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When There's No Need 1o Take Betrayal Seriously

YEN Na Ef:R

WHEN THERE’S NO NEED TO TAKE BETRAYAL
SERIOUSLY

EERBRILEASRIREE

Translated by Darryl STERK R {$&

Waiting is a river, an endlessly rolling river. I crouch on
the other shore of the rniver, watching and waiting: watching the
breakers tear at the shore and roll themselves into heaps of
snow, and waiting for your face to appear as the seething spray
disperses.

It is noon. From the zenith, the sun sprays down a brutal
light. Tam curled up in a small lane in a café. The name of the
café is Spring Field—the dark green sign hanging outside the
window sparkles in the sun. It is quiet in here; the cafe crouches
at the end of the lane like a cat, opening its maw lazily and
enclosing the people inside as they chat, or wait.

Here, time is the sand from a broken hourglass. Spilt all

* From Lien-ho wen-hsueh {(BfE X3 (UNI/TAS—A Literary Monthly), No. 286,
Aupust 2008: 160-168.
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YEN Na

over the floor, it slowly rolls away, impossible to keep track of.
It’s like a vacuum in here, but it isn’t that the air has been
sucked out but rather that the tracks of time’s passing have been
removed. As a result, the restlessness I feel while waiting
abates. 1 calm down, like the slowly cooling cup of caramel
latte on the table.

On the table before me is a still steaming cup of caramel
latte, Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being,
which I’'m halfway through, a Muji “no name brand name” note-
book with a black cover, and a freshly sharpened, pale yellow
pencil. In the time I spend waiting, 1 want to write a story about
betrayal, a story in which I record all the doubts about love you
have inspired in me over nearly a year of dawns and dusks.

I also intend to betray my past self: this is the pose I am
adopting as 1 wait. My freshly permed tresses are still poofed
up in this windless air-conditioned room. My formerly pale face
1s now highlighted, marked with Lancoéme eyeliner and globbed
with Anna Sui mascara. Mary Quant has polished each of my
nails to a unique hue. I’ve been almost running on empty trying
to powder myself into a statue, an appearance that is no longer
me. And now, through a pane of glass, I’m watching for you to
appear in the lane and walk my way.

When we met, I was by myself in a wilderness expanse.
You were passing through. With buoyant self-assurance, you
walked my way.

Before you tromped so tempestuously into my life, 1 had
lost my bearings, after M had stabbed me pitilessly with the
blade of betrayal. In those dark days, 1 seemed to be standing
alone in the middle of a limitless waste. All my faith in human
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When There s No Need to Take Betrayal Seriously

nature and love had been dashed and scattered. But just as God
made the world in seven days, so you. shining like a sun of
“hope” and “‘eternity,” needed only seven days to make my
chilly waste of faith blossom once more.

“You seemed a child to me, a child someone had put in a
bulrush basket daubed with pitch and sent downstream for me to
fetch at the riverbank of my bed.”

You tapped me playfully on my forehead and borrowed a
metaphor from Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of
Being, one Tomas uses on Tereza.

Tereza, soft and naked, curled up in a bamboo basket, float-
ed along the shoreless river of Tomas’s life. Tossing on the
waves, Tereza looked so fragile that Tomas could not resist pick-
ing her up. Out of a powerful “sympathy,” the inveterate dnfter
Tomas was only ever able to enjoy a woman’s “sexual compan-
ionship.” At the same time, he was impetuous, so much so that
he could never tell whether the feeling surging inside him was
love or madness! All he wanted to do was take Tereza in his
arms and fantasize about holding her hand and rowing her
across the ocean of human existence. Cheek to cheek, they
would at last arrive at their final haven, their ultimate anchorage.

From that time on, 1 fell totally under the sway of your
metaphor. 1 felt that Tereza had leaped off the page, that I was
her earthly incamation. Curled up in a bamboo basket, ] drfted
along the boat lane that led into your harbor. Sitting on the
shore of your bed, you couldn’t resist scooping me up and tell-
ing me all my worries were over: you would piece together my
shattered faith, shard by shard, and make it whole again.

Then you said, irresistibly, that it was karma. Having
observed my fragility and helplessness, the only permits 1 need-
ed for anchorage in your harbour, you were more than willing to
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YEN Na

overcome any obstacle to reach the wasteland where I was
standing forlom.

But today you still haven’t appeared in the lane, walking
my way.

Someone appears, easing through a fissure in the sunlight
and gliding towards me. It isn’t you but a girl with short hair, a
thick book under her arm and a backpack on one shoulder. |
know we’ve never met, but | see her standing outside the glass
partition, her hair tousled by the wind, her lips slightly parted,
and feel an indescribable, almost visceral sense of déja vu.

