announced within three

months of the end of the application period.

e Application Method: Please visit the Ministry's official website (https://grants.moc.gov.tw/
Web_ENG/), and use the online application system.

For full details, please visit: https://grants.moc.gov.tw/Web_ENG/

Or contact: books@moc.gov.tw
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STILL LIFE IN WHITE

- Lai Hsiang-Yin
BEEIG

« Category: Literary Fiction, Short
Stories

 Publisher: Ink
- Date: 1/2022
* Rights contact:

booksfromtaiwan.rights
@gmail.com

- Pages: 272
- Length: 99,000 characters

(approx. 64,500 words in
English)

efore engaging in writing full-time, Lai Hsiang-Yin pursued graduate
Bstudies in Japan, and worked in universities, bookstores, and
museums. She is the recipient of numerous domestic honors including the
Wu Zhuoliu Literary Prize and the Taiwan Literature Award. Now a resident
of Berlin, her previous works include non-fiction such as Love Before
Daybreak: Taiwanese Literary Landscapes Under Japanese Rule; the novel
Afterwards; the short story collections Island, The Death of a Literary Youth,

and Landscapes in the Mist; and Prehistoric Life, a collection of essays.
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The White Terror, a program of political persecution conducted

under the aegis of martial law, reigns over post-war Taiwan. Yet,
somehow, everyday life continues for three ordinary citizens in this
subtle portrayal of a society struggling under the dark clouds of

mutual suspicion, surveillance, and coercive control.

F o=
= [

ay 19, 1949, the declaration of martial law in Taiwan initiates
Mthe White Terror - nearly four decades of intense surveillance,
disappearances, and political oppression targeting local Taiwanese
resistance to Chiang Kai-shek’s authoritarian rule. Yet, even in this era of

political menace, life goes on....

A public school teacher with training in political warfare, Mr. Soo approaches

everything with circumspection. Never one to rock the boat, he works to
maintain political rectitude and counter-intelligence security at the school
where he teaches. But above all, Mr. Soo hopes to provide his family with a

better life during uncertain times.

Bun-hui has spent her life serving others. First the Japanese, then the
mainlanders who arrived with Chiang Kai-shek, and now an elite local
family. Times may change, but Bun-hui holds fast to the propriety that
makes a good housekeeper; even as her employer is swept up in a
dangerous political investigation, she refuses to air the faintest whiff of dirty

laundry.

Miss Cassie is the daughter of local Taiwanese family with a fading
aristocratic pedigree. In keeping with her class mores, she has chosen to
study abroad in Paris, but her distance from Taiwan may not be enough to

save her from suspicion when martial law is declared back home.

In the thirty years since the lifting of martial law, stories of the brutal
indignities of the White Terror have gradually emerged. However, this
collection of novellas stands out from other literary treatments of the
period by foregoing the heart-wrenching cruelties and injustices in favor
of unsentimental sketches of the struggle to maintain normalcy - the
simple dreams, principles, and pursuits of ordinary life - in times of political

repression.
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Lai Hsiang-Yin’s Still Life in White:
A Three-Part Book on the White
Terror, Collective Trauma,

and the Enforcement of Silence.

By Hong Chee Shan (originally published at The News Lens)

Translated by Kevin Wang

Finding Deeper Nuance
in the Rewriting of “Mr. Soo”

According to interviews with Lai Hsiang-Yin, “Mr. Soo” took
on earlier forms in “Fathers” from her book Afterwards and
her 2016 story “Rain Tree". In other words, she has been
writing and revising “Mr. Soo” since 2012. The version of
“Mr. Soo” that appeared in Springhill Literati collection
additionally emphasizes on how the power of the
state apparatus, as seen by Mr. Soo during his military
career, can transform a person. The story opens with
a mention of Chiang Kai-shek’'s Annex to the Principle
of People's Livelihood on Matters of Education and
Leisure, which guided national artistic production
under the banner of anti-communism since the 1950s.
Still Life in White expands on its description of Mr. Soo's
life is like as a school teacher after his military service
and how he manages to dodge the stray bullets of the
White Terror while working in the education system.

In the chapter titled "1987: Zoo", Mr. Soo's
observations of an elephant in the Taipei Zoo are
followed by reflections on the whitewashing of

information under martial law. He speaks to Mrs.

Hung, a teacher whose husband was arrested after
the Kaohsiung Incident. Since then, the close watch of
the state has washed away the peak of Teacher Hung's
youth. Mr. Soo reads the newspaper everyday but has
never seen the name of Teacher Hung's husband in its
pages: “Such incidents seem to spread out like waves.
If implicated, even the most inconspicuous person will
be carried away.”

In the allegory of Mr. Soo's life, insignificant figures
either escape the machinery of the state or get caught
in its beak and talons. For example, the young and
beautiful girl Chun-He becomes a military training
instructor after the 1958 Taiwan Strait Crisis. And one
of Mr. Soo's old classmates from the teacher’s college
is driven insane and forced into an asylum by the Party-
state. Another friend who loves photography captures
the image of the burning police station during the
Zhongli Incident. Mr. Soo himself, while seemingly
carefree, takes great pains to evade the sight lines of
the state, though he does everything he can to care
for the less fortunate. As an insignificant figure under
martial law, he can only watch the times unfold while

remaining hidden, and wait for the flood of history to



flush away, which is no easy matter.

A Song of Many Languages:
Miss Cassie

After the short story “Bun-hui” comes “Miss Cassie”,
a novella of well over a hundred pages. This story
describes the lives of overseas Taiwanese in Europe,
which are less commonly discussed than Taiwanese
townsfolk in Japan and the United States. Miss
Cassie was born with a good voice and can sing in
Taiwanese, Mandarin, English, and French. Lai Hsiang-
Yin has carefully crafted song lyrics to embed into the
story, deepening our reading experience through
meticulously wrought details that highlight the writer’s
superb literary techniques and narrative ability.

Miss Cassie’s life follows the 1960s slogan:
“"Come, come, come to NTU; go, go, go to America.”
But wandering far from her homeland through the
1970s also makes her feel like a “rootless orchid”. She
experiences the gloom of political changes in the
1980s, a new era beginning with the collapse of the
Soviet Union in the 1990s, and even the turn of the
millennium, when tensions between post-1949 Chinese
immigrants and local people evolve into a showdown
between the Blue and Green Parties. The story,
which spans fifty years, is more than just a “mixing of
fragmented historical material and individual memory”
as Lai Hsiang-Yin states in the afterword (titled “White,
Do You See [t?”). Itis in the depiction of characters who
pass superficially as indifferent shadows that the author
demonstrates her narrative ability.

Downplaying the White Terror is one way in which
characters express their fear. Witnessing student strikes
in Paris, "Miss Cassie thought long and hard about
freedom and it seemed to her to be a very complicated
business.” Her teacher Yin Hai-kuang once said they
lived in “an age without ideology, in which everything
floated unattached; should one or two things happen
to come to prominence, they'd soon be quietly wiped
away.” Miss Cassie, who flees from Taiwan to France,
eventually chooses to go to Berlin: “She does not want

to live her days jumpy and on edge. She wants to go

to an unfamiliar place and thinks vaguely of Berlin as a
forgotten cave, an inaccessible city that the hand of the
Party-state would not be interested in reaching.” But
in the end, she was there at the wrong time. The Party-
state can extend its claws and teeth even past the walls
of liberal West Berlin. During a trip back to Taiwan, she
is stopped at the airport and then let go. A few months
later, the death of Chen Wen-chen sends all overseas

Taiwanese people a brutal message.

What is the Color of White?

