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            Flatworm ∀

         
         Some people are born to be the main character, with a flock of sidekicks that would follow them even to the toilet. Wu Yi-Hsiang was that type of guy. He and his boys would stand there in a row with their heads lowered, always spitting into the urinal before they fished out their dicks. They spat again when they were done. I could never figure out what their ritual was for. 

         
         I was not part of their equation. Wu Yi-Hsiang came to lord over our class within months after the start of junior high. As
            far as I could tell, the class could be sorted into three groups depending on how well you knew him. I didn’t belong to any
            of them. Usually, there was no chance for us to even talk.
         

         
         “How come you all spit?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Before you pee. Why do you spit at the urinal?”

         
         I was on lunch duty with Wu Yi-Hsiang that day. His usual partner was absent. We were carrying a canteen tray through the courtyard. It didn’t feel right to be quiet the whole time, so I said what had been on my mind. He said nothing. As we walked together in the shade, shadows from the branches played across his face. I noticed a strange change in that shifting light: one of his cheeks twitched faintly, and for a moment, his eyebrows scrunched up. 

         
         I wasn’t sure how to read that look. It was as though I’d tossed my question at a glass wall.

         
         

         I dreamed of him that night. We walked under a canopy of swaying trees through a never-ending corridor. The air around us
            brightened like film left exposed in the sun, drenching every surface, flooding every space. Wu Yi-Hsiang’s face was close
            to mine. Steam and the smell of boiled radishes billowed out from the tray. The white light kept expanding, photons in fission.
            Wu Yi-Hsiang spat. He pulled down his zipper and took out—
         

         
         I woke up in a sweat. My dick was moving involuntarily, each throb bringing a bizarre thrill. Soon after, I felt a cold spot
            spreading across my stomach. I sat up. The fan creaked as it turned, sending along a weak breeze. I pulled open my pajama
            pants and briefs to a fishy smell and found the fabric stained by a pasty liquid. Our textbook had covered this topic, so
            I didn’t feel any reason to panic.
         

         
         After changing my clothes, I lay down and fell back asleep, savoring that happy sensation while wrapped in thoughts of Wu
            Yi-Hsiang.
         

         
         

         Ta Kang spoke to me the next day. He pulled me toward the cleaning supply closet in the corner of the classroom and said, all secretive: “You must not tell.” 

         
         Ta Kang was a thick boy. Being this close to him made me uncomfortable. But as one of Wu Yi-Hsiang’s most trusted confidants,
            his status was far higher than mine. I made sure not to show any sign of annoyance.
         

         
         “Wu Yi-Hsiang wants to mess with the Old Toad,” he said.

         
         “Mess with how?”

         
         “Just to give her a little lesson.”

         
         Old Toad was our English teacher. She was not old and did not look like a toad, but nicknames didn’t require any logic, just
            as there was no logic to who Wu Yi-Hsiang chose to mess with. As a teacher, Old Toad was the conformist type, not particularly
            inspiring or annoying. If she had any real fault, it would be the way she repeated her catchphrases.
         

         
         Ta Kang laid out their plan. “Wait for Old Toad’s most famous phrase, Do you understand what I am saying? The whole class will jump up and give her a minute-long ovation, then sit back down as if nothing had happened. The next
            time she says it, we’ll do it again. She won’t be able to get on with the class.”
         

         
         Everyone was in on it. I just had to do my part.

         
         We had class with Old Toad that very afternoon. She was five minutes late. I sat there picturing myself making a mistake and not matching everyone else’s applause. I didn’t want to be the one to screw up Wu Yi-Hsiang’s plan. 

         
         Slowly, methodically, Old Toad buckled on her microphone. She slid a new piece of white chalk into a chalk holder and asked
            us to open our workbooks. I carefully listened to her every word as she called on people to read their sentences. She picked
            up the cup of popsicle sticks from the lectern and rattled it around before drawing one. Each stick had a student’s seat number
            written on it. Old Toad had a form of punishment where she would add more sticks with the same student’s seat number to the
            cup, increasing the chances of calling on them. It was more teasing than punishment, so people in class put up with it without
            much pushback.
         

         
         It took eight minutes for Old Toad to say the golden words. I shot out of my seat like an arrow. Clap clap clap.
         

         
         The whole class turned to look at me. I was the only person who stood up.

         
         “Do you have a question?” Old Toad asked.

         
         The seats around Wu Yi-Hsiang burst into an uproar. It was all the kids who went with him to the bathroom, faithful followers
            who did anything he told them to. Ta Kang’s giggle sounded like squeaky scooter brakes, a noise at odds with his heavy figure.
            Wu Yi-Hsiang smiled as he exchanged glances with his lackeys. I then understood what had taken place.
         

         
         There was no logic to who he chose to mess with.

         
         I sat down slowly under the class’s gaze, my cheeks burning in shame. A rustle of whispers rose from every direction. My feet shook as though I’d done a day of wall sits. I was not the type to ask questions—the thought of having the whole class listen to me felt like death—nor did I normally interact with teachers. 

         
         They were still looking at me. The floor beneath me was caving in like quicksand.

         
         Meanwhile, I was getting hard. Long, slow tremors spread out from my groin. I felt it swell until it pushed against my briefs.

         
         That night, I jumped into bed in a hurry, squeezed the body pillow between my legs, and began to grind back and forth. I pictured
            Wu Yi-Hsiang talking carefully to Ta Kang over the details of his military operation. Their plan was executed with surgical
            precision, smashing this loser for an overwhelming victory. It was what he wanted: I was lied to, made a fool of, humiliated
            as I stood up and clapped alone in front of the whole class. He had dealt me a death blow. This was Wu Yi-Hsiang’s victory.
            Victory! Victory! Victory!
         

         
         I came hard into my briefs. There was a lot this time. With my back to the ceiling, I felt the sticky liquid touch my belly.

         
         After that day, my status in the class shifted, the way a red envelope became wastepaper once its seal was broken. Other kids
            in class no longer found it unusual to see Wu Yi-Hsiang’s people messing with me. Wu Yi-Hsiang never got his hands dirty.
            He usually delegated the work of tormenting me to subordinates like Ta Kang and admired the results from afar.
         

         
         “You really want to know why I spit at the urinal?”

         
         I’d been locked into the cleaning supply closet that day after school, and Wu Yi-Hsiang himself made a rare appearance. He stooped down to speak to me through the grids of the air vent. The closet was divided in half, with mops and buckets on the shelf and brooms and dustpans underneath. Leaning forward with the brooms crammed behind my back, I only had enough room to squat. 

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang stood up and spat through the vent at my cheek. His spit was warm and felt like cough syrup as it slid down.
            He then stepped onto a chair. From below, all I could see was his crotch. He pulled down his zipper. He had fair skin, but
            his dick was dark, full of small veins and wrinkles. He wiggled it at my face. Urine shot out and poured onto my forehead.
            I closed my eyes by reflex.
         

         
         “Do you get it now?”

         
         He spoke in a deadpan voice without a hint of mockery, as earnest as a priest in the confession booth.

         
         Urine wasn’t any kind of liquid. It had its own scent and texture that was nothing like water as it slid past my eyelids.
            A thread of cold was mixed into the warmth. Was this from temperature differences between the parts of his bladder? The fabric
            of my uniform quickly absorbed the wetness. It surged down on me, layer upon layer, seeping across my chest and sticking to
            my belly. My underpants were soon soaked, and I felt my hard dick pressed tight against Wu Yi-Hsiang’s piss.
         

         
         On many of the nights that followed, I relished the aftertaste of this moment and the complex sensations it left throughout my body as I grinded against my quilt and pillow. Each time, the flights of pleasure left me filled with a warm and tender gratification. 

         
         A few weeks later, Wu Yi-Hsiang and his posse stopped having time for me. It was almost time for midterm exams. An air of austerity, audible in the clicks
            and scratches of mechanical pencils, settled over the room. At our Taipei prep school, all the high-scoring anomalies were
            placed together in the same class for “preferential treatment.” Crammed into Old Toad’s popsicle cup were the names of the
            finest students from the gifted programs at the top elementary schools—Ren-Ai, Jinhua, Dunhua, Zhongzheng. Twelve were Mayor’s
            Award winners. None of us acknowledged this, just as in Chinese chess, where kings cannot face each other on the same open
            column. We all downplayed our achievements, including Wu Yi-Hsiang, who denied rumors that he had competed in the elementary
            school math olympiads.
         

         
         In the week before exams, people didn’t even talk during free period. After school, classrooms were kept open for evening
            self-study. Everyone stayed except for those with private tutors. The overhead fluorescents never darkened, casting the classrooms
            into a never-ending day.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang’s sidekicks still went to the bathroom in a convoy. They would give me a nod whenever I passed them.

         
         On the day of exams, we switched classrooms and sat in randomly assigned seats to prevent cheating. Afterwards, papers with our scores were taped to the front and back of the homeroom door. It was easy to see how each student ranked. All one had to do was flip through the acrylic folders under the class schedule to see everyone’s test scores since the beginning of the school year. 

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang walked to my desk after exam scores were posted.

         
         “Take out your textbook.”

         
         He leaned against the desk next to mine and extended his hand. The air was suddenly sucked out of the room. Everyone stopped
            what they were doing and looked over at us. Each turn of the wall fan would pour wind down his sleeve and collar. The hair
            over his ears was trimmed in an arc, just long enough to fit the school’s dress code, but enough to catch the breeze, lifting
            with each gust. He tilted his head a little. Each eye appraised me from a different angle.
         

         
         “Take out your textbook.”

         
         He looked at me matter-of-factly, as though we were conducting some routine checkup. I guessed that he wanted to copy my notes.
            He’d just seen our class’s midterm results. I was first place by a wide margin, while he was somewhere around sixth.
         

         
         I looked down and picked up my backpack. My notes were the most thorough for national language class. I picked up that textbook, which was squeezed between my parent-teacher logbook and a folder full of quiz papers, flipping through it to make sure all my notes looked good before handing it over. 

         
         “Pen.” He reached his hand out again.

         
         Did he have to copy them right next to me? He was in no rush to open the textbook, but instead, tucked it casually under his
            arm while looking down at me from his commanding height. Maybe his people would come and swarm us at any second. Did they
            have some secret plan?
         

         
         He waited patiently, long enough that he could have returned to his seat, grabbed a pen, and come back. His eyes glinted with
            expectation, like a parent watching his toddler take their first steps.
         

         
         I found a blue pen and obeyed.

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang lifted the textbook and began to draw on its title page. To be more precise, he was signing it, like a celebrity
            giving an autograph. His signature took up two-thirds of the page. In a gorgeous cursive script, he joined the three Chinese
            characters of his name into the shape of a perfectly proportioned flower. Then, he used a slanted script to write out his
            English name in the upper right corner. On the bottom, he wrote the Western calendar date.
         

         
         “Next book. Hurry up.”

         
         During that free period, Wu Yi-Hsiang signed my every textbook, workbook, and lecture supplement. He took on the attitude
            of an artist, at once loving and severe as he examined his work.
         

         
         There was some significance to this signing ceremony that I could not grasp. After that, Wu Yi-Hsiang’s people began to invite me to walk home with them after school. They chatted with me without any ill will, commenting on trivial matters: “The chicken sausage in today’s lunch was so disgusting I cut it open and found Old Toad’s genitals.” It was as though Wu Yi-Hsiang’s peeing on my face never happened. The group also invited me to go with them to the bathroom, which I politely declined. 

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang quietly watched these developments. He still didn’t talk to me. Only then did I understand that being part of
            his circle wouldn’t get me any closer to him. Anything he wanted to say to me was conveyed through the others. I couldn’t
            even tell whether it had been his decision to let me into the group.
         

         
         Ta Kang unexpectedly took up the role that I’d held before. Under the pressure of midterms, he developed a case of seborrheic
            dermatitis. Scabs grew from the corners of his mouth, the edges of his ears, and the back of his neck like sheets of shale.
            The scabs peeled when he touched them. They kept peeling when he left them alone. Dead skin flaked off him as though he were
            a giant shiitake mushroom dispersing spores into the wind.
         

         
         Ta Kang took up twice as much space as I did. At first, it was impossible to squeeze him into the closet. We had to take out
            a few dustpans and arrange the brooms by opposite ends to make room.
         

         
         “Can I take off my glasses first?”

         
         Ta Kang pressed his face against the vent. Plump beads of sweat rolled down his nose and past the scabs at the corners of
            his mouth, making him writhe from the itching. He had no clue what he was in for.
         

         
         Sidekick Two grinned as he leaned toward the vent. “You know the secret to a juicy grilled mushroom? Just be patient. Mushrooms
            are ninety percent water. You have to brush the barbeque sauce on layer by layer, going back to it every few minutes so that
            the mushroom absorbs all that sauce.” He blew air onto Ta Kang’s face.
         

         
         “The yummy flavor comes from the sauce slowly getting sucked up. Get what I mean? It’s easy. Just let the sauce sooaak—”
         

         
         He climbed onto a chair and spat at Ta Kang. Then, he unzipped his pants. The others saw what he was about to do and flew
            into action. One grabbed his hand while the other nodded in Wu Yi-Hsiang’s direction.
         

         
         Sidekick Two shook off the hand and refused to look at Wu Yi-Hsiang, who had been in his seat all this time, practicing the
            recorder as though oblivious to our presence. He was playing the main theme of Castle in the Sky, a piece we were being tested on in music class the next day.
         

         
         It had been twenty minutes since school ended. The classroom was empty save for us and Ta Kang. I stood with the others by the closet. The late sunlight slanted into the room, casting a bright glare across the terrazzo floor. The same phrase from the recorder sounded over and over again. 

         
         The room was baking from the sunlight, and the fan didn’t reach the corner where we were standing. My butt was getting hot
            enough to fry an egg.
         

         
         Sidekick Two still had his fly down.

         
         “Can I rest for a bit? Please? The doctor said I should try not to overheat,” Ta Kang said. His massive forehead was covered
            in sweat. The air in the closet was still, and we could smell his sour stench.
         

         
         In the middle of the recorder song, the melody rose to a sudden high-pitched sol. Pulling off the note required a half-open thumbhole and higher breath pressure. Wu Yi-Hsiang repeated the part many times,
            often playing the breathy low sol before shooting up an octave to the shrill whistle of a high sol. Eventually, he decided to practice only that note.
         