She pushes her way in, chooses without hesitation the seat
across from me, and plonks her book down on the table: Ah!
Anna Karenina. Her tender fingers grasp the edge of it neuroti-
cally—the way I used to need to hold my blanket to get to sleep
at night as a child. She looks up, her black pupils tremulous, as
if the slightest sound would startle her: her appearance is
strangely stifling. I seem to see this strange girl as an infant
curled up in a bulrush basket, drifting along on the waves. I
look down at The Unbearable Lightness of Being, its pages flip-
ping in a draft, and the sense of familiarity wells suddenly up
again. | almost feel we must know each other very well.

Yes, with Anna Karenina tucked under her arm and a back-
pack on one shoulder, she is just like Tereza searching for
Tomas in Prague.

“Tereza, is that you?” I can’t help saying, surprising even
myself with my rash revelation.

She doesn’t respond. She simply opens her gleaming eyes

and, in a non sequitur, says: “On the surface, an intelligible lie;
underneath, the unintelligible truth showing through.” That’s
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When There's No Need to Tuke Betrayval Seriously

what Toma$’s mistress Sabina says to Tereza in The Unbearable
Lightness of Being. But what does that have to do with this girl?
And why has she so enigmatically waltzed with Anna Karenina
into my solitary vigil? Perhaps this world has become like a
network without borders. Or have people always had encoun-
ters as surreal as this one? Who can ever really tell whether
every moment of awareness is the real thing or just a fantasy?

“Don’t you get it?” the strange woman asked, her eyes
abruptly narrowing. *“The reason why Toma$ is unwilling to
abandon his sexual companionships is because he lacks the self-
control—he can’t resist sampling other women. And there’s no
need for him to control himself.” She was still clutching her
book anxiously, like me as a child holding my blanket at night to
be able to get to sleep.

She lowers her head and trembles with agitation. Again, I
seem to see her curled up in a bulrush basket pitching to and fro
on violent waves. But then, looking more closely, I notice that
she isn’t alone in the basket. Beside her, fists clenched, riding
the waves, there 1s another: me.

When was it that the flood of your betrayal first hit me, fill-
ing my days with fear as I tried to navigate the raging river?

Everything started when you stood at the riverbank of your
bed and used that marvellous metaphor to fetch me up.

From that moment on, I was as if drunk. My two prior love
affairs had ended in infidelity; 1 had had to share my boyfriend’s
body with another woman. But even though it sounded like a
line from a soap opera, I still believed your assurance was sin-
cere.

Perhaps, as Milan Kundera says, metaphors are dangerous,
for ““a metaphor can plant a seed of love.”
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YEN Na

Yes., a metaphor can plant a seed of love. When. word by
word. you typed “hold my hand, and take me away while ['m
still hesitating™ into our MSN Messenger chat window, a seed of
love started sprouting in my heart. When you used your mouse
to draw a left hand in the chat window, [ couldn’t wait to extend
you my right; I longed to build an indestructible sanctuary with
a shrine to your “eternal pledge.” 1 would prostrate myself
before 1t daily.

But the plot of the soap opera of our relationship unfolded.
I inadvertently discovered that in your computer there was, like
a winking yellow eye, an innocent-looking folder that at two
clicks of the cursor magically opened to reveal a hall of won-
ders. The curiosities on display were Word files, arranged in
rows in alphabetical order. For each file there was a photograph
diligently attached. Each was named for a girl—Ashley, Betty,
Celia and so forth. Naturally, the contents were MSN
Messenger chat records, all typed in 12 point New Ming Light
and all composed in an erotic yet ambiguous language. Every
girl’'s moniker was Baby modified by the adjective *“cute.”
Every sentence ended in a scarlet heart.

I was like a peasant woman in the big city. Having stum-
bled into a magnificent hall of wonders, she gazes rapt at the
rows of curiosities, trembling in spite of herself. Then, among
the files, I found one with my moniker—"Sophia.” This was
my exclusive showcase. But there was nothing special about the
curiosity in this display. 1 discovered that the girl who in your
words was so unique you had to fetch her up out of the flood
and spend “‘an eternity” building an anchorage for her was just
another pretty letter of the alphabet. 1 was just another file in
the folder, a file of digital love with a photograph and chat text

(13
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When There's No Need to Take Betraval Seriously

in New Ming Light.

You finally admitted what you are: a hunter, a hunter who
never has to sweat in pursuit of his prey. You simply sit in front
of your lightweight notebook and start gracefully tapping on the
keyboard; soon, by fiber optics, what you type is disassembled
and recomposed into a suggestive message. Then you get the
thnll of watching your quarry walk right into your trap.