Let us go back to the White Terror - the unbounded
reach of this white, a color of collective trauma and
silence. In Still Life in White, characters who brush
against the White Terror must be first to escape the site
of catastrophe before being wiped away. Even after
martial law is lifted, Miss Cassie still seems stuck in the
old times: “Upon each return to Taiwan, she felt that
there were eyes watching her from behind.” White is the
color of wordless public executions. In her afterword,
Lai Hsiang-Yin speaks on the process of “painting
white with white” by adding brushstrokes to dyed
cloth, producing images which can only be discerned
through close attention. Someone must be able to see
it. Someone must remember it. Only then will the white
portrait see the light of day again.

White is a color we must learn to discern.
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STILL LIFE IN WHITE

By Lai Hsiang-Yin
Translated by Jim Weldon

Miss Cassie

The autumn sunlight always slanted down so; it made it
seem so very, very long.

Miss Cassie was an old woman now and had seen
a good deal of sunshine, but she was still struck by the
beauty of autumn when it came around; indeed, the
longer she looked, the more beauty she saw.

She had been sitting in the waiting room for some
time. Beyond the milk-white of the window were the
dappled greens and yellows of a linden tree. Autumn
light glittered like gold through its leaves and branches,
throwing patterns like painted figures on the building
opposite. Miss Cassie put a hand to her brow against
the light, drinking in the beauty of the scene greedily
through narrowed eyes - if her gaze met the light
directly it made her eyes sting, and everything at once
turned too dark to see.

She took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of
her nose where it was sore. She'd heard people joke
that the Impressionists must have been shortsighted.
Even if that were true, it wouldn’t have been severe;
not like her own terrible myopia, which made even the
outline of objects unclear and everything just a blur
dotted with blobs of color. Were she to try painting, she
would likely not have even the first clue what she'd put
on the canvas.

“Ms. Yen.” Miss Cassie heard the nurse’s voice and
opened her eyes.

“Look up.” The nurse shook the small bottle she was

holding then put two drops of the liquid it contained

into each of Miss Cassie's eyes.

The sharp sting from the mydriatic drops subsided
slowly. Miss Cassie closed her eyes and waited for the
pain to settle, relying on memory to savor the golden
blaze of the autumn sun. She idly speculated why it
might be that the spring sunlight, although similarly
long and slanting, had none of the fiery glory of autumn;
it was more of a pallid pink.

When Miss Cassie opened her eyes again, a change
had come her over vision. The things that had been
unclear were still unclear, but now everything was puffed
up large like a cake after baking. Miss Cassie narrowed
her eyes and reached out to the wall for support as she
made her way slowly into the consultation room. The
doctor turned on a lamp and shone it into Miss Cassie’s
eyes, checking the interior lining.

“Please look directly into the light and bear with me
for a moment.” The doctor, a woman, was growing older
year by year just like Miss Cassie; bearing with things
kept getting harder and tears kept welling in her eyes.

“Don't flinch.” This was the doctor again.

Miss Cassie took a grip of herself and looked
directly at the strong light; no slacking, no deviation.
There was a stinging sensation that seemed almost to
pierce right through her. She was not sure if it emanated
from her eyes alone or her body entire. She forced
herself to endure it and continue staring at the far end
of the bright light until, whether due to fatigue or loss
of vision, she seemed to break through into a strange
space neither dark nor light; a wide expanse in front of
her eyes where she could see everything, though she
at once reminded herself that this was not so. She had

seen nothing.



Blindness - was this what it felt like? Miss Cassie
wondered if the notion of being cast into a universe
of the unknown or thrown into a temporal torrent was
supposed to describe a feeling something like this.

“It's getting to be about time we dealt with this
cataract situation.” The doctor switched the lamp off. She
might have been describing fruit ripening for harvest.

Miss Cassie wiped away her tears. “The lens you
were talking about last time?”

The structure in the eye that handled light rays, and
ought to be clear as crystal, was growing progressively
more clouded. The light could not get in and everything
looked indistinct, color and luster dulled. “A bit like
when a photograph fades.” The doctor was good at
describing symptoms through everyday analogies. A
cloudy lens - she described it like a windowpane that
would not come clean no matter how much you wiped,
so it made you think it was foggy outside.

The doctor continued talking about the state of her
vitreous bodies, retina and macula, a whole plethora of
information about parts of the eye. Miss Cassie might
not have been inclined to know but she needed to, even
though knowing did not necessarily imply she could be
cured. If she asked about treatment, the doctor would
say, oh you people really want too much, it's organs
aging, not some virus or infection, what medicine do you
imagine could restore them to how they were? If there
were a treatment, it would involve surgery and complete
replacement, an artificial substitute for what Nature
gave, and not everything that can be swapped out like
that. Miss Cassie couldn't help feeling downhearted; she
came here once a year, if not to be told that the situation
had deteriorated that little bit more, then to anticipate
an announcement that the worst had come. These eyes;
if she only had limited time left to use them, should she
not be taking a good look at the world and committing
it to memory? Or should she not look if she did not have
to, let time just stretch on in an unremarkable haze?

The effects of the dilating drops had not yet worn
off by the time she went home, and Miss Cassie’s vision
remained unstable. She could dimly make out that the
sun was already beginning to set, the sky a swathe of
red cloud, fierce as burning fire. A long time ago, if a
similar scene occurred in the lane by her childhood

home, Granny would raise her voice from there under

the eaves, point to the sky, and call out to the children
playing in the street, “Look - burning clouds.”

She couldn’t get her head around the ways of the
world, but time was always a thing of beauty and it
would truly be a shame if she could not see. The more
Miss Cassie thought about it, the more disconsolate she
grew:

Dusk and the sun sinks down to the hill,

Sometimes the autumn wind blows chill...

She began humming a tune she often heard at
home a long time ago - “Twilight Ridge”, her mother’s
favorite song about sunsets. Miss Cassie had a fine
singing voice; all her romances had seen her use soft
voice and beguiling words to capture her paramour’s
heart. She'd sung English songs and French songs, but
neither was as tricky as this old song in Hokkien, with its
mix of classical and vernacular registers. She seemed
to recall that when Chi Lu-Hsia sang it, her voice had a
touch of Taiwanese opera to it:

I turn my eyes and look to home, sitting under the
banyan tree...

The notes for "banyan tree” were pitched so high,
Miss Cassie's voice cracked. Chi Lu-Hsia definitely sang
it better; Miss Cassie lost interest and gave up trying.
The idea of being homesick at her age! Plus, banyans
you only got back home; if a person was homesick for
here, they'd think about lindens, you'd suppose.

October was almost over, and the leaves on the
lindens had turned. One more blast of autumn wind and
the trees would be bare.

That autumn wind - it wasn't sometimes chill; every
year it was cold enough to make a body shiver.

Miss Cassie pulled her scarf tighter. Sundown - that
was the Taiwanese term her mother used. The moon
wasn't up yet, so it was dark but not completely; entre
chien et loup, but never mind spotting the difference, if
an actual dog or wolf came bounding over right now,

Miss Cassie wouldn't see it at all with her dim eyes.

Miss Cassie washed the dishes and listened to music.
She used to use a dishwasher, but it broke some years
ago and couldn’t be fixed, and she couldn’t be bothered
to get a new one. It was just her, so she only needed the
one wok, a few plates, and a few cups; the only bother

was when the weather got cold and her fingers wouldn't
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do as they were told in the tepid water, either bumping
and scraping against things or dropping a cup and
breaking it.

Mind you, if you opened the cupboards, they were
stacked full, Miss Cassie thought somewhat cavalierly.
Plenty to last until old age finally did her in.

“Thinking like that means you really have got old,”
her little sister scolded her on the phone the other day.