         
         Ta Kang closed his eyes, his face pale. I thought he was going to faint. Sidekick Three was restless, constantly raising his
            arm to wipe his face, though his sleeves were too soaked to absorb any more sweat.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang finally got up from his seat. Sidekick Two kicked the closet door, causing Ta Kang to flinch with bewildered
            eyes.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang walked over to me. “You brush on the barbeque sauce. Get on the chair.”

         
         I didn’t know how to refuse him or whether it was right to refuse him. Was this a test of my loyalty?

         
         Sidekick Two looked at me for a few seconds before he got off the chair. He and Wu Yi-Hsiang did nothing to acknowledge each
            other.
         

         
         “Hurry up,” Wu Yi-Hsiang commanded, in the same measured tone that a teacher would use when telling a student to take out
            their permission slip. I struggled to respond for another moment. The others looked stern, as though we were in a board meeting.
            Sidekick Two was staring at me and mouthed two syllables. I could tell he’d said “idiot,” though it was unclear whether the
            insult was directed at me or at Wu Yi-Hsiang.
         

         
         I stepped onto the chair, unzipped, and took out my dick, only to realize that I’d forgotten to spit and needed to start the
            whole thing over. Ta Kang closed his eyes and gathered his face into a wrinkled lump. I spat in the general direction of his
            nose. The strand of spit hung from my bottom lip like a suspension bridge before it broke off.
         

         
         The ground felt much farther away than I’d expected. From up here, Ta Kang looked like he was trapped under a storm drain.
            Was this what Wu Yi-Hsiang had thought when he stood on the chair over me? I adjusted the angle of my dick to line up with
            Ta Kang’s right eyebrow. Once I started, I’d be able to direct my stream with just a slight shift of my fingers: I’d target
            his hair, his eyes, his lips, and then his ears. Wu Yi-Hsiang had demonstrated it all on me before.
         

         
         The seconds passed, but I didn’t have the slightest urge to pee.

         
         Not only could I not force out a drop, but my foreskin began to wrinkle up into folds like laminated dough. The rest of my
            body stayed frozen on the chair, as though I had been punished to stand. My dick kept shrinking under everyone’s attention
            until it was barely visible. Finally, Wu Yi-Hsiang let me go. “That was for practice. I’ll give you more chances later.”
         

         
         I couldn’t imagine any more chances.

         
         For a long time after that incident, I could not make myself come. Each time I charged at my pile of blankets, I’d be interrupted
            by the memory of standing on the chair with everyone staring at my weak dick. Still, I could not find anyone to fantasize
            about other than Wu Yi-Hsiang. My other classmates were too dumb.
         

         
         Gradually, I faded from Wu Yi-Hsiang’s small circle, eating lunch and going home alone after school every day.

         
         A few weeks later, Wu Yi-Hsiang suddenly invited me to his house to play video games.

         
         He lived in a five-story townhouse. I thought his sidekicks would also be there, but it turned out to just be the two of us.
            Upon greeting me at the door, he said we had two hours before his afternoon lesson with a private tutor. The house was empty.
            Not a single light was on. In the dark, I could only make out faint shifts in the shadows where the walls met the floor.
         

         
         He led me into the game room, where we played a fighting game known for its spectacular graphics. The sound was muted. He said that when he was in elementary school, his gaming once woke his brother up from a nap. His brother responded by throwing him and his video game console out the window. After that, he got used to playing with the sound off. 

         
         The clacks of our controllers filled the quiet room.

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang was familiar with the cooldown time of each attack. He broke through my defenses with light punches and kicks
            followed by punches and kicks that did more damage. He then unleashed a special attack to make my blood splatter across the
            screen. His every move was precisely timed, making it impossible for me to dodge or block, let alone counter. He strung together
            meticulous combinations of stuns, throttles, throws, knee strikes, and elbow strikes, completely focused on inflicting the
            maximum amount of damage every millisecond: pinning me in the air, trapping me in corners, pounding me with his dazzling martial
            skills as though I were ground meat.
         

         
         At the end of the match, he performed his finishing move. The background turned white as his character transformed into a
            fiery bolt of blue lightning. He darted back and forth, cutting me into pieces before burning the dismembered parts down to
            the bone. The lightning switched back into human form while my scattered bones exploded into a burst of ashes that disappeared
            into the white background.
         

         
         We selected new characters and began the next round. And another. And another. The one-way bloodbath lasted for two hours as we moved from the prison to a beach, to a market at twilight, to a schoolyard, to a moving train, to an abandoned canning factory. Without his prompting, I played through every character: a boy, a lady, an old man, a sumo wrestler, a street thug. None of them could escape the dance of pain that Wu Yi-Hsiang so carefully choreographed. Over and over, their bodies were blasted open, dismembered, seared, electrocuted, pulverized into dust, crushed by falling comets, and incinerated by hellfire. Each second of their short lives was filled with suffering that unfolded endlessly, like a kaleidoscope. 

         
         “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang paused the game, put down his controller, and looked up at me. On the screen, I was suspended in midair, surrounded
            by a dark mist of blood that was about to spray in every direction. The hit combo counter to the side was at thirty-two.
         

         
         “You’re getting off on this, right?”

         
         His eyes were fixed on mine. There was not a hint of menace or provocation on his face. It had been a genuine question.

         
         In the absence of the controller’s clacks, the only sound left in the room was the air conditioner’s low hum. It was so quiet
            that I thought I could hear the bottom hem of my shirt as it slid against the front of my pants. I swallowed hard, unsure
            of how to respond or whether to respond at all.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang cautiously opened his mouth. He seemed to be deliberating, searching for the most precise way to word what he was about to say. It took a long time before he got there. 

         
         “A person like you can’t survive in this world.”

         
         He spoke so softly that I could barely hear him, even though we were sitting side by side. He turned to look out the window.
            Was this the window that his brother had once thrown him out of? There was nothing remarkable outside—just a telephone pole
            by the dumpster, then a bicycle lot surrounded by a chain link fence. Beyond the lot, the neighbor’s underwear hung on a balcony
            with rusted aluminum doors and window screens barely hanging on. Past the rows of balconies and underwear and gray-streaked
            walls was our school, our classroom, Old Toad, Sidekick Two, Sidekick Three, Ta Kang.
         

         
         There was really nothing to see out the window.

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang turned back to look at our characters. On the sixty-inch plasma screen, every detail and tiny change in coloration
            was clear: the contours of muscles, the splashes of blood, the tough looks on our characters’ faces.
         

         
         “Do you want to keep going?” I pointed at the screen.

         
         “No,” he said. His lesson was about to start.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstate 5

         
         A former employee at our company once got fired over stealing free drinks. He apparently raided the office pantry for his party and loaded up on every soda we had. When he reached the parking lot, a security guard stopped him and asked for his ID. He must’ve looked suspicious, with all those bags dangling from his arms like tentacles. By the next day, he couldn’t swipe into the building or sign in to his account. HR had his things packed and waiting in the lobby. 

         
         People couldn’t agree on what happened next. Some said he filed a discrimination suit, flying fourteen hours from an island
            in Southeast Asia to California for each court appearance, only to lose the case after four years with just a mention of his
            name in a local paper. Others said he chose violence, joining a band of vigilantes who all held grudges against the company—content
            creators who blamed unfair algorithms for their low views and housing rights activists protesting the company’s downtown expansion.
            They’d crouch by the road all day, BB guns at the ready, waiting to take shots at the company shuttle.
         

         
         “That’s ridiculous,” said Ming-Heng.

         
         “Which story?” I asked.

         
         “All of it. First off, how did the security guard know the drinks came from our office?”

         
         Just like this legendary employee, we were walking through the parking garage carrying cans of black tea, green tea, herbal
            tea, jasmine tea, Calpico, and unsweetened yogurt, feeling clever with the opaque bags we’d prepared for the occasion. Sunlight
            streamed in through the square skylights, bright orange like the free detergent from the office laundry room.
         

         
         “Aren’t you scared of getting caught?” I asked.

         
         “I’d say that these aren’t even for us.” It was true—we got them for Jie-Heng, who liked Greek yogurt. Unsweetened was bad
            enough, but he even preferred it salted. For the rest of us, this was unfathomably nasty.
         

         
         Ming-Heng opened the trunk and we put our offerings in the cooler. The plan was to head south on 101, turn east at Gilroy,
            pass Cottonwood Creek, then get on I-5 and drive south for another two hundred miles. We’d rest for the night in Bakersfield,
            a junction between the 5 and the road to Las Vegas where gas stations outnumbered restaurants. Ming-Heng said we could use
            his car and switch drivers once we got tired.
         

         
         “Should we still be driving all the way there? It makes your insurance go up.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I only drive this far once a year for Jie-Heng. The real hassle is having his parents fly in from Taiwan.” 

         
         Ming-Heng turned on the navigation, setting our final destination for the Bellagio Hotel. Every year on July 6, we made a
            visit to Room 2308 with Jie-Heng’s parents. They were polite and reserved, always telling us that making the trip meant enough
            and that there was no need to keep buying things for him.
         

         
         We were stuck as soon as we got on the road. All of 101 was jammed with southbound traffic. With their national holiday coming up this week, more cars were leaving for vacation than roaches in a Chinatown sewer.
         

         
         “Jie-Heng couldn’t have chosen a better time,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         “You said the same thing last year,” I said.

         
         “Really? You remember every sentence?”

         
         “I don’t know about that, but I remember all the things I used to say to Jie-Heng.”

         
         “Sure you do,” Ming-Heng said, swerving into the carpool lane. Someone honked. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the
            driver giving us the finger.
         

         
         “It’s like we’re reliving it,” I said.

         
         “Reliving what?”

         
         “This conversation. This trip. Getting honked at.”

         
         Ming-Heng pounded the steering wheel a few times himself. “Friggin’ dumbass.”

         
         The horn seemed built to dampen aggression. The sound didn’t carry far, and there was no way to aim it at any particular target. The car behind us switched into the lane that we’d come from, zipping by as our lane became congested. 

         
         Circling back to the story, Ming-Heng said he’d rather believe the version with the BB gun vigilantes. He understood where
            those housing activists were coming from. Sometimes, he also felt like emptying a clip into the tech buses gliding through
            his neighborhood.
         

         
         “I thought you were on the side of the homeowners,” I said.

         
         He said what he owned was nothing compared to the houses that our classmates at National Taiwan University, Ruo-Yu and Chia-Hung,
            had bought in Menlo Park. Those prewar shacks used to be so run down, ghosts wouldn’t have lived in them. Then Facebook moved
            in next door, and their value tripled.
         

         
         “Does prewar mean before World War I?” I asked.

         
         “World War II, obviously.”

         
         “But what’s the point in shooting at our shuttles?”

         
         “Not ours, obviously. I’d aim for the Facebook bus.”

         
         The Facebook bus was basically the same as ours: a boxy double-decker with bulletproof windows, blacked out to shield employees
            from the public. Both were white with no logos, probably to avoid being targeted. At each new station in downtown San Francisco
            where these buses stopped, local real estate would spike faster than the cost of cabbage during a typhoon.
         

         
         “Speaking of Chia-Hung, remember our programming contest at the Grand Hotel?” Ming-Heng asked.

         
         “Which one?”

         
         “Maybe it was Asia regionals. Or was it nationals?”

         
         “Nationals wouldn’t be held in a hotel. The Ministry of Education doesn’t have that kind of money.”

         
         “I mean the one where Jie-Heng’s team won first place.”

         
         “His team always won first place.”

         
         “Exactly. So, Chia-Hung ran to the bathroom after losing to Jie-Heng and he cried so hard that he had an asthma attack. The
            professor had to bring in a whole crowd of people to break down the door. Chia-Hung freaked when he realized that Jie-Heng
            was the one carrying him out. He tried to fight Jie-Heng off. His face was as red as pork liver and he could barely breathe,
            but he still managed to scream: ‘Not you! Anyone but you!’ And now look where we are.”
         

         
         “I guess that’s just the circle of life,” I said. “But you and I are doing pretty well too. Neither Chia-Hung nor Ruo-Yu makes
            as much money as you do.”
         

         
         “Bullshit,” Ming-Heng said. He was quiet for a few seconds, staring ahead as though running some calculations in his mind.
            Then he chuckled. “Actually, I think you’re right.” He stepped on the gas a few times to keep pace with the car in front.
            “Everyone in our class is doing pretty well. With Jie-Heng out of the picture, it’s finally a level playing field.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said. “Jie-Heng was a freak.”

         
         

         I-5 ran in a straight line. With cruise control on, we barely had to touch the steering wheel. Viewed from a satellite, the road might have looked like a glittering umbilical cord, staking humanity’s claim across a vast, unlit wilderness. It was just after nightfall, with a sliver of purple glowing on the horizon. The oncoming cars all had their headlights on. Beyond the short range of those lights lay a deep, borderless dark. 

         
         Bakersfield seemed immeasurably far, and Vegas even farther. “Butter-Fly,” a song from Jie-Heng’s playlist, was playing over
            the car’s speakers. It was all we listened to during these trips to Vegas.
         

         
         Ming-Heng said, “This playlist only has six tracks, but he never got tired of them. I did the math. If the drive takes ten
            hours, then we’ll have to listen to each song thirty times.”
         

         
         I said, “It was worse in college. He kept one song on his MP3 player and would play it over and over again. When I asked him
            about it, he opened his eyes wide and said, all innocent, ‘Doesn’t everyone just have one favorite song at a time?’”
         

         
         Ming-Heng snorted. “Classic Jie-Heng.”

         
         “Geniuses are all lunatics.”

         
         “Too bad lunatics can’t all be geniuses.”

         
         The dashboard glowed faintly, with the white rpm gauge, the yellow odometer, and the green eco-mode indicator illuminating brief changes on Ming-Heng’s face. The cruise control was set to seventy-five miles per hour, but there was little to mark our speed outside, only the night, changeless and imperturbable. 

         
         “You know, I kind of get how he felt,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         “Do you really?”

         
         “I think we shared some similar feelings, Chia-Hung and I.”

         
         “In what way?”

         
         “Remember that time Jie-Heng was three hours late? For a four-and-a-half-hour contest?”

         
         “Oh, that one year during the online preliminary round.”

         
         “When he showed up at the door, everyone stopped typing, stood up, and begged the TA to please, please let him compete.”

         
         “Yeah. Even with an hour and a half for the problems, Jie-Heng would’ve done better than all of us. We couldn’t compete against
            other schools without him.”
         

         
         “You even left your team to find the professor.”

         
         “I don’t remember that part.”