The Internet has built for us a world without walls. But
then everything becomes too easy. All you need to do is sit,
move your fingers a bit, and within the space of a second you
can race down the street towards the sea in the famous scene
from Truffaut’s masterpiece The Four Hundred Blows. In the
moment the young hellraiser Antoine Doinel looks back, you
say, “Bonjour!”” Or, you can stroll down a ghtzy boulevard
whose frontage is pieced together from brand name boutiques
like Fendi, Celine and Coach. The Internet has also wiped out
borders in the world of fashion. With a simple double click of
the mouse, Chanel’s brand new Chance line of perfumes will
drop instantly into your virtual shopping cart, and Coco Chanel’s
smiling face will appear at the side of the screen to announce:
“The old world has faded out. The curtain will soon rise on a
new millennium.” Three days later, a courier carrying a package
of clear yellow bottles will fulfill his pressing mission by press-
ing your doorbell. What’s even more enticing i1s being able after
a minute’s installation of MSN Messenger to open several chat
windows at once and effortlessly carry on multiple simultaneous
love affairs. To prevent a jealous husband or wife from finding
signs of his or her significant other’s ongoing romances in letters
hidden around the house, you can simply spend a couple of min-
utes applying for an online photo album and copy a generic
paragraph of sweet nothings with a link to your album to differ-
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ent message boards.

Now that everything’s gone digital, we start to seem like
octopuses grasping out every which way at the things we desire.
In this way, whatever in life was once unbearably heavy
becomes light as air. When desiring is so easy, even love
becomes something to copy-and-paste. Even love can become
virtual. When it does, we no longer fear betrayal or loss,
because what we betray is just a promise we pastiched in New
Ming Light, and when we lose something we can easily get
another.

So in this era when everything is light as floating dust,
when even betrayal doesn’t need to be taken seriously, what is
worth caring about or fearing?

Her head still lowered, the stranger remains silent while the
look in her eyes ties itself in a knot of fear. Fists clenched, she
is like a drowning woman clutching a piece of driftwood, the
only thing she has to hang on to in a sea of change—she’d never
let go.

But in an age when we don't fear loss or cherish what we
have, what does this woman with Anna Karenina have to be
afraid of?

In the silence, I gaze out the window. The sunlight off the
hanging sign is no longer so dazzling; the sunset tinis the white
lettering a beguiling golden—Spring Field. Holding my pencil
in my left hand, [ absentmindedly doodle in my notebook. Then
[ try to sit up straight in my big, round wicker chair, in the hope
of catching a glimpse of you treading on the shadows of the
lane, walking my way.
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When Theres No Need to Take Betrayal Seriously

But I still don’t see your shadow long in oblique light of
the setting sun.

The stranger sitting opposite me breaks the silence. In a
moumnful tone, she begins, haltingly: “I went to Tomas’s so that
I could have a unique, irreplaceable body all to myself. But he
kissed me the same way he kissed other women. He touched us
all in the same way. He treated my body and theirs indiscrimi-
nately.”

The veins on her hands bulge as she grasps the edge of the
table, just like me as a child holding my blanket to be able to get
to sleep.

Upon discovering that you went around with an arrow in
your bow, always on the prowl for enticing female curves, 1
relapsed into my childhood habit. Now I had to hold a piece of
your clothing or some part of your body to be able to doze off, to
give myself the strength to keep the nightmares—always of you
writhing with one strange female body after another—at bay.

Then the stranger tells me about her recurrent nightmare, in
which she walks in a rank and file of naked women, all of them
identical and all on display. For a moment | am confused: |
can’t tell whether this nightmare filled with tumid nude female
bodies is hers or mine.

I couldn’t help it: I started spying on you. The first time |
discovered a secret message from you, which you had sent to
me and [ had assumed was for me alone, on the message board
of some other girl, I changed into a keen-nosed hound hunting
you in the forest of the Internet. Day in, day out, 1 tracked you
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on the web. Exhausted, I was too intent to stop. Relying on
Google's networking wizardry as well as my own patience in
painstaking password cracking, I managed to reach the scene of
the hunt in time to witness you using New Ming Light to quick-
en the heartbeats of different girls. 1 copied all the evidence to
my computer. If those girls who responded to you in an eroti-
cally suggestive way were your prey, then this digital documen-
tation of your equally suggestive flirtations was mine.

Since then, by day I've been hysterically hounding down
your every suggestive clue; and by night, I’ve been hounded by
the same nightmare, over and over. It’s like a poison necklace
around my neck: it’s choking me, but [ can’t get it off.