With a laugh, she replied: Old? Well, of course | am.
Nothing wrong with that, she’d been very happy these
past few years, dressing and living as she pleased. She
had already done all the running around she wanted
to. Those years in Paris, with those thick bangs; dark
eyeshadow plastered on above those long, curly false
lashes; everyone trying to be like Brigitte Bardot, eager
to do the forbidden thing, using a flag like a bath towel,
wearing kinky boots like standinging in the Holy Grail.
Ah ha! It had come to Miss Cassie in an instant of clarity
- this is what looked sexy to men.

How long ago was all that now? What had got her
raking all that up again?

Wie einst Lili Marleen,

Wie einst Lili Marleen

The music was all finished and done now, why bring
itall up?

Miss Cassie finished washing the dishes and picked
up the tea towel. There was more to do. A lot of scale in
the water here; if you didn't dry up carefully, you might
as well not bother washing the dishes in the first place.

She let the music play one more time. Mark had
left her a whole stack of Marlene Dietrich, more than
enough to go on with for the rest of her days.

Mark was obviously not an old man, but he was
always listening to Dietrich. When they were living in
Rote Insel, if they ever had guests, he would point at a
window in the street diagonally opposite and explain it
was the house Dietrich had been born in. If there were
no guests, he would waltz her from one room to the
next in time to the music. The old recordings crackled
with static, but while the technology might have been
limited, there was no shortage of self-confidence in the
writing and performance. The primal chaos parted, and

a light came on in the world. It was a Golden Age in

which new things were truly new, so new they positively
shone....

Golden Age. It was a term she'd learned from
Professor Tsao. Professor Tsao would have been familiar
with Marlene Dietrich; | mean, he studied stuff like
Showa Modernism, so he was hardly going to overlook
Dietrich. Professor Tsao and those of his generation
grew up breathing the atmosphere of Showa Modern,
and he had been in Tokyo to do it. Not that he ever
talked about it. Professor Yang from the history
department never talked about it either. That generation
had a lot of things they never talked about. Mark said
his father was the same, would never speak about the
past. He'd often sit out in the back yard playing the
harmonica and it would be “Lili Marleen”. He'd play and
play, play on to the end of the tune, then he'd lower his
head....

If Mark were still alive he'd be a good seventy
years old by now. What would the pair of them in
their seventies get up to together? Dance? Well, they
definitely would if they still could. If they weren't up
to dancing, they would go for walks in the woods. If
they weren't able to walk, they could sit and look at the
flowers, which would be fine. What about Professor
Tsao? He must have been dead for as many years as it
was since she first went abroad.

Miss Cassie didnt pay much mind to her age but
when she worked out how old the others must be,
it suddenly struck her that she was now older than
Mark, Professor Tsao, or her father had ever been,
which meant she no longer had any model to pattern
her life after. Mind you, things about them she didn't
understand before, or didn't think were quite right, she
now understood to at least some extent. Perhaps this
was what they meant about grasping the meaning of
life? But having arrived at this time in her life, when it
was slowing to a halt and she was doing less and less,
was there much point to grasping for meaning? School
friends and family had been dying off one after the
other these past few years. She'd gotten a postcard from
her old classmate Chie-Hui in New York to say the Ku
boy had died suddenly from a stroke.

All the men she remembered seemed to have died



young. What was that all about?

Miss Cassie put away the now clean and dry dishes
and wiped down the sink for good measure. Finally, she
could sit down, pour herself a nightcap, and give all her
attention to the music.

Die Seligkeiten vergangener Zeiten

Sind alle noch in meinem kleinen Koffer drin

Ich hab’ noch einen Koffer in Berlin

Dietrich was like some kind of enchantress, making
magic with every final note, filling every drab room with
feeling all in an instant as Mark took her by the hand,
turning and turning again, twirling from one room to the
next....

On a chanté, on a dansé et I'on na méme pas pensé
a s'embrasser - oh no, wrong, this wasn't the Champs-
Elysées, this was West Berlin - RIAS Berlin; Mark’s
radio station was going to be playing Dietrich’s Berlin
recordings again....

Eine Freie Stimme der Freien Welt. Mark copied the
station call-sign, whispering breathily in her ear, "A Free
Voice of the Free World, and I've still never been to Free
China.”

Free China. The way Mark said it was like lovers’
talk, but it pained Miss Cassie to hear it, two words that
seemed to describe something entirely apart from her.

Ich hab’ noch einen Koffer in Berlin. Mark sang
the line and said to her, “You know it means we're the
suitcase?”

Miss Cassie lifted up her face to look at him, it was
all a blur; she couldn’t tell if it was true or false.

“We've been left here.”

Miss Cassie cocked her head and listened until the
song finished, then turned out the kitchen light and
went into the bathroom to wash her face.

Ich hab’ noch einen Koffer in Taipeh... Her younger
sister in Paris always used to sing it with the words
changed like that.

Why bother? Miss Cassie thought to herself. You
wanted to leave and so you went, and you kept on
going right up until today.

“If you're going to leave, do it while you're still
young,” Professor Tsao, who taught English poetry, said

with an impatient wave of his hand.

Miss Cassie had certainly gone far. One ticket for
a packet steamer and she'd gone round and about,
halfway around the world: boarded in Hong Kong,

disembarked in Marseilles, then to Paris by train.

Miss Cassie came from Bangka. The Lungshan Temple
had been at the center of community life for centuries.
When they used to mess about around the snack stands
and stalls out front of the temple, the old folk chatting
would refer to the place as Pakpheliau and Hakkocho
but if you were addressing a letter, you put Kangding
Road, Guangzhou Street, and Kunming Street. Only
when Miss Cassie grew old enough to read a map did
she learn that these were the names of towns and cities
in the south and west of China.

Miss Cassie passed through Kawabatacho and
down Roosevelt Road to arrive on the south side
of Taipei. The place-names were all confusing and
the scenery completely different - fields, ponds
and seedling nurseries. The campus grounds at the
university were a wilderness too, the newly built lecture
halls and dormitories standing in splendid isolation, with
only the old Faculty of Literature and Politics showing
any signs of bustle. Royal Palm Boulevard just outside
ran straight as an arrow, with at one end the piled ridges
of the distant mountains and the other the Blue Sky,
White Sun and Red Red Ground fluttering high on its
flagpole above the fort-like guardhouse at the campus
gates.

Miss Cassie and Chie-Hui sought out Professor Tsao,
who was to be their tutor. Chie-Hui's family knew the
professor already, so she was accepted with a minimum
of fuss, but when it came to Miss Cassie, Professor Tsao
scrutinized her forms without saying a word. Just when
she thought he was going to shake his head, he said in a

flat voice, “I hear your father studied under Dr. Tu?”
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A young man raised in America returns to Taiwan in search of his
father - his only clue: a stack of airmail letters sent thirty years ago.
His arrival reawakens the dormant wounds of a Taiwanese family,
eliciting individual streams of memory from which a microcosm of

Taiwan’s complex contemporary history takes form.

iao Hsi is living out her twilight years in the company of her daughter,
I—When one day a stranger appears inquiring about his father. The young
man, Hsieh Chen, grew up in the USA, raised by his mother, grandmother,
and uncle, but the identity of his father is a complete mystery. The only clue
he found was a stack of airmail letters sent from Taiwan thirty years before.

The sender was Liao Hsi's deceased husband Chin-Shan.

Hsieh Chen’s search awakens Liao Hsi's memories of her husband and the
evolution of their relationship. For Liao Hsi's daughter, Hsieh Chen's arrival
brings back her memories of her childhood - time spent with her father,
and the tutoring she received in English during her adolescent years.
Gradually, from various strands of memory, the outline of Chin-Shan’s life
takes shape, while simultaneously bringing to light previously unaddressed
questions: Why was Chin-Shan so concerned about the welfare of his close
friend’s son? And what became of the girl who studied English alongside

his daughter?