         
         “The professor wanted to know why he was late. Jie-Heng could’ve made up any excuse: sick grandma, cat got hit by a car, whatever.
            The professor wasn’t stupid. He also knew our school would be a joke at regionals if Jie-Heng didn’t make it in. But Jie-Heng
            was completely out of it. His hair was such a mess, it looked like it had been bombed. We all held our breaths for him to
            open his mouth. This fucking guy. All he said was, ‘I—I forgot.’”
         

         
         “Oh right,” I said. “I’ll remember the professor’s expression for the rest of my life.”

         
         “Well,” Ming-Heng said. “I was just one spot away from qualifying that year.”

         
         “Ah . . .” I said.

         
         We passed a sign on the side of the road: NO GAS NEXT 100 MILES. A short off-ramp led to an unmanned gas station with a single pump. A slim traffic island separated it from the highway.
            I turned to see a car pull in, triggering a stark white light that flooded the station.
         

         
         The playlist looped back to “Butter-Fly.”

         
         
            my precious desires may be betrayed

            but even with uncertain wings

            and visions telling me to stay

            I’ll surely soar away

         

         “It’s not a big deal anymore,” Ming-Heng said. “We’ve all made it. We’re all making money.”

         
         
            I’ll turn into a butterfly

            and ride on the steadfast wind

            I’d fly anywhere to see you.

         

         “It’s strange listening to Kōji Wada sing this song, now that he’s dead.”

         
         

         The air inside the car fell silent. Ming-Heng rested his left hand on the bottom of the steering wheel, his right hand tucked in his jacket pocket. By now, the only cars on the road were concrete trucks, crane trucks, and freight trucks, each one more massive than the other. I took out my phone and called the hotel, since it looked like we might arrive past midnight. The grandma who answered sounded new to the job. She struggled for a while to find our reservation because she couldn’t understand my accent. 

         
         “Yes, yes. We are on the way. We—are—on—the—way.” I hung up.

         
         “What’s with them?” Ming-Heng asked. “We stay there every year.”

         
         “A hotel in that ghost town probably doesn’t get returning guests.” I’d told a few colleagues that we were spending the night
            in Bakersfield. They’d swiped around on their phones, trying to place the city while growing ever more skeptical: “Isn’t that
            in the middle of nowhere?”
         

         
         Ming-Heng snorted. “Most of America is in the middle of nowhere.”
         

         
         Up ahead in the distance, a sign announced: REST AREA. We got on the exit ramp, passing a sign full of chain restaurant logos serving virtually the same food. Each restaurant was
            spaced far apart from the other, surrounded by an empty parking lot like the rings around a planet.
         

         
         The restaurant we chose was enclosed by giant glass windows. Without a single person in sight, it looked like an aquarium where all the fish had died from neglect. The overhead menu board flickered unsteadily. On the counter sat a little bell next to a sign that read, PLEASE RING FOR SERVICE. WE ARE HAPPY TO SERVE YOU.

         
         Ming-Heng said, “We used to go out for dinner after contest practice every week. How come you never joined?”

         
         A server walked out from a hidden door wearing a dazed expression. He must have been sleeping soundly, not expecting anyone
            to come in at this hour.
         

         
         I said, “You know the balcony on the fourth floor of the computer center?”

         
         “Balcony? I didn’t even know it had a fourth floor.”

         
         “At the end of the fourth-floor hallway, there was an iron door that led out to a balcony. It opened if you pushed hard enough.
            The balcony had enough space to fit six people. It faced the fisheries institute, but it was walled in and hidden by foliage.
            Yuichi would sneak out after practice to bang his head against the floor. Boom boom boom. Sometimes, he’d pause for a few minutes. His rhythm wasn’t always consistent.”
         

         
         “Why’d he do that?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Was he a Muslim?”

         
         “No, he would’ve faced a different direction. To be precise, he was hitting his head against the pipes running along the floor.”

         
         “Wasn’t Yuichi on the same team as Jie-Heng?”

         
         “Maybe that’s what made him want to hit his head every week.”

         
         “Don’t tell me you were skipping dinner to crack your heads open together.”

         
         “I didn’t. I just watched.”

         
         “Huh? Why?”

         
         “Hard to explain. Long story short, it was, uh, therapeutic.”

         
         I turned to the attendant after Ming-Heng ordered. “Six chicken nuggets. No meal. That’s it. Sweet and sour sauce.”

         
         Ming-Heng said, “You’re lying.”

         
         We walked to a table with our trays. The restaurant had a colorful interior, with yellow plastic chairs and walls covered
            in a motif of cars, each neatly spaced apart from the other. Outside the windows was a formless expanse of darkness. It felt
            as though we were floating in space.
         

         
         “You sat next to him and watched?”

         
         “I hid behind the door and watched through the crack.”

         
         “I don’t believe it.”

         
         I ignored him. “One time, Jie-Heng was also there. He saw the way Yuichi was banging his head and told him to aim for a better
            spot. He squatted down, pointed to the top of Yuichi’s forehead, and told him that was the hardest part of the skull.”
         

         
         “And then what?”

         
         “Then they spoke to each other in whispers. I couldn’t hear anything. Yuichi did most of the talking while Jie-Heng just squatted there. They spoke for so long that my feet went numb. Eventually, Yuichi stood up and started punching Jie-Heng in the same spot at the top of his forehead, with even more force than he used from banging against the floor. Jie-Heng took it like a punching bag. Occasionally he’d fall and then get back into a squat. Yuichi hit him until his own fists were bleeding. His knuckles swelled up to twice their size. But Jie-Heng just looked at him—” 

         
         “They just stared at each other?”

         
         “Don’t interrupt.”

         
         “Fine. Tell your story.”

         
         “After about ten minutes, they started talking again. Well, Yuichi did all the talking. He kept saying, ‘What do you expect
            me to do?’ Jie-Heng just squatted there in silence. If you didn’t know him, you’d think that he was deaf. By the time I came
            back the next week, I found them with their arms and legs locked together.”
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “You remember how grim Yuichi’s Chinese used to be?”

         
         “It’s bad to this day.”

         
         “He tried talking dirty to Jie-Heng in Chinese.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Maybe he was worried that Jie-Heng wouldn’t get it in Japanese.”

         
         “Please. Everyone knows those Japanese words.”
         

         
         “Maybe Jie-Heng didn’t watch porn. I think it was Yuichi’s way of showing respect.”

         
         “Okay, then what happened?”

         
         “That’s it.”

         
         “So you went to spy on them after every contest practice?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “How could they do it, knowing you were watching?”

         
         “They thought they were alone.”

         
         “Was there a light? How could you see Yuichi’s knuckles?”

         
         “I just saw them.”

         
         “Was there a light on the balcony or not?”

         
         “I forget.”

         
         Ming-Heng shook his head and picked up his fried chicken breast. He held it carefully through a napkin to avoid getting any
            grease on his fingers. We ate the rest of the meal in silence.
         

         
         After returning to the car, we switched places. As I adjusted the seat incline and rearview mirror, Ming-Heng asked, “So is
            Yuichi coming this year to pay his respects?”
         

         
         “I don’t think so.”

         
         “Yuichi didn’t come last year either.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         “He’s never gone.”

         
         “No.”

         
         My thighs were pressed uncomfortably against the steering wheel. I fumbled around for a lever to adjust the height. It was too dark inside the car, and I had to turn on the dome light. With a click, yellow light filled the cabin. Looking under the steering wheel, I noticed a receipt lying by the brake pedal and leaned down to pick it up. 

         
         “It wasn’t Yuichi hitting his head against the floor, was it,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         I straightened the receipt, folded it twice, and tucked it into the ashtray. Then, I released the parking brake and started
            backing up. Ming-Heng was staring at the side of my face.
         

         
         He leaned back, hands behind his head, wearing the look of someone who’d just received a perfect answer.

         
         “Ah . . .” he said.

         
         The headlights swept over the restaurant, illuminating each parking line before leaving it in shadow. Ming-Heng said nothing
            more. He reached over and turned off the dome light.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said.

         
         

         I followed the signs to rejoin the dark desert highway. There was barely any traffic at this time of night. It was late, and
            most of the truck drivers were probably off the clock. I checked the rearview mirror. A patrol officer had been following
            us for a while. “That’s strange. We haven’t been speeding,” I said. Ming-Heng leaned over. I pointed to the cruise control.
         

         
         “Maybe HR sent them to catch us for stealing drinks,” I said.

         
         Ming-Heng laughed.

         
         Eventually, the patrol car took an exit. There were no more headlights in either direction. The steady roar of our speed grew muffled and soon faded from my attention. The road didn’t have any lamps or barriers, just bumps along the edge that rumbled like a blender if the car started to veer off. It was their way of alerting the driver. Wake up. Wake up.

         
         Having just finished eating, we were both feeling drowsy.

         
         Ming-Heng said, “Don’t fall asleep no matter what. I had a classmate who fell asleep on I-5. He woke up when the car started
            to spin.”
         

         
         “Did he die?”

         
         “He was fine, fortunately.”

         
         “How did he survive?”

         
         “When the car spins, it releases kinetic energy. It’s actually safer for the driver.”

         
         “Spooky. That sounds like one of those posts people share on social media.”

         
         “It’s not spooky. It’s science.”

         
         “How much have you thought about the dying process?” I asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “For example, if your head splits in half during an accident, would it split your consciousness in two? Would both sides hurt?
            Would it hurt twice as much?”
         

         
         “How would I know?”

         
         “I often wonder, if a person jumped off the twenty-third floor of a hotel and their brain broke apart like a piece of tofu, would each piece have felt pain? Think about it. A few pieces would have landed in the fountain, gotten pulled into the suction valve, and then spurted back out. Back and forth. Do you think he did it during the water show? They were playing a violin solo version of ‘Singin’ in the Rain.’ Everyone started taking photos and singing the chorus. The water was lit up with all those colors: purple, yellow, white, pink.” 

         
         “We’ve gone over this already,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         I went on. “The three of us were on the wait list for that buffet deal. We’d made reservations with those Croatians behind
            us in line. Was that for lunch or dinner? In the end, we didn’t get to go.”
         

         
         Ming-Heng stayed quiet.

         
         “What’s the point of working so hard if we could just play blackjack? That’s what you’d said after we won all that money.”

         
         

         The dashed lines slid past the headlights like an infinite slot-machine reel. My hand on the wheel had not moved for a while.
            Both Bakersfield and Las Vegas were still far away, on the other side of the unreachable horizon.
         

         
         Suddenly, we began to slow down.

         
         The cruise control indicator was on, yet the needle on the speedometer was steadily lowering. I pressed on the gas and turned off cruise control. The car kept decelerating.
            There was plenty of fuel left and none of the warning lights were on.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” Ming-Heng asked. I tried the brakes, which didn’t work either. Luckily, there were no other cars. I switched on the turn signal and coasted into the shoulder, which was so wide it could accommodate two more lanes. With all the inertia gone, the car was still rolling forward, its engine idling. I told Ming-Heng to watch out and pulled up the handbrake. The car came to a halt. 

         
         “The gas and brake stopped working.”

         
         “How?”

         
         I asked if he’d done regular maintenance on the car. He said it had just been inspected last week with no issues.

         
         We got out. He opened the trunk and pulled out a reflective warning triangle that he kept for emergencies. It was brand new,
            and the plastic film hadn’t been removed.
         

         
         “I heard it’s supposed to be a hundred meters behind the car.”

         
         We began to walk in the opposite direction. The taillights grew smaller with each step. All I could see was my hand, Ming-Heng’s
            hand gripping his phone, and the bright circle on the asphalt from the flashlight. My eyes hadn’t yet adjusted. There was
            nothing to orient us or to measure the distance we’d traveled. We moved forward without a word. The taillights, now the size
            of fireflies, floated far behind us.
         

         
         “Now we’re really in the middle of nowhere,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         The wind blew on our faces and hands. It felt viscous somehow, sticking to me while taking away my body temperature. I rubbed my hands and reflexively shrank my body. Ming-Heng set the warning triangle down on the road and adjusted it. He peeled off the plastic film slowly, as if he was afraid to scratch it. 

         
         “You know, I get how Chia-Hung felt too,” I said. “Jie-Heng had a knack for sucking the meaning out of our lives. Every student
            in our department secretly hoped that he would die. They were just scared to admit it.”
         

         
         “Didn’t you just say that every week, the two of you would—”

         
         I turned in Ming-Heng’s direction and only saw the blinding white glare of his flashlight.

         
         “Yeah. That’s why I only thought about it once in a while. Very, very occasionally. But on that Vegas trip, not once did I
            actually want him dead. Not even a little, which is pretty impressive.”
         

         
         The wind did not make any noise as it brushed past us. I pulled my sleeves over my hands and held onto them tightly as we
            walked back to the car. With a shiver, I restarted the engine and turned on the heater and dome light. Summer nights in California
            were still cold. We plugged both charging connectors into our phones. Ming-Heng glanced out the window. “So many stars. The
            whole sky’s a landfill.”
         

         
         He took out his wallet. Our credit cards came with 24-7 roadside assistance that served all of North America. He called the
            premier membership hotline. An agent picked up immediately.
         

         
         “We’ll send someone right away. Would you like mineral water or low-calorie trail mix? Okay, noncarbonated it is. It’s our pleasure to serve you. Is there anything else I can assist you with? Wishing you a pleasant evening.” 

         
         “I feel like we’ll never make it to Bakersfield,” I said.

         
         “You’re overthinking again.” Ming-Heng reached over and turned off the dome light. “Let’s save some electricity.”

         
         I looked ahead. Only a small stretch of the road was within view before it was covered in darkness. Under the headlights,
            the asphalt on this stretch of the highway looked brand new and perfectly smooth. This county must be flush with cash. The
            lane dividers were painted bright white, their short dashes soon vanishing into an endless void.
         

         
         “Jie-Heng actually left a letter under the electric kettle,” I said. “Well, it wasn’t really a letter, just a short note he’d
            scribbled on hotel stationery.”
         

         
         “Hang on, how come I never heard about this?”

         
         “You were still downstairs playing blackjack. By the time you’d gotten back to the room, the police had already taken it away.
            I think they gave it to his family.”
         

         
         “And you’re only telling me this now?”

         
         I shrugged. “It didn’t exactly say much. He just thanked his parents, his friends, his professors—thank you, thank you, thank
            you. Even his homeroom teacher from elementary school was on there.”
         

         
         “That’s it?”

         
         “That’s it.”

         
         “Did he think he was giving a Nobel acceptance speech?” Ming-Heng said.