In the dream, I stand outside your door, clutching the keys
to your place, a prerogative I’ve never had in real life. Thrilled,
I sneak into your secret space-—a bachelor pad of five ping, just
under two hundred square feet. There you are, breathing
defencelessly in the darkness. Gingerly, I turn on your comput-
er, trying not to make a sound. I anxiously but adeptly find the
hall of wonders containing your amorous annals and start exam-
ining the folders one by one. Finally, among the many trophies,
I find a list I have never laid eyes on of dozens of names, all of
them of girls you’ve been intimate with. For each, you've
detailed the sexual act, both the scene and the orgasmic
response, and giving it a rating. I see my own name among the
others. I’m in the middle somewhere, not at the top of the rank-
ing, and there isn’t any special comment. Knees shaking, I feel
like all the energy has been drained out of me, as if I lack the
strength even to reach out and turn off the monitor. All I can do
1s sit there, silently hysterical, and stare at my rating, an index of
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When There s No Need to Take Betraval Seriously

my mediocrty.

As | am doing so, the smiling faces of those girls escape en
masse from the confines of the folder and surround me. They're
all showing off the curves of their exposed bodies, curves you
have always touched with the same caress. 1 stand in the center
of the circle and look down despondently at my own, equally
unclad flesh. I finally realize that to you I am just another bare
female form, just one more name in your little black notebook.

Since then, my waking hours have been like something out
of virtual reality and at night in my dreams I’ve been feeling
real physical pain. Perhaps telling appearance and reality apart
has never been easy!

What’s in a name? This world is a semiotic construct.
With symbols, anything can be juxtaposed with anything else.
Of course, anything can be replaced or invented whenever you
want. But are there eternal essences behind the symbols? You
may discover, for instance, that by Googling your own name
you get upwards of a hundred hits. All of the hits will highlight
the same name, but (even if all the hits refer 1o the same person)
your name is actually shared by your many different identities.
Which one of them is the real you? Or does anyone still care
who she is anymore? The Internet creates a seemingly multifar-
ious world, but somehow in it everybody loses his true colors.

Gradually, we have gotten used to interacting with people
through the computer screen. Log into MSN Messenger and
everyone’s face, pretty or plain, is fitted into the same small
window. Even more convenient, to smile these days all you do
is send a smiley face or another emoticon conveying your pre-
cise feeling. But after closing the display. no authentic image of
the other remains in memory, no upward curve of lip or salty
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smell of tears. You can also log into e-mail, spend a few min-
utes typing out a message that seems infused with true emotion
and send it to a selected number of contacts in a matter of sec-
onds. Thirty days later, your sent message folder will automati-
cally be emptied. It all seems so squeaky-clean, as if nothing
ever really happened.

In an era in which individuality is underscored, we all com-
pose ourselves in the same typeface. Instead of faces, we now
have facades that, like pop idols singing on the stage, flare and
vanish like shooting stars. All women represent to you and
Tomas$ are so many differently odored or scented bodies. After
exchanging bodily fluids with a woman, your memory is auto-
matically sluiced and sieved. In the end, all that remains is a list
of ratings in a folder. Among the many names, there is never
any particularity to speak of, let alone individuality, so that
betrayal becomes the mere exchange of one name for another,
an act of thoughtless levity.

Softly, the stranger pushes her chair back, gets up and says:
“Maybe the reason why we are unable to love is because we are
so eager to be loved.”

Then she tucks her thick copy of Anna Karenina under her
arm and shoulders her backpack, as when we first met. As she
leaves, her black hair trails in space behind her head in a slight
arc that fades into the night.

Why a strange girl with the same experience and dream as
me would barge into the solitude of my waiting is beyond me.
Is this world really a borderless network, after all? Is interper-
sonal experience really so surreal, and fantasy and reality so
hard to tell apart?

As I wonder, the sign outside the full-length window lights
up like a twinkling star, the first to be seen in the lane. And as ]
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finish up my cold caramel latte, 1t suddenly occurs to me: if you
always live in expectation—of permanence, loyalty, or apprecia-
tion of your uniqueness—then you might as well let others make
all your judgments for you. In expectation, we miss the beauty
of the moment. When all our expectations come to naught, they
start to burden us, the unbearable heaviness of being. 1 look
down and see that the first page of my Muji notebook is, except
for a few doodles, still blank. 1 close it: I was going to fill it
with a record of your various infidelities, but now I don’t feel
any need.

Gazing out into the lane, I realize 1 have spent the whole
afternoon waiting for you in vain. But strangely, 1 feel lighter
than ever, as if | have put down a heavy load. After I get home,
I get out my makeup remover and restore myself to my true
countenance. I recall the look in that girl’s eye, so lucid and
vulnerable, and ponder all the things she said. It doesn’t matter
anymore whether she was Tereza or Sabina, or whether she even
really existed. This world really is a borderless network!
Interpersonal experience has always been surreal.

Waiting is a river, an endlessly rolling river. But now I'm
no longer expecting a glimpse of your face 1o appear as the
seething spray disperses.
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