In the vast stream of history, personal wounds and grievances hardly
warrant any mention, yet their impact on the life of the individual and later
relationships can be profound. With warmth and compassion, this novel
unravels the entangled threads of hurt within a family, while simultaneously
weaving a complex tapestry of contemporary Taiwanese history from

individual streams of memory.
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The Characters of Her Novel Beating
in Her Mind for Thirty Years,

Ku Yu-Ling Exhausts the Field of Her
Life to Capture the Unspeakable:

An Interview with Ku Yu-Ling on
Her Novel Margins of Time

By Hao Ni-Er (originally published at Openbook)

Translated by Dong Li

Known for her literary reportage, Ku Yu-Ling has
recently released Margins of Time, her first novel.
The book reads like a series of memory exercises,
describing Taiwan's wounds and scars, interpersonal
bonds and burdens, as well as individual pains and
SOrrows.

Unable to forget our grief, we live more like a collective
nation than a generation.

The novel is valuable for more than Ku's ability
to stick a needle where it really bleeds. Her memory
exercises also work like daily conversations that take
place between the moments of meals, movements, and
quiet looks. Following a plot as plain as water, the readers
realize that strength and vulnerability co-exist - those lives
shattered by explosive events that happened decades
ago have not died, instead, they strike on the here and

now quietly like aftershocks.

Fiction Fills an Unknown Past.

Speaking about her creative process while writing
Margins of Time, Ku Yu-Ling said she deployed results
from a life of field research, because “fiction, in fact,
does not reveal what is already known, instead, the
characters often go to places that are unfamiliar to us.
Quite often, | had to stop and think where they were
taking me.” This is all new to Ku Yu-Ling. She said with
a sweet smile: “I call the time spent on the novel 'sweet
hours'. Every day, | looked forward to an unknown
journey.”

These “sweet hours”, however, took thirty years to
reach fruition. The phrase “field of her life” is, in a larger
sense, no exaggeration. Many characters in Margins of
Time took shape when Ku graduated high school; one of
the protagonists, Chang Chin-Shan, is an example.

“This character was modeled after my high school

geography teacher. In his youth, he endured Japanese rule.



When people in my generation read history, it told us that
World War Two is all about fighting against the Japanese.
That conflict seemed to define everything. But the fact is
that Taiwan participated in the militaristic expansion at the
time. This part was not included in the materials we had
read; everybody was just happy to celebrate the victory.
| did not have the opportunity to read other versions
beyond the history of fighting against the Japanese until
after the lifting of martial law.”

Ku was so shocked by her findings that even today
she can only use adjectives like “explosive” to describe
the “other world” that she saw after the lifting of the
martial law.

"| started to wonder what the adults | knew, and what
my geography teacher, or even my father had actually
gone through,” Ku Yu-Ling said. Her reflection came to a
shattering conclusion: “I knew nothing about their past.”

Ku said when she was younger, she thought about
adults only in terms of “the annoying and the not-so-
annoying”. The onset of a new era brought all kinds of
materials to light. What she “"desperately wanted to know”
was not just the information in history books, but the
stories of individual lives. “But then you realize there is no
way of knowing people simply through your intelligence,
you are sometimes constrained by the framework of the
era. Of course, | later also benefited from the era”

Ku Yu-Ling recalled reading classified historical
records from the White Terror together with someone
who had been a political prisoner then. “We read left-
wing political economy and Marx. For a child who
grew up with anti-communist sentiments, a whole new
world opened up, the adults around us became three-
dimensional, and | began to imagine more. A novel can

contain that kind of imagination.”

A Small Step Toward Reconciliation,
a Big Step Toward Understanding

All the wounds and scars in Margins of Time, no matter
how big or small, are caused by the aftershocks of
politics and class structure. Therefore, what most
concerns Ku in the midst of these aftershocks is how

these people lived their lives.

In the process of reading the book, readers may be
easily drawn in by the propelling plotlines of war and
politics. But Ku also spends an equal amount of energy
laying out pressing issues like housing, labor, and
environmental protection. “If we are able to understand
the constraints these people felt, the choices they made,
and the consequences they had to bear, then we should
also reflect on our own life.”

More than thirty years have passed since the
lifting of martial law. The children born then are now
old enough to start their own families. Ku Yu-Ling's
desire to write awakened those three decades ago.
The characters beat in her mind day and night. And she
hopes to launch a new dialogue with readers in their
twenties and thirties.

“This generation is very different from ours. They
have been to all kinds of memorials and museums
since their youth. My greatest fear is that after they finish
reading the long historical records, they would say: ‘It
is good that it is over. It is good that it is different now!
What | fear most is the perfect tense of democracy,
not knowing its inadequacy, not having the strength to
resist.”

In this way, Margins of Time remains unfinished.
The curiosity, patience, and suspicion of the characters,
though different in their own ways, ultimately reflect an
era. Some cannot find the right words at the moment
when something happens; time then passes on like
water, and the pain becomes an unspeakable wound, a
fog in the mind. | hear some are eager for reconciliation,
as if the fog could be controlled or dispersed
completely.

"I do not write to reconcile, far from it,” said Ku Yu-
Ling. She meant that she writes to understand.

Now she understands that “sometimes, the pain
of individuals cannot be relieved or reversed by other
forces, but demands the whole social structure to relax
in order for them to find relief.” Therefore, writing is
a must, no matter how far the so-called “truth” as we
understand it departs from reality. Ku Yu-Ling is willing
to let her inquiry and her work become a part of the

“collective” forces to that end.
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MARGINS OF TIME

By Ku Yu-Ling
Translated by May Huang

The Future Was Already Here

The silhouette, like the dancing shadow of a fawn,
flickered and approached from afar.

Liao Hsi shielded her eyes, squinting. Who's that?
The background light was so bright it swallowed
everything around it, obliterating any sense of distance.
The fawn-like shadow flickered and grew as if on a
blank page, weightless, lively, perhaps even happy;
but who was it?

Before she could get a closer look, she woke up.
Liao Hsi lay in silence, staring at the pitch black before
her eyes. She didn't need to turn on the lights to guess
that it was likely two in the morning. The elderly are
light sleepers, so falling back asleep would be difficult.
She'd been having many dreams of late. Sometimes
she awoke with afterimages still in her mind - flashy,
colorful fragments dancing against a faint soundtrack
of drums and bells. The music wasn't overbearing, yet
it never stopped. Even when she believed everything
had gone quiet, the sound of bells would float to the
surface. The one constant was the shadows bounding
like deer, each time getting closer, almost playfully, to
meet her. She wistfully replayed the dream in her head.
That light reminded her of a concrete floor on a sunny
day, holding onto the warmth of summertime. That
fawn-like figure seemed warm, too.

Forced up by her full bladder, Liao Hsi began to
get out of bed, moving slowly to avoid triggering her
back pain. It was autumn, the middle of night, and
freezing. Letting her feet grazed the icy floorboards,
she yanked them back up immediately and shivered,

grumbling a complaint before placing them firmly

on the ground. The walls were dimly lit, and Liao Hsi
groped in the dark toward the bathroom. She squatted
on the toilet seat for a spell, then feebly squeezed out
a few drops, frustrated that she'd once again been
deceived by her weak bladder. This was the price of
getting old, she supposed. The smallest things took
great effort and were mostly in vain.

Liao Hsi was still not used to this sort of frustration,
even after many years of feeling this way. Ever since
her youth, Liao Hsi had been clever and capable.
She was picking tea leaves with the adults before she
even graduated from elementary. With a good eye
and nimble hand, she picked baskets full of pretty
leaves without a bad one to be found. She was a fast
learner when it came to sun-drying the leaves and
picking the right ones for making tea, too. Apart from
lacking the muscle strength to grind the leaves, Liao
Hsi performed each task neatly and beautifully. The
grownups never had to clean up after her. Most of all,
she loved squatting in the corner with Ma as she cured
dried vegetables, listening to her name one vegetable
after another. Liao Hsi would help her convert years
from the Japanese imperial calendar to the Republican
system, writing down different imperial era names
in white chalk on the cement floor before the round
urns, one name for each jar of pickled vegetables, as
if each were a boundary stone, awaiting an advanced,
prosperous future.