         
         

         I-5 stretched out to the left of the car, while the wilderness sprawled out to the right, with no sign of people, cars, or
            any living being on either side. We were wrapped in the bottomless amniotic fluid of darkness. To save fuel, we decided to
            turn off the heater.
         

         
         “Let’s turn it back on when the cold gets unbearable,” Ming-Heng said. “We can hold out just a little longer.”

         
         Inside the car, there was nothing left but the monotonous hum of the engine and the equally monotonous reaction force of our
            seats. Outside, there was no shape to discern, nothing to perceive or feel.
         

         
         “Let me ask you something,” I said.

         
         “Hm?”

         
         “Imagine it’s the first day of high school again. You walk into the classroom not knowing anyone. Your skills and intellect
            are back to where they were when you were fifteen, but you get to bring along your insights—all the things you’ve learned
            from life. Would you still devote all your energy to exams and competitions at the cost of everything else?”
         

         
         “Would I know that I’ll eventually make it into the computer science department at NTU?”

         
         “No. You wouldn’t know how well you’d do.”

         
         Ming-Heng’s face was hidden, with the faintest outline of his cheekbones catching the light. He lowered his head and slowly gripped his hair with his left hand. His hair was short, barely enough to hold in his fist, yet he kept clenching and tugging at the same spot. 

         
         “I’d probably still choose the competitions,” he said.

         
         I looked at him and tried to read his face. “Doesn’t that mean nothing would change? We’d still turn out this way. And Jie-Heng,
            he’d still—”
         

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         

         “What are you doing?” Ming-Heng asked.

         
         I opened the door and walked slowly toward the trunk. The air had congealed. Each step, each lift of my hand required a great
            deal of effort against the eternal forces of drag and gravity. The air and sky, or maybe the entire universe, was intent on
            gently yet resolutely preventing every act of my free will. It took all my strength to lift the trunk and open the cooler.
         

         
         Ming-Heng got out too. He watched me quietly by the passenger door. I took out the unsweetened yogurt and made my way back
            to the driver’s seat.
         

         
         “Are you hungry?” he asked.

         
         “It’ll spoil if we leave it there,” I said. “We can’t let Jie-Heng eat spoiled yogurt.”

         
         He sighed. “He’s not actually going to eat it.”

         
         I tore off the lid and used the small, clear spoon that came with the packaging to scoop out the yogurt.

         
         Bland. Salty. It tasted so bad.

         
         I swallowed it spoon by spoon.

         
         

         “When will the tow truck get here?” I asked. “When can we leave?”

         
         “I don’t know. They didn’t say.”

         
         “It’s cold.”

         
         Ming-Heng hesitated for a moment, his face still in the dark. “Just deal with it a little longer and we’ll be all right.”

         
         

         Just deal with it a little longer.

         
         

         Just deal with it a little longer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Healthy Sickness

         
         When my punches landed on his forehead, Jie-Heng didn’t even flinch. He looked detached, as though the split skin and bruises on his brow had nothing to do with him. Flakes of his skin stuck to my knuckles. I thought I’d drawn blood, but it was only the slick of sweat. 

         
         “You should stop letting Hsiao-Hua take that drug,” he said.

         
         He squatted on the floor in front of me, facing my crotch. When I hit him, he would lose balance and tumble back, only to
            settle back into his squat, steadying himself like a wobble doll.
         

         
         “Stop letting her take drugs,” he said even more softly. I knew he was just provoking me. After all, it had been Hsiao-Hua’s
            own decision to start using Ritalin.
         

         
         “I have no other choice,” she’d said. It started during the Asia regionals of the International Collegiate Programming Contest hosted at NTU. At night, the entire computer center was lit up, and a national flag the length of three people hung over the entrance. In a corner of the computer lab, balloons for the contest were clustered together, ready to be distributed whenever a team solved a problem. That was the night she took Ritalin for the first time. 

         
         “You of all people have the least right to tell us what to do,” I said to Jie-Heng, searching his indifferent face. I could
            not tell how he had so much trust in my aim. Just a few centimeters lower, and I could have broken his nose. A few centimeters
            to the side, and I’d have beaten him blind.
         

         
         “Lie down,” I commanded.

         
         I pinned him onto the ground with an elbow locked around his neck, fixing his head in place. His nose bumped against my cheek
            as I pressed my mouth to his, our lips locking at a ninety-degree angle like goldfish attempting resuscitation. He panted
            in quick, drowning gasps. The smell of his body and the damp rush of his exhalations enveloped my face. I spat hard at his
            open mouth, forcing every bit of spit and air I had into him. At the same time, I felt his erection quietly pushing through
            layers of fabric against my thigh.
         

         
         “You like that, don’t you.” I unzipped my pants and was in his mouth again.

         
         A tangle of water pipes and their crisscrossed shadows ran across the floor. His back banged against the pipes in a succession of hollow thuds. It had been dark for a while. The balcony on the fourth floor of the computer center was secluded, with the wall of the fisheries institute just a few meters away to block out most sources of light. Only a small triangle of streetlight landed on Jie-Heng’s nose. Even at a moment like this, his expression was blank. I hated that blank expression. 

         
         

         
            Problem C: The inevitable mediocrity of the connected.

            The score of a sequence of integers is defined as the bitwise OR value of all numbers in the sequence. Now you are given a
               sequence of integers a0, a1, . . . , aN-1, and you must cut the sequence into K consecutive segments. Find the maximum possible value of the sum of scores of all K segments.
            

             

            Input: The first line contains two positive integers N and K (K ≤ N ≤ 2×105)—the length of the sequence and the number of segments.
            

            The second line contains N non-negative integers a0, a1, . . . , aN-1 (ai < 232).
            

             

            Output: Output the maximum possible value of the sum of scores of all K segments.
            

         

         

         This was one of the problems that Hsiao-Hua bequeathed to us. She had given it to Jie-Heng as a birthday present.

         
         In high school, Hsiao-Hua became a top performer at a training camp for competitive programming and was recommended for direct
            admission into NTU’s Department of Computer Science and Information Engineering. Yet, once she got to NTU, she avoided other
            contestants and refused to hang out with people in our lab. When it came time to form teams for ICPC, she came to me, someone
            with no competitive background.
         

         
         “I developed an eating disorder at training camp,” she said. “Everyone there thought I was really scary.”

         
         I didn’t ask, but she began to describe her bulimia in painstaking detail. She didn’t gain weight because she’d vomit right
            after eating. As the only girl at the camp, she had the whole bathroom to herself and would feel a sense of peace whenever
            she slipped behind a stall to face the toilet. She was addicted to the way it sharpened her senses: the sour heat of half-digested
            food sliding out from her throat, the strands of hair sticking to the cold sweat on her forehead, the dizziness of dehydration.
            She spoke faster and faster. A stifled pride seeped into her words, like that of a veteran fondly stroking his scar while
            recounting the whistling bullets of a lost war.
         

         
         This aspect of Hsiao-Hua didn’t actually bother me. At least she was willing to admit that she pushed herself to the breaking
            point.
         

         
         “Most people at this school are garbage,” she said. “Garbage with no aptitude, strutting around as though they were geniuses. They boast about giving it their all, but they have no idea what it means to really push themselves past the limit. At the end of the day, everyone except for Jie-Heng is a worthless worm, including you and me. I really wish people would understand this.” 

         
         There was a twinkle in her eyes when she mentioned Jie-Heng. I met people like her all the time—people who liked to call him
            “maestro.” The more gifted they considered themselves, preciously cupped in the palms of teachers and peers since youth, the
            more they spiraled into a hopeless fascination with Jie-Heng the moment they recognized just how far he was beyond reach.
         

         
         I knew then that Hsiao-Hua was bound to turn to drugs.

         
         

         “We have no other choice,” I began telling her.

         
         After the national programming contest, Yang Chia-Hung cried so violently in the bathroom stall that it triggered an asthma
            attack. The professor brought a crowd of people to knock down the door. Jie-Heng tried to carry him out. Chia-Hung flailed
            around in Jie-Heng’s arms, as helpless as a newborn baby. “Not you—anyone but you,” he shouted. His face was red, streaked
            with snot and spittle.
         

         
         “We have no other choice,” I repeated to Hsiao-Hua. She was finally convinced.

         
         

         At first, she took ten milligrams. After feeling its effect, she strengthened the dose until she reached WebMD’s stated thirty-milligram maximum daily intake. The drug gave her a dizzying thrill. It felt like being propelled into the sky, she said. Her mind, both tense and clear, was somersaulting through the air with every passing second. 

         
         When rashes appeared on her skin, I said, “You’re probably fine.”

         
         When she began to convulse, I thought that she was playing a prank. But her chattering teeth and the twitch in her facial
            muscles quickly escalated to a point that was clearly beyond her control.
         

         
         I helped her out of the computer center before anyone could notice her condition. The lamplights glowed hazily like spectral
            flames through the fog on Royal Palm Boulevard. There was a single person on duty in the health center. All she did was get
            Hsiao-Hua to lie down before returning to her booth. I hadn’t been back since a mandatory health exam on matriculation day,
            and I didn’t know that it could be so eerie. The space was lit by a single lamp hanging over the adjacent bed. The curtains
            separating each partition were pulled to the side, and I could see all the way to the far end of the narrow ward.
         

         
         Hsiao-Hua’s convulsions gradually eased. Her muscles relaxed, and her teeth stopped chattering. Her breaths were raspy, but
            that sound at least meant that she was still here.
         

         
         “Don’t let Jie-Heng know,” she said, looking defeated.

         
         I quietly observed what I had incited. Seeing her on the bed, eyes wide and breaths heavy while muttering words meant for no one, gave me an inexplicable sense of consolation. It must have been the most at peace I’d felt since coming to NTU. Realizing that I was neither more virtuous nor more twisted than her, I felt immensely relieved. 

         
         

         There was a shooting at Virginia Tech University. The shooter began by killing two students at a residence hall. He then proceeded
            to the building that housed the engineering department, where he launched indiscriminate attacks that resulted in thirty-two
            deaths and twenty-three injuries. He killed himself in the same building. In the time between the two attacks, he’d sent a
            package to NBC containing his manifesto: You had a hundred billion chances and ways to have avoided today, but you decided to spill my blood. You forced me into a
               corner and gave me only one option.

         
         I told Ming-Heng about today’s headline.

         
         “Mm,” Ming-Heng said. “That must’ve felt therapeutic.”

         
         On NTU CSIE Night, the first-year women’s dance team was scheduled to give a big performance before intermission. Ming-Heng
            and I watched from backstage, where we managed the lights. During a break in the song, the dancers tore off their hoodies,
            leaving cut-up department T-shirts that barely covered their breasts. Hsiao-Hua, in the least noticeable position at the rear,
            yanked off her hoodie at the very last moment to match the beat.
         

         
         She was trying too hard. Her movements were so high strung that it made those watching anxious for an inevitable disaster.

         
         “When do you think Hsiao-Hua will shoot us all?” I asked.

         
         The audience was in shadow, though the dots of light from their glow sticks swung back and forth like bioluminescent creatures
            in the deep sea.
         

         
         “That’s not going to happen,” he said. “She’s not that kind of person.”

         
         I felt each blast of bass from the music as an unnerving chest squeeze. Flurries of noise rose from the audience: whoops,
            shouts, confessions of love. At the front of the stage, columns of fire erupted from the flame machines, instantly lighting
            up everyone’s faces. The dancers took a knee. Someone rushed on stage with a bouquet, tripped on a wire, and stumbled past
            the spot where a column of fire had just erupted.
         

         
         “What a shame.”

         
         “What’s a shame?”

         
         I looked at Ming-Heng’s sweat-soaked side profile and regretted my question. After all, nothing up there was worth lamenting.

         
         

         The trick was to use the word we instead of you. That way, I could always maintain the image in her head of our fates being tied together: “Together, we must give it our all. We never give up. We have no other choice.” Maybe she shouldn’t have been allowed to hear such talk, since research has shown that absolutist words can strengthen suicidal tendencies. As for what to say when you don’t want someone to die—well, I had no idea. 

         
         “I’ve actually known for a while,” Hsiao-Hua said.

         
         “Known what?” I asked.

         
         The night wind blustered between us on the rooftop of the department building. I was at the door while she was nearly ten
            meters away, on the other side of the railing at the edge of the roof. We were as still as two pillars of salt, waiting to
            be eroded. I had no idea what to do or say. I wanted Hsiao-Hua to suffer more when she wasn’t miserable enough, but when she
            was really on the verge of disappearing from this world, I wanted her to stay.
         

         
         “I know why you hate me so much,” she said.

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         
         “It’s because you see yourself in me,” she said. “Funny, isn’t it? Well, at least I think so. You know what I mean—the way
            we feel so similar.”
         

         
         She took a step back with one hand still gripping the railing. “I wish I could see the look on Jie-Heng’s face when he finds
            out.”
         

         
         I took a deep breath. “Even if you were right, I know you’re not as crazy as that Virginia guy on the news.”

         
         “Can you come here? I can’t climb back over on my own,” she said.

         
         I closed our distance step by step. The lights from below illuminated her cheeks and then left them in darkness. Strands of hair sprawled across her face like branches. 

         
         “Oh, there’s something I forgot to tell you,” she said. “I know what you and Jie-Heng do together on this roof. And every
            week on the computer center balcony. I know about that, too.”
         

         
         When I was close enough to touch her, she began to laugh. It was a laugh of earnest satisfaction, as though she had accomplished
            something significant.
         

         
         “You really did come over. Great job! Here’s your reward,” she said. Right in front of me, she leaned back and let go.

         
         

         
            Problem H: The singularity point.

            Given a convex polygon P with N edges and an integer K, a Niezick-Linnai K-gon is defined as having K vertices that lie on the edges of P such that the perimeter of P is divided equally. A minimal Niezick-Linnai K-gon is the Niezick-Linnai K-gon with the smallest area. Now, you want to apply
               this process repeatedly until the end of the world—given the initial polygon P and integer K, you want to find the minimal Niezick-Linnai K-gon, K1 of P, then find the minimal Niezick-Linnai K-gon, K2 of K1, and so on, until the shape converges to a point Q.
            

             

            Input: The first line contains two integers, N and K (3 ≤ N, K ≤ 1000)—the number of vertices of the original and new convex polygon.
            

             

            Each of the next N lines contains two integers xi and yi, (-105 ≤ xi, yi ≤ 105), meaning the coordinates of the vertices of the initial polygon. The vertices are given in a counterclockwise order.
            

             

            Output: Output the coordinates of the converged point Q. The answer is considered correct if its relative or absolute error does not exceed 10-8. If it is not possible to converge to one point, output “impossible” (without quotes).
            

         

         

         This was the last problem Hsiao-Hua gifted to Jie-Heng.

         
         The department had arranged for a group visit to see Hsiao-Hua in the hospital. Her popularity took me by surprise. Some classmates
            had even folded a thousand origami cranes for her. The room brimmed with medical equipment, including an infrared eye tracker.
            The only part of Hsiao-Hua’s body that she could still move was her left eye, and she relied on it to type. A speaker by her
            head read out words in the odd, flattened voice of an answering machine.
         

         
         “Thank—you—every—one—for—coming—to—see—me.”

         
         Jie-Heng was standing in the corner by the door, but she was still able to spot him.

         
         “Maestro—forgive—jiiiiiiii—”

         
         Her eyes were filled with tears. It must have messed up the gaze tracker, leaving it stuck on the ㄐ character of the Zhuyin keyboard. I brushed aside the crowd of people, took a tissue from the bedside table, and gently wiped
            around her eye to absorb the tears. She ignored me and continued her apology, telling Jie-Heng she was sorry that she caused
            the contest to be suspended. She hoped he’d still visit her.
         

         
         Jie-Heng said, “Okay.”

         
         In fact, I was the one who visited her most.

         
         Talking with Hsiao-Hua was an unusual experience. It took her a long time to type with one eye. Whether due to an issue with
            the machine or from lack of practice, her speech had nothing of the poise and eloquence of Stephen Hawking when we saw him
            on TV.
         

         
         “Do—you—think—I—am—stupid?” It took her a full minute to compose this sentence.
         

         
         “Not—a—bit—of—regret—I—have—not—a—bit—of—regret.”

         
         At one point, some acquaintances from our student council organized a programming contest in her hospital room. They called it the “Hsiao-Hua Cup.” We borrowed another eye tracker and asked Jie-Heng to cover his right eye so that they could have a friendly match. There was only one problem to solve. It was not difficult, just a calculation for the greatest common divisor. The contest was more about typing than programming. Some students couldn’t help but break into tears since the atmosphere was a bit too much like a living funeral, or a final celebration of a patient in hospice care. Hsiao-Hua and Jie-Heng, however, took the competition seriously. Sitting still amidst the noises of the strange machines, they flicked their eyeballs around, typing out line after line of code. Hsiao-Hua even had the energy to console her crying classmates. 

         
         Ming-Heng and I visited her regularly. When she wasn’t doing well, she would pass the day in a speechless stupor. On those
            days, I simply changed the water for the flowers by her bed. The trip from Gongguan Station to NTU Hospital became a weekly
            routine after contest practice.
         

         
         “No—regrets—I—have—no—regrets—”

         
         Paralyzed, wrapped in adult diapers, and unable to do anything on her own, Hsiao-Hua just repeated these words over and over.

         
         

         “Are we going to make a lot of money one day?”

         
         After leaving the hospital, I walked south along Roosevelt Road with Ming-Heng. Headlights from the late-night traffic lit
            up our faces.
         

         
         “I have to make a lot of money. Lots and lots,” I said.

         
         The glow of the streetlamps diffused into the misty rain. Under the covered walkway, our footsteps echoed through the murky air, a steady rhythm that seemed to be striking against the vault of time and space, intent on cracking it and reducing it to dust. But really, our future—or fate—would not deviate by even a grain of sand. Like rockets thrusting upward before achieving orbit, all we could do on our promised trajectory was sacrifice each other and ourselves, striving to ascend faster and faster until we broke into the cosmos, where nothing would impede our progress, where we would be just like Jie-Heng. 

         
         “I don’t know what I’ll do with all the money,” I said. “I just want revenge.”

         
         

         My cock went soft in Jie-Heng’s mouth.

         
         I stared at the floor and at the gaps around the water pipes where they entered the concrete wall. On the dim balcony, he
            helped me pull up my underwear and fly zipper, fastening the button at the waist of my jeans. He wiped my face with the sleeve
            of his shirt, which was as cold as the wind.
         

         
         We left the computer center, skipping the contest practice that was about to start, and headed for Drunken Moon Lake. There weren’t many people near the lake at this time, especially on the side by the old mathematics building and Xinsheng Lecture Building. The lights from the ball court glared from a distance. The shouts of sports teams and the rumble of traffic on Xinsheng South Road seemed to be coming from the ends of the universe. A passing breeze rustled the grass, and the legs of our pants rubbed against each other. 

         
         Drunken Moon Lake was choked with algae. Looking out from the shore, the water was murky, and there was no telling how deep
            it went. There was a pavilion in the middle, with an inviting set of stairs that led abruptly to the surface of the lake,
            though swimming in it was prohibited. The water reflected the city’s light pollution, with our dark, blurry faces overlaid
            onto its surface.
         

         
         This would be the last time.

         
         On our way to the department building, we turned off Palm Avenue onto the path by the Ninth Women’s Dorm, past the AC condensers
            fixed to the backs of buildings, the rumbling cooling towers, dumpsters, and recycling trucks. This unnamed path was lined
            with trees, the ground piled thick with a layer of fallen leaves. We took the elevator straight up to the sixth floor. The
            first and second floors housed classrooms and computer labs. The basement had study rooms, a mahjong room, and a comics room,
            while the third floor and above were spaces for the graduate school. Normally, undergraduate students would not come up this
            far, let alone to the roof. I only knew the spot on the roof because of Jie-Heng.
         

         
         A current of air rushed past as I opened the rusty iron door. We went to the side facing the open-air atrium. We’d initially chosen this place because of the raised platforms for the water towers and the concrete floors that dried quickly in the wind. Jie-Heng had said that it was the one place on campus he knew where it wouldn’t matter if urine splattered all over the floor. 

         
         This was also where Hsiao-Hua leaned over and fell.

         
         “This is the last time. Come on,” Jie-Heng said. “Just like we used to. Come on.”

         
         The wind was so fierce it might have scraped off our faces. It sliced across the silver surface of the water tower, across
            his lean side profile. He was still looking at me with that guileless expression, just as he did in the beginning.
         

         
         I stood on the platform while he was below, the height difference putting his face level with my crotch. His expression held
            not a trace of hesitation, upset, pain, or doubt, just like a cube of crystal-clear ice, neither melting nor moved.
         

         
         All of it seemed absurd to me, just like my soft cock.

         
         The wind cut between us, threatening to lift away our eyelids. In this place, at the spot where Hsiao-Hua jumped, I studied
            his face for even a hint of injury or regret, but it was in vain. It was always like this between us, just an enormous, meaningless
            struggle.
         

         
         I pulled down my zipper.

         
         “Drop dead,” I said. “You worthless worm.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Avalanche Joseki

         
         The greatest Go player in Japan sat across from me in the hotel room. A tape recorder and cassette labeled with my name and today’s date rested on the table between us. I’d read countless magazine profiles about him. Sun Yan-Rong. Master of Go.

         
         Sworn Brother once told me that Sun-sensei was a quiet man, but he’d never mentioned the oppressive air concealed in that
            silence, how it pressed into you like melting glass. When Sun-sensei took off his glasses, I noticed a fine, barely visible
            scratch running through the middle of the lenses. He stared at my face, while I stared at the floor.
         

         
         “You know the rules, Ming-Heng,” he said. I nodded.

         
         He turned on the tape recorder. It made a faint whirring sound as the gears wound the tape. This normally inconspicuous noise
            became impossible to ignore in the overwhelming silence. I had been listening to blank tapes on an identical recorder to prepare
            for the setting of today’s match. At night, my mind filled with its persistent rustle.
         

         
         “3-16,” Sun-sensei said, placing a white stone on the komoku. I had the advantage of a three-stone handicap, so this was the only empty corner left for his first move. 

         
         “5-16,” I said, putting one space between us.

         
         “5-17,” he said, making contact.

         
         There was no physical board in front of us. Sun-sensei used blindfold Go to choose an apprentice. I stared at the blank table,
            picturing the board in my mind: 19 vertical lines, 19 horizontal lines, and 361 intersections.
         

         
         The game began with three of my black stones already occupying the star points at 4-4, 16-4, and 16-16. White opened on the
            komoku at 3-16. Black played a one-space high approach. White attached to the approaching black stone from below. Mentally
            replaying the game step by step from the first move was a practice Sworn Brother called “backtracking.” For now, backtracking
            came easily as we were still in the opening.
         

         
         “4-16.” I made my second move.

         
         Sworn Brother taught me that backtracking was about causality. If you understood the purpose and outcome of each move, you’d naturally remember them all without mistakes.
         

         
         Many years ago, Sworn Brother had been in the same position as me, playing a match with Sun-sensei that only existed in their minds. Afterwards, he went to Tokyo and moved into Sun-sensei’s residence, formally becoming his apprentice. Playing matches, studying historical games, and researching strategies, he received a round-the-clock education from the teacher and his wife. They had expected him to become a professional Go player—he would break into the tournament circuit, earn championship titles, and defend them year after year, with his match records becoming required reading for amateur players; in old age, he would train a disciple to take over his mantle. 

         
         In the end, he did not rise to these high hopes.

         
         

         “4-17,” Sun-sensei said.

         
         “3-15,” I replied.

         
         After white’s contact play, black bumped into white at the star point. White attached underneath on the third line. Black
            seized the momentum to reach around white at the komoku.
         

         
         The watershed moment was coming for us to choose a joseki—a standard sequence of moves. If he reached around at 6-16, it would
            set the stage for the small avalanche joseki. If he extended at 6-17, waited for black to extend at 6-16, and then reached
            around at the head of my three black stones, then it would set the stage for a large avalanche.
         

         
         Sun-sensei sank into a long spell of thought.

         
         

         Sworn Brother dropped out of his apprenticeship after a few years. He returned to Taiwan and made a living by teaching at a Go academy chain. The academy he taught at was on the second floor of an apartment building on Anhe Road. It had its own doorbell, though people often pressed the wrong one. The shoes spilling out from the landing filled the stairwell with the smell of feet. Sworn Brother’s desk was in the innermost corner of the teacher’s lounge. The floor was a mosaic of black and white tiles. I often came here after school to do my homework, though I’d never have been allowed to be a student at the academy. 

         
         To Sworn Brother, this was just a place to babysit pampered brats. He thought the other teachers were a bunch of fraudsters
            who were good at cheating kids, and the students who came here to learn Go were phonies among phonies. He didn’t lower his
            voice when he said all this. It made me nervous, even when there weren’t other teachers around.
         

         
         “So compared to those students, I’m the real deal?” I asked.

         
         “That’s enough.” He glared at me.

         
         

         After finishing my homework, I sometimes went to a corner of the play area to run over master games. A bookcase against the
            wall was stacked with annotated games and problem collections, with titles like Endgame Records, The Gateway to All Marvels, A Basic Dictionary of Life and Death, and The Analyzed Games of Sun Yan-Rong. I used to look for students to play with, but no one bothered. Just once, while I was running through a game, a boy whose eyes were as wide apart as a catfish’s plunked himself down opposite me. He kept picking up stones, raising them to eye level, and letting them drop back into the bowl, making a pa pa sound.
         

         
         “You’re really weird, you know that?” There were two gaps in his front teeth. “Hey.”

         
         I ignored him and continued to study the game. After I’d set down about a dozen more stones, he stepped on my foot: “Wanna
            play?”
         

         
         He grabbed a handful of stones to make me guess odd or even. Only players of equal skill did this to decide who got the first
            move. It was then that I remembered we held the same rank. I hadn’t competed in a long time, but I’d seen his photo and name
            on the leaderboard by the entrance.
         

         
         From the start, we clashed over the same area, wrapped up in a capturing race where survival depended on preserving my liberties
            while choking out the other’s breathing space. I quickly won the first round, even though games rarely ended right in the
            opening stage. We were aggressively skirmishing again as soon as the next game opened. He slapped his stones down with cheerful
            ease. I knew he was just messing around, so I gave him no mercy. Catfish Boy didn’t get upset when he lost. He just grinned
            and kept stepping on my foot.
         

         
         After that, he kept looking for me at the Go academy after we finished school, until one day, while halfway through a round,
            a teacher looked at me coldly and had a talk with Sworn Brother, who told me to clean up and go home.
         

         
         “Why?” Catfish Boy said.

         
         I shrugged. I was used to it.

         
         

         A few months later, the Go academy sent a full box of personal items to our apartment. I asked Sworn Brother, “Have you quit
            again?”
         

         
         “Mind your own business,” he said. “Why can’t you just be quiet?”

         
         It was his favorite phrase, be quiet. As if quiet were the highest virtue a child could attain. He could stand me even less after I became a candidate for Sun-sensei’s
            apprenticeship.
         

         
         I looked up Sun-sensei’s mansion in Ushigome-yanagichō. A Go magazine once visited him to conduct an interview. From the photos
            they took, I could deduce the layout of the rooms in the house. I asked Sworn Brother which room he had stayed in as an apprentice.
            He acted as though he didn’t hear me.
         

         
         “Was Sun-sensei not good to you?” I asked. “Why did you come running back to Taiwan?”

         
         “Shut up.”

         
         “You don’t want me to become his apprentice, do you?”

         
         He picked up the newspaper and began to read, his face hidden behind the pages.

         
         “Mr. Chao put my name forward,” I said, “but I haven’t decided yet.” Mr. Chao, the board chair of the Taiwan Go Foundation and one of Sun-sensei’s sponsors, was the one arranging apprentice selections. 

         
         The thin newspaper sheets crinkled as he flipped through page after page. “You think too highly of yourself,” he said.

         
         

         After Sworn Brother lost his job at the Go academy, Mr. Chao began finding students for him, arranging for them to come to
            our house for private tutoring. Those kids were always unsettled by the lessons. Whenever Sworn Brother was dissatisfied with
            their layouts and calculations, he would stop the lesson, look at the student, and pluck out strands of his hair one by one,
            lining them up on his palm. “See these hairs? They’ve turned gray because of you. How are you going to make up for that? Tell
            me.”
         

         
         This was how he questioned the kids—with the gravity of discussing compensation for a car accident, overwhelming them to the point of tears. I stepped into the role of comforting his students, even though no one had asked me to. One of them was a fat little boy who cried every time. After one of his lessons, I caught him dry heaving in the stairwell, tears and snot flowing into his mouth. I gave him some tissues, but he ended up blowing snot all over his hand. Seeing all the fluids streaked across his miserable face, any onlooker would have assumed that I was bullying him. I heard the downstairs door open and was about to tell him to quiet down when he looked up at me with grave sincerity and said, “I feel so sorry for you.” 