But the future was uncertain. The future had
already come.

Now, she was an old woman who had been
squatting on the toilet seat long enough to feel pins

and needles in her legs, and now struggled to stand



back up. Aging was real and irreversible, but she
resisted nonetheless, insisting on doing everything
herself. Even though her movements had slowed, she
believed that the order in which things were done
should still stay the same. She had been following
that order for her entire life. Whenever she saw others
confuse the order of things, she hated that she couldn’t
stand up and show them herself how it should be
done.

But who would she demonstrate to, anyway?
Neither of her two daughters was as competent as
she. Every time she tried to pass on some of her
housekeeping secrets, their looks of obvious disinterest
thwarted her. Fen-Fang was an avid reader who didn't
like doing chores. Whether it was sweeping floors or
washing rice, she always did a sloppy job. When Liao
Hsi stepped in to demonstrate, wanting her daughter
to follow her example, Fen-Fang would only shrug her
shoulders and say, “you do it better, anyway,” before
returning to her desk. Her sister Yao-Yuan had a warm
personality and would do what her mother asked, but
lacked orderliness. When frying an egg, she'd send
green onions flying onto the stove, and oil splashing
onto the lid of the pan. After watching Yao-Yuan make
a big mess, all Liao Hsi could do was ban her from
entering the kitchen again. In the end, the one with the
most work to do was always Liao Hsi.

More than once, Liao Hsi climbed onto a high
surface to replace the light bulbs while home alone
and took a fall. Her furious daughters begged her
to stop helping out around the house. Chores like
these could be handled by her grandchildren, Wen or
Yan. Yet which member of the family would take the
initiative to act? The lightbulb could be broken for half
a month and nobody would even realize it. If Liao Hsi
reminded them, they'd drag their feet on calling the
handyman, as if everything else were a hundred times
more important. Only she alone fixated completely on
the house.

Anyway, it was just Yao-Yuan in the house these
days, but the door to her room was always closed,
fixed on the silhouette of her unturning back. Yao-
Yuan worked long, irregular hours, and her bedroom
resembled a warzone. If Liao Hsi didn't tidy it while her

daughter was at work, would it still be livable? Liao

Hsi couldn’t help but voice her internal frustrations
aloud, accompanied by a few small gestures, as if she
were performing for an invisible auditorium. After
all, the drama playing out in her heart demanded to
be seen on stage. Her murmuring bounced around
the bathroom walls like a quarrel taking place in the
middle of the night.

When she stepped out of the bathroom, Liao Hsi
noticed a light flicker in Yao-Yuan's room. Perhaps Yao-
Yuan, roused from her slumber, turned on a light to
check the time before ducking under the covers again.
Perhaps she even cussed out of earshot. The corner of
Liao Hsi's mouth curled into a smile.

Falling back asleep was hopeless. Liao Hsi lay in
bed, reviewing the day’s chores in her mind. There
were still a few undergarments on the balcony that
needed to be handwashed, but the sound of running
water would wake people up. Even if she were to hang
clothes in the middle of night, they'd be wet with dew
in the morning. She decided to go shopping in the
morning. Yao-Yuan had decided to go vegetarian this
year, so Liao Hsi also planned to cook less meat and
prepare lighter meals, though she didn’t want her
grandchildren’s dinners to be too bland. If the forecast
was sunny, it would be a good idea to change the
sheets in the afternoon, as they were harder to pack
up on a chilly day. The electric fan also needed to be
cleaned and put away.

It was an unusually hot summer, and the sunshine
always made her think of the sultry summers she spent
picking tea leaves as a child. In fact, around midnight
was when she'd head to the plantations, where she'd
work until ten in the morning, so as to avoid the
scorching midday sun. She'd have lunch and rest
below the bishopwood tree. Sometimes Ma would ask
her to run home to feed the chickens, and she'd return
to the fields to resume picking after sunset.

The past was so close she could almost reach out
and touch it. She had been a diligent, understanding
child. Ma would sometimes give Liao Hsi cool water
to quench her thirst, which Liao Hsi understood as an
unspoken compliment. As the seventh of nine children,
it was seldom Liao Hsi's turn to be pampered, and she
didn't get many hugs or bedtime stories. So she liked

to stick with Ma as she did chores, picked tea leaves,
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pickled vegetables, and washed the dishes. When Ma
wiped away the beading sweat on her forehead with
the towel she kept around her shoulders and smiled at
Liao Hsi, it made Liao Hsi stand a little straighter.

The memory shone as brightly as the light from her
dream, and she could see the tea leaves they picked
the previous day spread out in front of the house. Then
from afar came the thunder of motors and propellers,
the sound of rusty chains breaking in half. In her hurry
to usher Liao Hsi back inside the house, Ma kicked
over a jar of preserved vegetables that she had just
sealed, sending yellow strips of pickled daikon flying,
scattering among the tea leaves like small chrysalises.
Only later did they learn that the American plane
wasn't there to drop any bombs. Instead, it was a
peacekeeping aircraft from the Seventh Fleet, cruising
over the Taiwan Strait. Liao Hsi was four and a half
years old then, and had never lived through a war.
But it wasn't that long ago that Ma had to hide from
American bombers, so the whir of helicopters still
triggered her escape reflex. Who knew that only a few
years later, planes carrying the same American flag
would turn from enemy to ally almost overnight.

That was Liao Hsi's one and only encounter with an
air raid. After so many years, the image from that day
that remained preserved in her memory was actually
that of the dirty, white daikons splattered outside
the house. What a shame, Ma had said. That jar was
supposed to be a wedding present for Liao Hsi one
day. The vegetables would have turned a dark golden
color and made chicken soup taste sweeter. And
smelled delicious. Liao Hsi recalled how Ma had held
onto her tightly, darted into the house, and ducked
under the altar table, where her heavy breasts and the
folds of her stomach formed a soft, protective mound.
Liao Hsi was pressed into the familiar, womanly frame
with its intoxicating scent: sweat and tea leaves on a
summer morning.

Ma had deep-set eyes and skin that would redden
and peel if she stayed in the sun for too long. But after
the winter she'd revert to her fair, white complexion.
This was unique among the Hakka villagers, and

gave her an aura of mystery. It was only until ten or so

years ago, when Yao-Yuan took Liao Hsi vacationing in
Europe, that she saw Ma's features in the faces of the
Caucasian folks traveling down the Rhine River: their
sensitive, easily sunburned skin, freckled cheeks, broad
shoulders, and brown, curly hair. Perhaps there was
Caucasian blood in the family, from when the Dutch
first visited Taiwan? Which generation did that happen
in, and how many times did the gene mutate? Genes
traveled through the family in mysterious intervals. It
was as if her grandmother made a special request for
Yao-Yuan to be the one whose features would reflect
her ancestors’ mixed heritage. Yao-Yuan was tall and
well built, with light freckles and deep-set eyes. As a
child, when Yao-Yuan gazed at grownups with those
light brown eyes, Liao Hsi sometimes thought she was
looking at Ma. Embracing her daughter felt like reliving
the intimacy she and Ma shared.

Unable to stay in bed any longer, she decided she
would reorganize the closet, for it was time for their
light summer clothes to be folded away and replaced
by long sleeves.