         
         What was he talking about? I didn’t ask.

         
         

         As the date of the apprentice selection inched closer, I felt an increasing need to practice blindfold Go. I ran through Sun-sensei’s
            game records by speaking them into a tape recorder and learning to recite his every move. It was not the ideal way to simulate
            a game with him, but it was better than nothing. Sworn Brother did not practice with me at all.
         

         
         “Do you still remember that match you played with Sun-sensei?” I asked.

         
         He stared at me, boring a hole through my face, as though I’d asked the stupidest question in the world. When he opened his
            mouth again, he spoke slowly, word by word, the way one spoke to a person who could barely understand Chinese.
         

         
         “That’s the second greatest regret of my life. Do you know what my biggest regret is? Why don’t you guess.”

         
         

         Sun-sensei famously conducted apprentice selections through blindfold Go. “Winning or losing is not important to him,” the
            Go magazine explained. “Rather, Sun-sensei is probing for talent, measuring the depth of a candidate’s potential.”
         

         
         Did my ability to backtrack through games count as talent? I’d never received any validation from Sworn Brother for as long as I’d known him, but the adults around us seemed sure of it. 

         
         “After he quit, my heart was broken for ten years,” Mr. Chao was fond of saying to me while Sworn Brother was within earshot.
            “Ming-Heng, I’m putting all my hopes on you now.”
         

         
         We’d heard this talk on at least ten separate occasions. My face would redden each time, not from the second half of what
            he said, but the first. Sworn Brother, even when spoken of so intimately by Mr. Chao, never showed any sign of emotion.
         

         
         The Taiwan Go Foundation, aside from hosting amateur tournaments and certifying dan ranks, also scouted for talent. Mr. Chao
            liked to say he was an old man who could barely bend his back, groaning in pain while crouching by a river to sift through
            silt for gold. That’s how Sworn Brother and I were discovered.
         

         
         When I was in the fourth grade, the Foundation asked me to carry the tournament flag, leading each country’s contestants into the venue for the World Youth Go Championship. At the time, I’d just advanced to the first rank, reportedly tying Sworn Brother’s record for the shortest time from beginner to making dan. On the morning of the championship’s opening day, Sworn Brother brought me to a salon to get fixed up. I was scared of getting my hair washed. Lying back in a chair with water streaming over my face made me feel like I was drowning. At that moment, he grabbed my hand and told me to stop wiggling around. “I’ll sing you a song,” he said. “It’ll be over before you know it.” 

         
         He sang in Japanese. The tune was simple, almost like a lullaby. But he seemed to become a whole other person while he sang.
            He never told me what the song was. Relying on vague impressions, I searched for years before learning it was the Iroha. The
            lyrics came from an old poem that used every character of the classical Japanese syllabary. In Japan, they still used the
            Iroha sequence as an ordering system for things from government documents and dictionaries to the names of places and roads.
         

         
         
            色は匂へど　散りぬるを

            Colors, even flowering, drift away

             

            我が世誰ぞ　常ならん

            Who outlasts the world?

             

            有為の奥山　今日越えて

            I cross mountains fading now

             

            浅き夢見じ　酔ひもせず

            Emptied of drunken dreams

         

         I later asked if he remembered this moment. He said he had forgotten such a thing from so long ago, but I refused to believe
            that it was a made-up memory.
         

         
         For a few years, Sworn Brother really was committed to teaching me to play Go. What’s more, he repeatedly asked me to practice without a board. We’d sit opposite each other with the tape recorder between us, playing move by move with our voices. At first, I couldn’t even progress to middlegame before forgetting where I’d placed my stones. I was the one who couldn’t remember, yet he would always knock a fist against his head with a troubled look and say, “How could that have happened?” 

         
         Afterward, we recorded our post-game analysis on tapes. Keeping a record this way was far less efficient than just jotting
            moves down on paper, but he was adamant about it, saying I’d quickly adapt.
         

         
         “Backtracking is about cause-and-effect relationships,” he would remind me.

         
         We must’ve filled hundreds of tapes. Now, they’re all piled up in the storage room. A few days before Sun-sensei’s apprentice
            selection, I took out some tapes on a whim to listen to them, only to discover that the reels had long been chewed up by pests.
         

         
         

         The curtains were drawn over the windows behind Sun-sensei, yet summer sunlight still seeped into the room, filling the air with light devoid of warmth. The pockmark on the side of his left eyebrow became clearer up close. A colorless pit, it looked as though it had been pressed in by the wheel of a toy car. I couldn’t tell whether it was a scar or a birthmark. Time hadn’t smoothed it away. 

         
         The tape recorder continued to rustle as it turned.

         
         I stared at the tabletop, recalling each move so far: after black’s high approach, white attached at 5-17, black bumped at
            4-16, white extended at 4-17. Next, black haned at 3-15, white extended at 6-17, black extended at 6-16, white haned at 7-16,
            black cut at 3-17, white extended at 2-16, black extended at 3-18. This setup led us into the large avalanche joseki.
         

         
         Compared to the small avalanche, which white could have initiated earlier by playing a hane at the head of two stones on 6-16,
            the large avalanche was riskier and more complex. It was the most studied of three famously intricate move sequences, the
            others being the magic sword and the taisha. Decades ago, white’s next move in the large avalanche joseki would have been
            limited to an outside turn. This had generally been recognized as disadvantageous for the player occupying the komoku, but
            was still a common and acceptable move—until a historic title match in which Sun-sensei introduced an inside turn, giving
            the initiating player the advantage of securing corner territory. This variation in the joseki was his crowning achievement.
         

         
         If Sworn Brother knew that I was engaging in a large avalanche joseki with Sun-sensei, he would certainly accuse me of making
            an arrogant provocation.
         

         
         

         After losing his job at the academy, Sworn Brother began to sleep during the daytime and leave the house at night. He would leave cash on the dining table for me. I almost never ran into him until late one night when he was just coming home while I was going to the bathroom. Bumping into each other in the dark, we were like two thieves who had accidentally robbed the same house. 

         
         “Where did the money come from?” I pointed at the dining table.

         
         “I’ll bring you there tomorrow if you really want to know.”

         
         Next evening, he took me to an old neighborhood near Hangzhou South Road. We went into a featureless basement with no sign.
            He said this was a Go parlor where people played for money. The space was bigger than I expected, with bright fluorescent
            lamps that turned night into day. It was totally different from what I’d imagined a gambling den to look like. At first, the
            cigarette smoke was so thick that it stung my eyes. He swapped some cash for two stacks of chips and stuffed one stack into
            my pocket. Then, he found someone to play a match with.
         

         
         “How does it work?” I asked.

         
         “Even game. Win one token for every territory point. Lose twenty tokens for resigning or loss by time.”

         
         Sworn Brother sat down and guessed at stones to determine who went first. I stayed to watch. After thirty or forty moves, I began to see that he far outranked his opponent, yet he worked hard to control the game, keeping it close the whole time. In the end, he won by a small margin. “You went easy on me,” he said politely. While his mouth moved, the rest of his face remained expressionless. 

         
         “Get it?” he said to me.

         
         He began another round, ignoring me from then on. I decided to wander around the expansive space. No one looked at me or cared
            that I was there. I squeezed into a few circles of spectators to watch some games and quickly got bored. At the far end of
            the basement was a room with frosted glass windows. It didn’t look like a place I’d be allowed in. Next to the window was
            an old man with a prominent nose. He tried to drive me out, saying this was no place for little kids. But he stopped talking
            when he saw the chips in my hand.
         

         
         “Want to play a round?” I asked.

         
         “Forty tokens per territory point. Eight hundred tokens for resigning. Agreed?” he said.

         
         I nodded. I didn’t even know if my chips held that many credits, but I guessed it didn’t matter so long as I won.

         
         After guessing for first move, he got black and opened with a mini-Chinese fuseki. In the opening, he kept trying to trap
            me, and I made sure that those moves backfired on him. I gained an advantage while barely doing anything. The old man began
            to shake his leg, making the stones across the board quiver. He said, “Mind if I smoke?” and lit up a cigarette before I could
            reply.
         

         
         “Suit yourself,” I said.

         
         During the middlegame, I nearly killed the dragon he’d painstakingly connected across the board. In the nick of time, I remembered
            the round that Sworn Brother had just played and eased my hand, pretending to make a mistake. We counted territory points
            in the end to find that I had won by five and a half points. The old man immediately asked for another round. I didn’t know
            he’d take the bait so easily. In the hours that followed, I played as Sworn Brother had taught, one round after another, draining
            the chips from his pockets until he had none left. To my surprise, he started to point at my nose and said I was cheating.
            He shouted a torrent of curses in a dialect I didn’t understand. But even I could tell that he didn’t actually believe these
            accusations. For a moment he stopped, like a balloon that had deflated. Then, he was fully inflated again, gesturing in even
            wider arcs. The table and stones shuddered with the crashes of his palm. But I’d always remember that second when I saw the
            unmistakable recognition in his eyes that I had beaten him fairly.
         

         
         On the nights I returned to the parlor, I learned the emotional patterns of these gamblers determined to lose every last penny
            to me. Their high spirits were followed by suspicion, then rage. I met people who kicked the ATM, flipped the board over,
            and spat at me. An old man smoking a cigar even threw it at my face. Every time I met this type of person, I was flooded with
            a sense of accomplishment.
         

         
         Did Sworn Brother come to these sorts of places because he could not find that feeling anywhere else? It couldn’t be for the money. Even I understood that this form of making a living was unsustainable. 

         
         “Why do you come here?” I asked from the back of his scooter one night as we were leaving the Go parlor. “You don’t have to
            take care of me anymore,” I said. “I’m about to become Sun-sensei’s new apprentice.”
         

         
         He stopped moving. His helmet buckle hung by his neck, swaying from side to side.

         
         “I don’t need you to raise me,” I said.

         
         He suddenly turned. His fist approached the corner of my eye as though in slow motion. I could see the flutter of his sleeve,
            the spit, the stink of his breath. His punch crashed into my right temple. I fell back from the scooter and onto the ground.
         

         
         “What do you know,” he said.

         
         He spoke so softly it was as if he was talking to himself. The ground was cold and grimy. I propped myself up on one side,
            raised my hand to my cheek, and felt something wet and warm trickle through my fingers. The streetlights seeped dully through
            the dirt-streaked awning overhead.
         

         
         He stared down at me, still and silent. We were like this for a while. In the end, he started the scooter engine and drove away by himself down the sidewalk. I caught a glimpse of his face from the rearview mirror. His lips were stiffened into a straight line. It did not seem like he would speak to me again. 

         
         That night, I walked across half of Taipei to get home. A few times, I went into a police station to ask for directions. It
            was still not quite morning when a fog descended onto the streets. The wind picked up, mingling dust into the cold mist. I
            shut my eyes.
         

         
         The weather had been like this a few mornings ago, on the day he became my sworn brother.

         
         

         We woke up and left home early that day. Although the banquet was scheduled for noon, we had many ceremonies to attend all
            morning. We followed the old customs, preparing a silver bowl and silver chopsticks, hats and shoes packed in paper boxes,
            and a longevity lock. Mr. Chao was very particular about observing these rituals. I got dressed and had my hair done by the
            personal stylist that he’d hired. As I put on the stiff starched shirt, ill-fitting leather shoes, and a red bow tie, I asked
            Mr. Chao for the hundredth time: “What does a sworn son have to do?”
         

         
         As usual, he told me that I had no obligation to do anything. “Don’t be nervous, it’s just a meal and ceremony.”

         
         We took up three tables at the banquet hall, most of them filled with Mr. Chao’s business friends. Aside from founding the Taiwan Go Foundation, he was also the president of a construction company. Before the steamed fish arrived, a brief ritual took place: at the front of the stage, I symbolically handed my hat and shoes to Mr. Chao and called him “father” while his men congratulated us. In fact, the age gap between me and Mr. Chao was probably closer to that between a grandfather and a grandson. 

         
         Mr. Chao then announced that his foundation would establish a scholarship to help our family through these tough times. They
            would also cover the costs of my future training in Japan.
         

         
         I didn’t know what hardships my family was suffering from, and the word “scholarship” sounded oddly distant. “My grades in
            school are just average,” I said, and they all laughed.
         

         
         “That won’t be an issue,” Mr. Chao said.

         
         Years ago, Mr. Chao had already taken my father as a sworn son. That same ceremony now linked my father and me as sworn brothers.

         
         My sworn brother–father did not say a word. The other men came to toast my father, patted him on the shoulder, and asked if
            he wanted to go outside for a cigarette. They all bore a sad and apologetic expression, covering their mouth as they spoke.
         

         
         My father was stumbling from liquor by the time we took the group photo. He clutched my shoulder as he stood to my left. Mr. Chao, in the meantime, sat on a chair in between the two of us. The photographer was busy telling us to adjust our bodies: straighten that back, tuck your chins in, hands in your pockets. We fixed ourselves into these poses as if frozen mid-motion. 

         
         “I’ve arranged everything with Old Sun. It’ll be next week,” Mr. Chao said without turning. The camera continued to flash,
            its shutter madly clicking as the photographer directed us into many more angles. My father was pinching my shoulder so hard
            it hurt. The cold from the uneven blood circulation gradually spread to my back. After several more clicks of the shutter,
            he mumbled a faint “thank you.”
         

         
         Those were the only words he said during the whole banquet.

         
         We went home after the meal. I kept him steady as he staggered toward the bathroom. He puked for several rounds. All the food
            that he’d just swallowed from the banquet flowed out of his oral cavity in reverse: ground-up meat, jelly-like greens, and
            rice paste poured out in a torrent. This was followed by a violent bout of coughing. I asked if he wanted water. He didn’t
            answer. Instead, he told me to get the tape recorder.
         

         
         “You’re drunk,” I said.

         
         “Shut up,” he said. “3-16, komoku.”

         
         I couldn’t remember the last time we had played. He started the tape recorder, too wasted to see that there was no tape inside. The machine turned on the floor between us, clicking rapidly as its gears ground against one another, winding empty air. I wanted to press the stop switch, but he held tightly to my hand, his nails pressing deep into my skin. 

         
         “It’s your turn,” he said.

         
         His face was flushed, the pores flaring open one by one like sparks from a fire. The sprawl of blood vessels in his eyes was
            as dense as a spider web. With his every breath, the stench of food dregs billowed toward my face.
         

         
         “What’s the key to succeeding at backtracking? Come on, give it a try,” he said.