A framed family portrait hung above the dresser,
with the photograph inside already faded to yellow.
Liao Hsi stared at it absent-mindedly as she placed a
pile of T-shirts into the lower drawers. The photo was
taken thirty years ago. Back then, Yao-Yuan was only
seven, and cuddled next to Liao Hsi like a little doll. She
wore a pink, sequined skirt that she had picked out for
herself, but every time she saw the picture now she'd
say my god, how embarrassing. Fen-Fang stood next
to her father, Chin-Shan, both looking rather thin. Chin-
Shan's brow was furrowed and his gaze as unfocused
as ever, making him look a little lost. Fen-Fang leaned
slightly backwards, wearing a patient expression with
eyes staring straight ahead as if she were angry at
something. With her thick eyebrows, beautiful eyes,
and skinny frame, she looked just like her father. And
she was stubborn like him, too.

For a long time, Fen-Fang and her father were not
on speaking terms, their relationship like frozen soil
too hard for an axe to split. While they lived under the
same roof, silence lay like frost on the ground, blocking

new life from sprouting. Only on the day Fen-Fang



graduated from college did she turn to her father and
break the silence at last: “I'm sorry.”

Chin-Shan patted her shoulder, like a brother. “It's
okay.”

Father and daughter smoked together on the
balcony, fumes curling around them.

Was everything truly okay? Liao Hsi observed the
two of them, one as thin as the other, reticent as ever,
as everyday life returned to normal. It was like the
sun shone on the frost and dissolved it in an instant.
She never saw them address the past, reconcile old
disputes, or acknowledge their new amity. They
simply went on with their days, indifferent and with the
same gloominess. From time to time she'd see them
smoking together on the balcony, as if they were both
shouldering an immense sadness they could not put
down. They understood each other without having
to say anything, and because of their silence it didn't
matter if they grew close or not. There were things they
didn't need to say, or perhaps couldn't.

Twenty years had gone by since Chin-Shan passed
away. If he hadn't been disciplined by the school
that one year and resigned, would he have lived
even longer? He never argued fervently, raised his
voice to vent, or even complained in private. But
he was never a particularly happy person, and the
depression in his eyes and resentment in his heart
turned into landmines; anyone who approached
him needed to beware of an explosion at any given
moment. Sometimes he'd wake up from a nightmare
and go into the backyard for a smoke, and the
pungent smell of Longlife cigarettes would linger
in the air for a long time. Chin-Shan finally passed
away at sixty-four - what was supposed to be the
prime of his life - from a cardiovascular disease. In
the photograph, Chin-Shan looked younger than she
was, and would never grow old.

In the photo, Chin-Shan stared ahead with an
indifferent expression, like Fen-Fang did, but there was
a look of anticipation in his eyes, as if he were looking
at someone in the distance. Perhaps there was a small
deer there, skipping its way over.

Chin-Shan’s surname was Chang. He taught high

school geography but was a learned man in general,
fluent in both Japanese and Chinese, and the school
often asked him to set exam questions and edit
textbooks. When they first met, Liao Hsi called him Mr.
Chang, as all the neighbors did. Mr. Chang was single,
lived in the school quarters, and visited her shop to
buy rice every other week. He had handsome features
and a refined demeanor, leaving one to wonder why
such an upstanding man was almost forty but had yet
to start a family.

Liao Hsi came from a Hakka family and grew up
in a village in Miaoli. She had neat penmanship and
a talent for math, but there were too many children
in the family, and she didn't dare think about further
schooling. Instead, she stayed home after graduating
from primary school to help around the farm. When
she was sixteen, her aunt visited the house and asked
Ma to send one of her daughters into the city to be
an apprentice at her rice shop, to help with restocking
goods and accounting. Ma said Liao Hsi was the
cleverest, and never made a mistake when counting
change. So Ma prepared a new quilt for young Liao Hsi
and, just like that, sent her into town.

Why did Mr. Chang see something in her? She
never could figure it out. Each time he came to buy
rice, he only purchased five catties, and returned
before too long. She remembered his indifferent yet
somewhat somber gaze, and the unwashed sweat
stains on his shirt collar. Did he not have anyone at
home to care for him? Liao Hsi's ears turned red as she
thought about it.

Come to think of it, she even made the first move.
When she heard that Mr. Chang was working on the
geography textbook for junior high students, Liao Hsi
decided to shoot her shot.

“Tell me, Mr. Chang, which towns does the
Jhonggang River flow through?”

29



FAEMPIR RETE

CASEY AND HIS GAS SHOP

Hao Ni-Er
TBYE R

- Category: Literary Fiction

* Publisher: Homeward

« Date: 9/2021

- Rights contact:
booksfromtaiwan.rights
@gmail.com

» Pages: 328

* Length: 107,000 characters

(approx. 70,000 words in
English)

ao Ni-Er holds an MA degree from the National Dong Hwa University
H Department of Sinophone Literatures. In addition to writing fiction,
plays, essays, reportage, and fairy tales, she is a prominent interviewer and
cultural critic. She is the author of the essay collection My House or the
House Next Door. Her work has been recognized with numerous domestic
literary awards, including the Lin Rong-San Literary Award, the Chung

Chao-cheng Literature Prize, and the Dong Hwa Literature Award.

30




* 2021 Openbook Award

In early 2000s Taiwan, where household stoves and local restaurants
alike run on propane cylinders rather than piped-in gas, Casey and
his sometimes-friends, sometime-competitors in the propane delivery
business are the threads that stitch together the thoroughly human,
and often messy, history of one decade in a small town.

t the start of the new millennium, Casey moves to his mother’s

hometown and takes over operation of a local propane cylinder
delivery service. In small-town Taiwan, where there is no piped-in gas,
propane cylinders are the lifeblood of home kitchens and the restaurant
industry alike. Timely delivery of the cylinders demands that delivery drivers
know every back alley and shortcut in town, and since all day they're in and
out of homes and businesses, they are often privy to tidbits of information

and accidental observations that others will never know.

Initially, outsider Casey stands out like a sore thumb in the small town, and
becomes the object of various unfounded rumors. One day, a Mrs. Fang
simultaneously requests deliveries from all three of the town’s propane
delivery services. In the ensuing brouhaha, only the perceptive Casey
realizes the root of the problem: Mrs. Fang is suffering from sudden onset
dementia. Fortunately, she still remembers her son’s telephone number,
and thus Casey is able to call in the assistance she requires. From this day

forward, the townspeople begin to accept Casey as one of their own.

The motley occurrences in the lives of Casey and his amiable competitors
become the backbone for the story of an entire town, the rise and fall of
the propane delivery industry bookending this nostalgic portrayal of life
in early 2000s Taiwan. While the propane cylinders require significant
muscle to heft, this fictional peek inside a male-dominated industry has no
shortage of strong female characters in the wives of Casey and his cohort.
True partners through thick and thin, they not only keep the home fires
burning for their hard-working husbands, but also stand ready to work their

feminine magic on the most vexing business problems.
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Casey and His Gas Shop:

A Gasman’s Daughter

Tears Off the Mask to Expose

the Cruelty in the Saying

“Jobs Are Neither Noble Nor Humble”

By Hong Chee Shan (originally published at The News Lens)

Translated by Dong Li

The Guerrilla Female Perspective:
Breaking Through the Monotone of the
Masculine Narrative

Casey and His Gas Shop is based on the story of three
gas shop owners: Casey, a newcomer to the city of
Yilan; Wang Zi-Jian (“Prince”), whose business is going
downhill; and Lin Tu-Tou ("Peanut”), whose business
is booming. The book tells of their conflicts and the
local customs of Yilan. One expects a story featuring
three male characters to be masculine, but author Hao
Ni-Er does not stop there. She expands the narrative
to include the perspectives of Prince’s wife Yeh Shu-
Ching and daughter Wang An-Ni; Peanut's wife Lin Su-
Yu; Grandma Fang, a customer, her son Fang Hsiang-
Chun, daughter-in-law Hsiao Mei, and granddaughter
Fang Huai-Hisang.

Amid this cacophony, the female perspective stands
out: Wang An-Ni's teenage adventures, Yeh Shu-Ching’s
housekeeping, Lin Su-Yu's quiet observations, Hsiao Mei's

struggles with her desire and infidelity, Fang Huai-Hsiang's

bewilderment at Casey’s pursuits. These scenes come alive
in Hao Ni-Er's narrative to paint a holistic picture of the
ecology of each company. For instance, here's a scene in
which Yeh Shu-Ching urges her husband Prince to collect
the money from their customer:

“Yeh Shu-Ching told him over and over again not to
take credit. Halfway there, he received a call. It was her

m

repeating: ‘Get a deposit at least” But at the doorstep of
the less privileged, Prince cannot hide his soft spot: “Though
embarrassing, a gas bottle that is worth a few hundred
dollars would allow these people to last a few more weeks,
to have hot water and warm meals, as if it would prevent
their life from tilting too fast” Thus, he assumes his wife's
reprimand. Seeing that she is about to scold him, he quickly
thinks up some excuse, but does not expect that “she just
picked up two bags of fruits and walked away. As she turned
around and saw that Prince had not stepped out of the car,
she asked, ‘Everything alright? Could you give me a hand?’
He says of course and helps her carry the vegetables and
fruits”” Unannounced, a family drama ends. It is touching to

read the couple’s tacit understanding of each other.



Instead of accepting a typically masculine portrayal of
women as being focused entirely on petty profits, the novel
offers a realistic and unpretentious restoration of familial
interactions, making the otherwise stiff and sweaty gas
shops wonderfully human. This is what makes Hao Ni-Er's
novel so powerful. The novel goes at length to set up the
story, but ends in a precise and beautiful way, reminding us
of all the compromises and helplessness in life. These last

scenes give us a truthful close-up of the locals’ daily lives.

Jobs Are Neither Noble Nor Humble:
Grinding Matters for the Workers

In her afterword, Hao makes clear that | was raised
not to believe ‘jobs are neither noble nor humble'” As
the daughter of a gas worker, she wants to describe in
writing the cruelties of that particular world. This makes
Casey and His Gas Shop special in that it pierces the
facade of appearance. Wang An-Ni, the daughter of
Prince, has to face all kinds of gossip and suffers great
humiliation because of her father's profession. “Good
grief! He works so hard to earn a living, but look at his
daughter!” However, Hao Ni-Er deliberately allows her
character to have the resilience of resisting this flawed
and stereotypical narrative: “If | were a daughter of
a civil servant, would anyone say such things? What
if | were a banker’s child? What's wrong with a gas
worker?” On reading this, readers might loosen up and
feel sympathetic toward the cruelties behind a phrase
like “jobs are neither noble nor humble”.

Although workers need more respect, they often
remain silent. In fact, at the very beginning of the novel,
Hao Ni-Er already provides such an insight - Prince thought
that his daughter’s rebellion is “because of the gas smell all
over me?” To everybody’s surprise, the daughter rebelled
only because her father's name sounds like the name of a
brand of instant noodles, and she worried that he would
be ridiculed by her schoolmates. The smell of natural gas
permeates the novel; before he delivers gas bottles to
restaurants in Dongshan, Peanut always bathes, noting:
“The boss detests the smell of gas, so | cannot go without a
shower” When Casey stands before someone he likes, he

has nowhere to hide the smell: “Casey certainly knows what

he smells like. The gas workers, no matter how thoroughly
they wash themselves, have nowhere to hide the smell,
when the others wrinkle their nose.” That odor, a constant,
baleful presence in Casey and His Gas Shop, is a reminder to
the novelist herself as well as to the readers that matter how
much you want to maintain a peaceful surface, it is better to
admit that some smells cannot be washed away.

This is what makes Casey and His Gas Shop so special:
it is honest, straightforward, and unapologetic. Hao speaks
for the workers, not just to harvest popular acclaim, but also
to make us reflect on whether we are being hypocritical
when we blurt out “l understand” and “I know” in response
to every observation, and whether we overlook the
importance of honesty and sincerity. “Sincerity is the most
moving sound,” the author writes; this is precisely what Hao

Ni-Er's Casey and His Gas Shop has taught me.
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CASEY AND HIS GAS SHOP

By Hao Ni-Er
Translated by Jenna Tang

Casey and Them

Even elementary school teachers shared the gossip
with their students: “Old Wu literally just sold his gas

shop to Casey Chen, an outsider.”

Casey

When Casey first arrived in Yuanshan, the news spread
immediately. Yuanshan is a small town in Yilan, with
stores and residential areas close together. Most
neighbors know each other, and anyone not from here
will be discussed throughout the neighborhood.

Casey’'s mother was from here. After getting
married, she moved to Taichung and has rarely gone
back to hometown since. Having Casey made it difficult
for her to commute for long hours.

One time, Casey's family drove all the way to Taipei,
and almost made it to Yilan, but Casey's mother couldn’t
stop vomiting on the endless winding roads to the point
where Casey's father had no choice but to drive back to
Taipei and find the closest hospital to put her on a drip.

After Casey's maternal grandparents passed away,
his family stopped going back to Yilan.

Casey remembered very little about Yilan. The
one memory he kept fresh in his mind was his mother
talking about how natural and high quality the water
in Yuanshan is. “Everyone says beauties come from
Yuanshan. That's because good water nourishes them.”
That was all Casey remembered, though he didn't
know why. At age twenty-three, he traveled all around
Taiwan island with his bike. When he passed by Yilan,

he purposefully made a detour to Yuanshan, lasciviously

thinking: “If | bump into three beautiful girls, I'll settle
down here.”

At that time, he had nothing to tie him down.
He had just broken up with his girlfriend, whom he
had been with for years, because she had gotten
pregnant. He remembered that was how she started the
conversation that day: "Actually, | don't know if this child
is my husband’s or yours.” Hearing it, Casey broke out
in a cold sweat, fearing that she would ask him to take
responsibility for their divorce. Fortunately, all that he
had to pay for at that time was their coffee. In the end,
his girlfriend decided to stay with her husband.

After graduating from a five-year junior college
program, Casey rode his bike to work every day. He
shared meals at home with his family and had no
particular hobbies. He found no reasons to spend
money, and even took a few part-time jobs after work.
Within five years, he saved a million New Taiwan Dollars.
He had been longing to travel around the island on
his bike, but kept postponing the trip because of this
girlfriend.

She had been Casey'’s junior high school classmate.
She is, so far, Casey's first and only woman. Several years
after their graduation, they met each other again at an
alumni gathering, and stayed in touch afterward. Even
so, sexual desire wasn't really present for Casey, and
it felt to him more like going to class. It wasn't until his
girlfriend married someone else that they started having
regular sex.

That year, they were both twenty years old. His
girlfriend came out with the news that she planned to
marry a guy she met through a blind date. When Casey
heard this, he was halfway undressed already.



“Are you not even feeling a bit jealous?” she asked
him, wrapping herself in the quilt. Casey thought:
“Jealous?” and tilted his head, deep in contemplation.
His girlfriend took his silence as an admission, and her
heart burst with joy, thinking that she was a woman who
was owned by two men. That afternoon, she put more
effort into the sex. After they finished, she said: “Next
week, same time, be punctual!” After hearing her say
that, Casey suddenly couldn't recall the reasons why he
liked this person.

Finally, there was no more “next week”. He didn't
need to be punctual. The day after their breakup, he
immediately changed the components and saddle of
his five-year-old bicycle, and spent two weeks closing
his job. He had no concrete travel plans, only the desire
to start his trip on a cool day. Little did he expect that a
big earthquake would interrupt all this.