         
         “Determining causality, which naturally allows you to remember the sequence of moves.”

         
         “No, no! Backtracking lets you see the future,” he said. “You know what the greatest regret of my life is? I’ll tell you—”

         
         “You’re drunk.” I stood up. “I’ll help you to bed.”

         
         I felt the air between us burning, scorching my cheeks. He shook off my hand and fell onto the floor with a thump. When he
            lifted his head to look at me, it seemed for a moment as if he had forgotten who both of us were and how his life had led
            to this moment. He looked innocent, like someone waking from a long coma. He blinked. In a state between dreaming and waking,
            he ran his hand around his head, the edges of his ears, his eyelids, checking that his body still existed. Then, he turned
            and began to retch.
         

         
         I watched him, hoping he would keep on throwing up forever.

         
         “3-16. It’s your turn,” he said in a muddled voice.

         
         That was the only match we played after my father became my Sworn Brother, and it would be the last. I can no longer remember the moves we made. We did not even make it to middlegame. After it was over, he continued to roar at me, spraying smells of alcohol and vomit. At the end of his shouting, he laughed. He laughed as he had never laughed before. 

         
         

         Cho Hun-hyun, known as the “Go Emperor” in Korea, and Lee Chang-ho, the boy he trained from childhood, were the most renowned
            master-apprentice pair in the world of Go. Despite Cho’s numerous championship titles, he was slowly surpassed by his apprentice,
            who became recognized by many as the best Go player in the world. Cho became increasingly hostile as the outcomes of their
            matches tipped towards Lee. He would verbally abuse reporters, refuse to cooperate for photographs, and skip post-game interviews,
            leaving Lee to clean up in the game room. Each time Cho’s wife saw only Lee come home, she would know that her husband had
            lost again and was drinking to oblivion. Eventually, Cho could no longer even stand the sound of Lee’s footsteps upstairs.
            His wife finally took action at the dinner table one evening when her husband was absent again, driving Lee out of the house
            through tears—after all, she had raised this quiet young man before her. But between husband and son, she chose the husband.
         

         
         This was just a story I read in a gossip magazine.

         
         I knew what my father’s greatest regret was. I have always known.

         
         

         In the hotel room, I continued to stare at that empty tabletop. Though we were still in the opening, it felt as though a long
            time had passed. I played back our moves in the match thus far. After black’s one-space high approach:
         

         
         
            White attached at 5-17, black bumped at 4-16, white extended at 4-17, black haned at 3-15.

            White extended at 6-17, black extended at 6-16, white haned at 7-16, black ataried at 3-17.

            White extended at 2-16, black extended at 3-18. White turned in at 2-17. Black cut at 7-17. White ataried at 8-17. Black bent
               at 2-18. White extended at 2-15. Black extended at 7-18.
            

            White attached at 6-18. Black bent at 8-18. White extended at 4-18. Black ataried at 9-17.

            White extended at 7-15. Black jumped at 5-14. White ataried at 3-14.

         

         The avalanche joseki was nearing its end.

         
         The tape recorder continued to rustle as it turned, so constant that one could not imagine it ever stopping. The sound seemed
            to be carving grooves into the air, each loop encasing the next like annual rings around a tree trunk.
         

         
         “6-16,” I said.

         
         Sun-sensei looked at me skeptically.

         
         “6-16” was a spot where I’d already placed a black stone. I knew that.

         
         He pressed stop on the tape recorder with a clack. That long, pulsing rustle, a sound from the distant past that seemed like
            it would thread into eternity, abruptly stopped. The room fell silent, as though plunged into the deepest, purest vacuum.
            The ups and downs of my Adam’s apple, the slide of saliva, the blink of an eye—if sounds had a shape, these movements would
            be massive enough to stretch and shatter every object in the room.
         

         
         “I hope you’ve thought this through,” he said, his voice hoarse from not having spoken in a while. He cleared his throat.

         
         “I forgot,” I said.

         
         “Is that so?”

         
         “I forgot.”

         
         He wrinkled his brows and fixed his gaze on me like a zoologist studying his subject. I lifted my eyes to meet his. He looked
            like he was about to open his mouth, yet he stopped at the last second. Then, he shut his eyes.
         

         
         “If you’ve made up your mind.”

         
         I packed up my backpack to leave the room. The next person for the apprentice selection was waiting in the hallway. Before I opened the door, Sun-sensei stopped me. “You’re De-Sheng’s son?” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I see.”

         
         He seemed to have understood something. A sigh brushed past his lips, so faint that I almost did not hear it. I could not
            tell what his thoughts were of us, nor did he remark on my provocative move of playing the large avalanche joseki at the start
            of the game. But it no longer mattered, now that the game had ended. We were no longer relevant to each other.
         

         
         “Thank you, sir.” I gave him a deep bow and shut the door.

         
         Stepping out of the hotel, I found the sky unusually bright. Though it was getting late, sunlight clung to the horizon like
            a prairie fire, setting the ragged clouds ablaze as though they were shreds of tissue paper. I walked on my own for a long
            stretch, all the way to the Go parlor, thinking how unlikely it was for anyone to be there at this hour. Yet when I opened
            the door, I saw the first person I’d played against, that old man with the prominent nose. He must’ve been a staff member.
            Staring at me from behind the counter, he said, “You shouldn’t be coming here anymore.”
         

         
         It seemed as though he’d waited there all day just to say this to me.

         
         I nodded and said okay.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Flatworm ∅

         
         I regretted it as soon as my roommate took off his pants.

         
         It’s not that I was dissatisfied with the size or shape of him. I didn’t care about any of that. It’s just the feeling you
            get when you realize the climax has already passed, the same way that planning for a vacation is more fun than the actual
            trip, or how porn is only interesting when the guys still have their clothes on.
         

         
         He said, “See? I told you. We can stop anytime if you want to stop.”

         
         Whatever. I ignored him and put it in my mouth. Without temperature or movement, his dick had the consistency of plastic.

         
         “Teeth,” he said.

         
         I curled my lips. Soon, I was choking on my own spit, unable to tell whether the resistance was from my mind or my body. Churning
            from the back-and-forth movement, my spit looked like froth from a frog laying eggs. I turned away and dry heaved a few times.
         

         
         “Do you know what hydrochloric acid tastes like?” he asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “It’s salty. As salty as saline for douching. I bet you’ve never tasted it.”

         
         I didn’t answer. He started talking about a boy he liked in middle school, a special education student, strong and tall, unreasonably
            muscular with an intelligence far lower than what was normal for his age. He had cajoled him into the cleaning supply closet
            and got as far as unzipping him before the boy hesitated. Desperate, he picked up a bottle of hydrochloric acid and threatened
            to drink it.
         

         
         “It didn’t work on him,” he said. “But that’s not the point. I had to go through that part of the process. I’ve been through
            it all, just like you.”
         

         
         He stared at me while I stared at his flaccid penis. The towel on the bed held the imprint of his bottom and a few stray pubes.
            “See? You didn’t really enjoy it either. It’s not as great as they make it out to be. What you think you are is just a construct.”
         

         
         “Was the guy straight or not?”

         
         “That’s not important,” he said. “But, no, I should say, not at the time.”

         
         He said the boy had also gone to support groups. He’d participated quite enthusiastically, becoming some kind of group leader.
            Later, through the organization’s network, he’d found a job as a building security guard. He even has two kids now.
         

         
         My roommate pulled up his pants, reached toward the side of his bed for his phone, and wanted to show me some photos. “No need,” I said. 

         
         He said, “In the end, we are but the sum of our choices. After you’ve rested enough, you can come to our support group. There’s
            an adult group every Thursday night. Wednesdays are for youth.”
         

         
         

         The next day, I got a call at eight o’clock. The person said she was a counselor. “Based on our discharge follow-up, we’ll
            be checking in with you each day for a week.”
         

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “How did you sleep last night?”

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “How is your appetite?”

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “So, do you have plans to kill yourself?”

         
         “It’s fine.”

         
         “Is there anything you’d like to share?”

         
         “No. Thank you. Goodbye.”

         
         

         I mentioned this call to my roommate on our way to the university. It took forty minutes on foot to get there. We couldn’t
            go by bike because the whole path was lined with hard, dry pine cones sharp enough to puncture our tires.
         

         
         My roommate and I were the only Taiwanese people admitted into the master’s program the year that we applied, so we rented an apartment together. I had no issues with him. It’s just that his unretracted foreskin always sprayed piss all over the bathroom floor. I often found myself squatting down to clean up after him. 

         
         We walked onto the footbridge crossing over the busiest freeway in the area. I told my roommate it was my first time seeing
            a counselor. At first, I had been excited about how the counselor would break down the walls of my heart, pierce my armor,
            and compel me to confess my deepest secrets between fistfuls of snot and tears. Instead, it turned out to be really boring.
            My roommate didn’t say anything. I continued: “Thank you for not making a big deal out of it. Another person might’ve hidden
            all the kitchen knives or something.”
         

         
         “But you didn’t use a knife,” he said.

         
         At school, I turned in all my homework, went to the lab to pick up my graded midterm exam, and fought with the TA over points
            on a few questions. The TA and professor both looked at me with astonishment, saying I could rest for a few more days and
            turn in my homework later. I smiled and told them that there was no need.
         

         
         That night, I went to the weekly Wednesday meetup for gay Taiwanese men in the Bay Area. My roommate had been worried, wondering why I still went. I had no reply for him. I fell asleep as soon as I got on the light rail. This stretch, plus the transfer, would take an hour and thirty minutes. It would be less than twenty minutes by car, but no one ever wanted to give me a ride. The host, whose nickname was “Baddie Buns,” once told me to ask for a ride in the group chat. My message was left on Read, so I took the light rail from then on. 

         
         When he opened the door to his apartment, Buns said, “Hey, are you okay? Everyone has been worried about you.”

         
         “It’s all good, I’m here, aren’t I?”

         
         “I hope you’re not overthinking that incident with your photos from last time. We’re all friends here, right?”

         
         Everyone turned to look at me.

         
         “Of course, there’s no problem.”

         
         There were about twenty people seated inside. Just about every gay Taiwanese man in the Bay was present. Buns had assembled
            them one by one through the apps. Like hunting for out-of-print comics in a used bookstore, it had taken considerable time
            to collect them all. He once said that there were as many Taiwanese people in the Bay Area as there were gays in Taipei, but
            the community of Taiwanese gays in the Bay Area was no community at all.
         

         
         As usual, we spent the evening playing Werewolf. There wasn’t much else to do with a group of this size. The losing team was punished with a round of Truth or Dare. Everyone picked “truth”—there’s no way to tell whether each answer was honest. The questions were always the same: the wildest place you’ve hooked up, the hardest position you’ve pulled off, how many times you masturbate in a day, when you were circumcised (uncut guys were roasted into oblivion). When it got to my turn, the noise died down completely. The air became as taut as a bowstring at full stretch. No one wanted to open their mouth. Buns looked around at everyone present, looked at me, and hesitantly asked: “Well, how about your least favorite food then?” 

         
         “Nattō,” I answered. There were no objections. Everyone’s eyes relaxed with the relief of a bomb disposal squad defusing the
            last wire.
         

         
         As I was leaving, Buns walked me to the automated gate and said, “Don’t take it personally.”

         
         I smiled. “Why would I? We’re all good friends here.”

         
         After I got home, my roommate asked if I was okay. I told him of course, same as usual. He went into his room, then changed
            his mind and came back out. Pointing at the fist-sized hole on my door, which used to be a doorknob before the firefighters
            broke it, he asked: “Why do you care so little for yourself? The way you make yourself suffer . . . you know we have choices.
            Thursday night at eight o’clock, 91 Quaker Street, diagonally across from the boba shop. I’m begging you. I’ll go there with
            you. Okay? Will you please come?”
         

         
         He continued: “The special education classmate I mentioned yesterday. Will you come look at his family photo? The oldest kid is about to go to kindergarten. Take a look—will you take a look?” 

         
         I pretended to be interested and looked at his phone. After a pause, I said, “Why don’t we try it again? Maybe last night
            was just a case of low energy.”
         

         
         My roommate looked as though I’d just shown him a ghost. I hoped he wouldn’t misunderstand. I had no romantic desires for
            him nor any interest in his body. After experiencing the gathering with Buns and them, I just needed to make sure there was
            still something in the world that was in my control.
         

         
         My roommate said, “Fine. But if we do that, then you have to come with me to the support group.”

         
         I agreed. We entered his room and began the same routine as last night, except this time, I added the steps of caressing the
            back of his neck and his shoulder blades. Apparently some people were more likely to become erect from being touched with
            affection. I rubbed against his protruding member through his underwear. He shut his eyes tight, wearing a pained expression.
            I asked if he was hurting. He said it felt good. He relaxed for a moment as he spoke, his brows unfolding, like a child pausing
            from a bout of fake crying. Then, I noticed that he was pinching the skin on his arm so hard it was turning purple.
         

         
         He saw me staring at his arm and said, “You’ll see when you join the support group. It’s like an alcoholic trying to give up drinking, or a diabetic trying to refuse sweets. The more willpower you have, the healthier you’ll become. The healthier you become, the stronger your willpower. It’s a cycle of positive reinforcement.” 

         
         “Were you pinching yourself like this last night?”

         
         “You’ll see why I do it when you join us.”

         
         

         Next morning, I was woken up again by the phone.

         
         “How did you sleep last night?”

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “How is your appetite?”

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “Do you have a plan to kill yourself right now?”

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “Would you like to share more? This service is included in your student insurance. You still have twenty-six minutes remaining.
            If it’s not convenient to talk right now, you can schedule another time with my assistant, or modify the appointment directly
            online. Would you like to hear your appointment number?”
         

         
         “Thank you, goodbye.”

         
         

         That night, I went with my roommate to the support group. 91 Quaker Street was a community center that anyone could rent for a fee. I’d pictured an empty room with a ring of folding chairs in the middle, but it turned out to be quite luxurious. Solid white blackout curtains were drawn over the windows. There were bottles of imported mineral water on each table, and cookies in a little paper bag tied with a ribbon. The host was a white woman about our age. A row of freckles ran across her face, like dots from an inkjet printer. She told us to call her “Sister.” Clearly, she already knew my roommate. She called him an excellent “Brother” from the Taiwan branch and even mentioned how he’d given his testimony at the global annual conference. I took a look at my roommate. He scratched his head, wearing the look of someone who claims they hadn’t studied after acing the test. 

         
         Six people had arrived ten minutes past the scheduled start. The other three seemed to be regulars. They seated themselves
            without any hesitation, responding to the Sister’s enthusiastic questions with smiles.
         