That night, Casey fell out of bed, at first thinking he
was too dizzy from his sleep, otherwise, how come the
entire world is shaking? His head was still muddled, but
an animalistic instinct made him spring out of the room,
scream for his parents, and pull them out of their house.
[t was not until then that he was certain that this wasn't
an illusion - the entire world was indeed shaking. People
began to gather in the street, some of them looking
around suspiciously, as though it might be a nightmare
from which they hadn't yet awakened.

Casey and his parents stood outside of their house
for the entire night. Intermittent aftershocks made them
feel like a fish trapped in a fish tank being held in the
hands of a rushed traveler.

When the sky began to brighten, everyone returned
fearfully to their homes, carefully checking for damage
caused by the disaster. When Casey entered their
garage, he found the roof of his father's car deeply
dented by a fallen metal shelf. By coincidence, his
bicycle, which stood in the triangular gap between the
shelves and the car remained unscathed. Casey felt
an electric tingle rise up his body. While his parents
continued to check the house for damage, he packed
up and slung his backpack on his shoulder. He told

them, “I'm heading out today.” Then, as though he were

unsure, he repeated: “Today. Time to go today.”

In those days, Casey wasn't looking for stability. He
was looking for experiences. He didn't believe he would
see or experience anything else by staying in one place.

During his biking trip around the island, he stopped
wherever labor was needed. In the aftermath of the
earthquake, no one cared who you were or where you
were from; if someone yelled Over here! people would
come to their aid. Casey had a young man'’s body, and
cut a bold figure (a deep tan, a backpack, long, tousled
hair and a bike), and store owners often treated him to
free meals or to a night's stay. He continued on that way,
traveling and stopping, for almost two months before
he hit Yilan.

When he arrived, it was November. Yilan had been
considerably less affected by the earthquake than other
parts of the island. The wound caused by the disaster
was lighter, and the streets were quiet and peaceful.
Riding along the riverbank, he could even spot several
people squatting by the shore, beating their clothes
with a wooden bat. The dong-dong-dong of residents
washing their clothes by the river was the only sound he
heard apart from the turning of his bicycle's gears.

The afternoon quiet in Yilan made him feel like he
was overly noisy. At the same time, he also noticed how
very exhausted he was, after two months of continuous
labor and adventures. Such a slow and peaceful pace
here gave him no more energy to pedal himself forward.
At first, he considered having lunch somewhere, then
hopping on a train to close up his half-island loop. “If
| bump into three beautiful girls in a row,” he thought
deviously, “Or if it's really like what mom described, then
I'll stay.”

In the end, what kept Casey in Yuanshan was not a
person, but the local rice noodles.

Casey's mother was from Yuanshan, but she never
once mentioned how delicious Yuanshan's fish ball rice
noodles are - and not just the fish balls, but also the
thick rice noodles and the squares of fried tofu steeped
in broth! The first taste was new and refreshing, and the
flavors got richer with every bite. Casey ordered it at

three eateries in a row, eating and drinking broth until
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the bowl was empty. At that moment, he made up his
mind to stay here.

The townspeople felt affinity toward this big boy who
knew the difference between Yuanshan district in Taipei
and Yuanshan town in Yilan. Casey snagged a job at a
gas station and rented a three-bedroom apartment that
cost him three thousand NTD every month. (Though he
had spent the past twenty years living at home, he was
still aware that such rent was an extremely good deal.)
He could see mountains and sea from his apartment
window. After he tried out a variety of local delicacies,
he began to look for good food elsewhere. His mother
had taken care of his meals during the past twenty years,
and during his two-month biking trip, he ate whatever
he could find and wasn't too picky. He never knew that
he could have so many choices outside of home.

The second week he worked at the gas station,
Casey noticed a middle-aged man who drove a huat-tsai
truck had been parking in front of the steakhouse across
the street several days in a row and staring directly at
him. On the eighth day, the man finally drove his car
over, and by then, Casey knew that he was definitely not
here for refueling. The driver was probably here for him.

“Are you really Casey? Is that your real name?” the
man asked directly.

Casey simply nodded.

“Are you mixed-raced?”

Casey shook his head.

“Are you Indigenous?”

Casey said he wasn't.

The man continued: “You're well built. Do you work
out?” Casey began to ignore him and turned himself
away to refuel another sedan. The man didn't protest,
and waited silently to one side for more than an hour
before approaching Casey timidly and asking: “I heard
you have some savings....”

It wasn't clear from whom the man had heard
about this. Was it Casey’s landlord? Or maybe the lady
who owned the rice noodle eatery, or the owner of the
gas station? For a twenty-five-year-old to have saved
over a million NTD (and from part-time jobs, no less)
was practically headline news in the 21t century, and

everyone in the neighborhood already knew about it.

And him, still willing to hide in a tiny gas station, earning
minimum wage? Everyone praised Casey for being
a promising young man, but no one ever asked him
why, because most Taiwanese, in both the north and
the south, prefer talking behind someone’s back than
addressing them face-to-face.

Casey thought the man was trying to borrow money
from him, so he began looking for excuses. But then
he heard him ask: "How can you achieve something
significant if you're living off other people? Have you
ever thought of running a business yourself?”

Not really, Casey thought to himself.

A few weeks later, Casey became the most famous
young guy in all of Yuanshan.

Nobody knew what the man said to Casey that
night. Even Casey's landlord - confusion written on his
face - said to others: "He called me up all of a sudden
asking to end our contract. | asked where he planned
to live, and he said 'in the store’. | wasn't hearing wrong,
this brat has a store now!”

Casey sent most of his savings to the man, only
keeping a small amount to himself. The news traveled
quickly throughout Yuanshan, until even elementary
school teachers shared the gossip with their students:
“Old Wau literally just sold his gas shop to Casey Chen,
an outsider.”

A middle-aged lady who came to the Gama
Grocery Store to buy eggs also chatted about it with the
neighbors: “"How much did you say?”

“Two million? All of it? In cash?”

“I think it's more than that. He lives by himself,
spending very little money. He must have saved a good
amount in the past few months.”

"No matter what, that store is..."

“Exactly! The previous store owner negotiated with
Old Wu for one million, and complained that it was
overpriced already!”

Another woman who liked dropping by the local
temple to chat particularly enjoyed this topic. Every
morning, after she had taken an offering of fruit to
the temple, she said in Hokkien to anyone who would
listen: “We're so close to the end of the world, and we

still have foolish kids like this.” It was 1999, a year when



rumors about the imminent end of the world traveled
far and wide. Even in a tiny town like Yuanshan, strange,
mysterious stories abounded.

On December 31st, 1999, the streets of Yuanshan
were extremely quiet. Everyone hid in their houses and
watched TV (rumor had it that if the TV screen went
dark, that must be the omen of doomsday). Meanwhile,
Casey rode around town in a gas truck gifted to him by
Old Wy, silently congratulating himself for having taken
driving lessons on a manual transmission, so he had no
issues handling the truck.

Casey drove from the side of the mountain all the
way to downtown, thinking how amusing the town is:
though it didnt look small on the map, almost everyone
seemed to have decided to cram into one area, one
home right next to another. So, the minute one left the
downtown area, Yuanshan became an uninhabited cave.
If he were to spot a pig or a flock of ducks crossing the
street, he wouldn't be surprised at all.

Deep in the night, he parked the truck near his gas
shop. Before he turned off the car, he took a glance at
the time: 00:09, nine minutes past doomsday. Casey
suddenly realized that it was his birthday - January
1st, 2000, the first day of his twenty-fourth year. All lay
quiet around him; only streetlights were lit up. A faint
lonesomeness settled over him. It was not because of
his birthday, which he never celebrated. Having been
away from home for so long, this was the first time he
felt homesick. He dropped everything at hand, entered
t