         
         “Let’s welcome our newest member,” she said and turned toward me. “Our support group consists of people who want to learn how to battle their desires to make life richer and more fulfilling. We have no other aim. I will not evangelize you, even though I am a person of faith.” She drew back the corners of her lips into a smile. “We also won’t collect your personal information, aside from your email. Please write it on this clipboard—help me pass this down. You can leave at any moment during the process.” She pointed at the door. “You don’t have to pay any fees. Not today, not ever. If you decide not to come back, no one will bother you. You know, we’re different from other groups. We’re legit.” 

         
         “Now,” she smiled at me. “If you still have any doubts, you know where the door is.”

         
         Everyone chuckled.

         
         Each member introduced himself and, at the end, said how long they’d kept up a “healthy lifestyle.”

         
         “A year and four days,” said a young Latino man. “By the way, I used to be undocumented. Now I have legal status, thanks to
            my wife. I’d never do anything to betray her.”
         

         
         “Wow.” said the Sister. “Can we give him a round of applause?”

         
         My roommate spoke next. The Sister gasped when he revealed he almost relapsed last night.

         
         “At the most critical moment, I heard a voice telling me to stop. Stop. So I started pinching my arm. Take a look here.” He
            rolled up his sleeve. “I think it takes perseverance and willpower to outlast the temptation. I’ve preserved myself for more
            than two years, the longest out of anyone here. Thank you all.”
         

         
         The Sister nodded. “It really is hard to resist temptation. Can we give him a round of applause?”

         
         We were making statements clockwise around the circle, but my roommate’s bruised arm had aroused people’s attention. A short white man interrupted the Sister and said he spanked himself in such situations. “The trick,” he said, “is to use the back of your hand for maximal impact.” He demonstrated the motion to us by giving himself a slap on the left cheek. The others clapped for him dutifully. 

         
         

         During the break, I ran into the Latino man in the bathroom. With only two urinals, we had to stand shoulder to shoulder.
            I stared at the red light on the automatic flusher.
         

         
         “Hey. The first step is always the hardest.”

         
         “Mm.”

         
         “It’s okay to backslide a few times. Give yourself some time, dude. It’ll get better.” His urination was so loud, it reminded
            me of a waterpark ride. He acted like it was his duty to take care of the newbie, sharing how to overcome same-sex lust through
            masturbation. The more he spoke, the more specific he got, like a dad giving guidance to a son after his first nocturnal emission,
            breaking down every maneuver and physiological response while leaving nothing for the imagination. We hung around the urinals
            for a while.
         

         
         As we were leaving the bathroom, he winked. “Hey. How about you give me your number?”

         
         “I don’t have a cell phone,” I said. “International students are actually really poor. We’re like the bottom rung of society. Haha.” 

         
         He walked away disappointed.

         
         

         On the way home, my roommate asked how I felt. I said, “Mm.”

         
         He looked happy as he quickened his steps. He wasn’t even out of breath on the steep incline of the pedestrian bridge. “Tell
            me you’ll stop hanging out with that guy and all those people he drags along,” he said.
         

         
         I made sure not to tell him about my trip with them to the ski resort that weekend.

         
         The resort was in Tahoe. There hadn’t been much snow, so each slope echoed with the hiss of snow guns. The manufactured snow
            was of poor quality, taking on the consistency of shaved ice after being skied over a few times. Most of the people in the
            group were worried about how much it would hurt to fall and chose the green slopes.
         

         
         Buns himself was the most skilled skier. He said he’d teach me and wanted me to come with him to the blue slope. We went toward
            a different ski lift than everyone else. His skis were splayed outward, clattering against each other as they scraped across
            the snow. Behind us, the others laughed. Of the many varieties of laughter, theirs was the kind where they covered their mouths
            and faces while still making sure that their friends knew they were laughing. I had no idea what was so funny.
         

         
         Buns asked me how my “falling leaf” technique was coming along. I told him that I had trouble turning, especially on steep slopes. He said it was because I wasn’t positioning my center of gravity correctly. 

         
         “You’re putting too much weight on your inside foot. Let me show you.” He began to demonstrate, bending his knees into a shape
            that made him resemble the number 5 while sticking out one foot at an angle. I followed suit. He walked over, held my waist, and shifted me a few inches back.
            My hips touched his snowsuit, making the swishing sound of polyester rubbing together. “A bit lower,” he whispered into my
            ear. Then, he grabbed my arm and adjusted it.
         

         
         The blue run was still too steep for me. Every time I fell, my equipment would scatter far away. We spent most of the time
            going up and down the slope, picking up my skis and poles, which quickly had us out of breath. While resting by the trees,
            he started stroking my head.
         

         
         “Have you been a good boy?”

         
         I didn’t move. “I didn’t try to die because of you. I hope you realize that,” I said.

         
         His hand stopped for a second, and then went on. “Don’t do that again, okay? It would make me sad.”

         
         His hand slid down my back, pushing the upper half of my body into his embrace. His finger traced the whorl of my hairline and the back of my ear. After a while, he lightly pushed down on my head toward his bulge. When I pulled down the zipper, his dick seemed to bounce out. He said he’d prepared my favorite thing. 

         
         “The man you mentioned last time. Your dom from before?”

         
         I sucked the top of his cock. His foreskin had some leftover pee that he hadn’t shaken out. “His name is Wu Yi-Hsiang,” I
            said. “He used to pee on my face.”
         

         
         “Do you like mine?” he asked.

         
         I didn’t know which part he meant, but I still spoke my mind. “Wu Yi-Hsiang wouldn’t ask me whether I liked it or not.”

         
         I held his tip in my mouth, covered it with my tongue, and felt his foreskin recede like a flower bud in a time-lapse. Once
            he was hard, he began to press on my head. His cock kept hitting the back of my jaw. The gag reflex made my throat, tongue,
            and cheek muscles violently contract, turning my face into a well-fitted cock sleeve.
         

         
         I choked out some tears. “Hold it,” he said. He quickened the bounce of my head, making the liquids and air in my throat gurgle.
            I never imagined my body could produce such a noise.
         

         
         It didn’t take long before he came in my mouth. “Easier to clean up this way,” he said, “and it won’t stain.” He zipped up.
            “I knew you’d do it.”
         

         
         My mouth was still full of his cum and urine. He looked at my bewildered face with satisfaction and, pointing toward the foot of the mountain, said, “They bet you wouldn’t suck me off.” He stood up, resumed the V-shape stance, and slid away. The tall dark firs he passed shook off bursts of snow that misted behind him. His figure was agile, moving with the undulations of the terrain. In an instant, he disappeared around a hill. 

         
         I realized what they had been laughing about.

         
         

         After walking out of the woods, I tried skiing down a few hills but couldn’t stop myself from falling. The run was too steep.
            I could barely stand up once I had my skis on. In the end, I took off the skis, carried them on my shoulder, and went down
            along the edge of the slope, half sliding and half falling. Many people had passed through here, and the snow was packed hard
            into ice. I quickly lost my balance with each step. Just walking made me so tired that I began to sweat. Gradually, fewer
            and fewer people passed me. The sun was setting, and I still couldn’t see the end of this trail. The wind chill penetrated
            my clothes. Between each breath, cold air choked my lungs.
         

         
         I remembered how I’d lain in bed a few weeks ago, wearing a plastic bag with a tube inside connected to a tank of helium.
            The tank held enough gas to fill a hundred party balloons. Falling asleep to its hiss would have put an end to things.
         

         
         

         I was tired.

         
         Earlier, when we’d gone up on the chairlift, I hadn’t noticed that the slope had no lights.

         
         In the peace of the darkness, I sat down. There was a depression on the hill. The small side shielding me from the wind was just big enough for me to lean against with my backpack and fall asleep. When I closed my eyes, the sounds around the slope enveloped me: the wind, the hiss of snow guns, and the warbling transmission of distant bird calls. So tranquil, even with so much noise. 

         
         I no longer needed my ski goggles. I couldn’t even tell whether my eyes were open or shut.

         
         In the cold, I gradually lost consciousness, until a shot of bright light pierced my eyelids. It seemed to be a worker who’d
            discovered me while grooming the snow. She shouted something in thickly accented English. In my dazed state, it sounded like
            an entirely unfamiliar language. She slapped my cheeks. I stared at her. She slapped me again. “Let me go . . .” I opened
            my mouth yet could not make a sound. My throat was as dry as rubble. She fastened me onto a stretcher and covered my eyes
            with a towel. I was transported down the mountain alongside my equipment and backpack on the stretcher, like a diseased wild
            animal.
         

         
         

         The next day, I bought a bottle of hydrochloric acid.

         
         It was harder to find than I’d imagined. Americans didn’t seem to be in the habit of cleaning with hydrochloric acid, but I found a bottle at an Asian supermarket. That night, I went with my roommate to Panda Express for dinner. Although there were many entrees to choose from, they were all essentially meat coated in cornstarch, deep fried, then tossed in sweet and sour sauce—Chinese food imagined by Americans. My roommate liked this flavor. 

         
         When we were full, we went home, and I asked him to come with me to the bathroom.

         
         “For what?” he asked.

         
         Though he seemed hesitant, he did not slow his steps. I shut the door behind us. “Before, when I’d said I had no experience
            with sex and that I wanted to try it with you, that was a lie.”
         

         
         He opened his mouth. At first, he seemed shocked, and then his face twisted into an expression too complicated for words.
            “That’s okay, you don’t have to dwell on it.”
         

         
         He didn’t seem to get what I was trying to do.

         
         “Aren’t you going to punish me?” I grabbed his hand. He resisted a bit, but I was stronger. I took his palm and pressed it
            tightly into my left arm.
         

         
         “The healthier you are, the more willpower you have,” I said. “The more willpower you have, the healthier you grow, like an
            alcoholic trying to quit drinking, or a diabetic trying to refuse sweets. Aren’t you going to punish me? Like the way you
            pinched yourself. Come on. Isn’t that your doctrine?”
         

         
         He muttered, “It’s not like that.”

         
         “There’s something else I lied to you about. Last week, I actually went with Buns to go skiing. I even let him come in my mouth. He made a bet with the others that I’d blow him. He pissed in my mouth too. What do you think about that?” I moved his hand from my arm to my cheek. Strangely, his palm was much warmer than my cheek. 

         
         “Please hit me. I need to be punished,” I said. “Isn’t that what you teach each other to do at the support group?”

         
         He bit his lips, looking as though he were about to cry. I couldn’t tell if I was imagining it, but his hand was shaking a
            bit. I could feel the calluses on his palm grinding against my face.
         

         
         “Didn’t you say you’d help me? Didn’t you say that this was all part of the process, that you’d also experienced it? Come
            on, help me get through the process.”
         

         
         I crossed into the bathtub and knelt down, my face level with his crotch. The zipper on his jeans was like a greedy snake
            biting its own tail, a row of Y-shaped metal twisting in a dense pack over his quivering body. “Come on.”
         

         
         He said, “Don’t be this way.”

         
         The wrinkles on his pants radiated outwards. At the center was the metal snake, bulging with a full belly. I stared at the washed denim, thinking of the motions of Wu Yi-Hsiang’s hand as he pulled down his zipper while I crouched in the cleaning supply closet, watching him on his chair, gazing down from his towering height through the mesh-gridded vent at me. He would use his slender middle finger and thumb to gently pinch the zipper pull, pulling it down tooth by tooth with a ceremonial slowness to open the mouth of the cave. What followed was piss, warm with a thread of cold. It dripped down my face, soaking my collar, chest, belly, and underwear, where I could feel my dick tightly pressed against the wetness. 

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang’s piss was close to transparent. Its scent was light, somewhere between mineral and leather, like the smell of
            fresh chlorine rushing at the face from a swimming pool that had just opened. But the piss of my roommate, which sprinkled
            all over the floor for me to wipe clean on my knees, bore a closer resemblance to the scent of an animal’s wind-dried corpse.
         

         
         “Come give me a lesson. Teach me about discipline,” I said.

         
         I lifted the bottle, raising it over my head to shake it at him. Then, I slowly tore off the plastic seal and twisted the
            cap open. “Well? Now, you just have to force me to drink it, right?” I said.
         

         
         “Don’t be like this.”

         
         The smell of hydrochloric acid wafted out from the bottle, while the metal snake continued twisting toward my face.

         
         “Come on. Come help me defeat my lust.” I lifted the opening of the bottle toward my mouth and looked at him fixedly. “Let’s
            build a richer, more perfect—”
         

         
         He lunged at me, grabbed my right hand, and slammed me against the wall, leaving me completely immobile. His collarbone pressed into my cheek, and his chin pressed against the back of my head. My neck was twisted into a strange angle. I felt the puffs of his breaths from his nose on my scalp. He pried my fingers apart one by one, trying to snatch away the bottle of cleaning solution. A bit of the liquid spilled out, splashing by our feet. At first, my toes felt itchy, followed by a dull pain. He was pressing so hard that I could hardly breathe. 

         
         In the end, I did not find out whether hydrochloric acid was salty.

         
         

         Buns sent me a message. He told me to stop coming to the Wednesday meetups for the time being. “It would be best for everyone.”

         
         He seemed to have misunderstood what I’d wanted from him, just like how my roommate misunderstood what I’d wanted.

         
         My roommate still went with me to the support group. After a few times, the Sister and the other permanent members got to
            know me better. When it was my turn to share, I said I had already carried out a healthy lifestyle for three weeks. My starting
            point was that time at the ski resort. I was being honest. They applauded me as usual. The Sister asked, “Do you have any
            tips to share with us?”
         

         
         “Drinking hydrochloric acid,” I said. “The kind for cleaning.”

         
         Hahahaha. Everyone laughed. “You have a wonderful sense of humor,” she said.
         

         
         After the meeting, I bumped into the Latino man in the bathroom again. Maybe I was reading too much into it, but every time I came to the support group, I would run into him in the bathroom. 

         
         “Hey! What a coincidence.” He winked at me from the doorway. “Drinking acid huh? Cool idea.”

         
         Splashing sounds erupted across the room, first from me, then from the urinal flusher. After finishing, I washed my hands.
            But he was still there, hovering by my side. “Hey.” He gestured downward. “Wanna drink my acid?”
         

         
         I walked with him into the janitor’s closet. In American bathrooms, the partitions between stalls had a spacious gap above
            the floor to announce each user’s presence. Outside each stall, you could see from a person’s calf downward. It was the janitor’s
            closet that actually afforded the most privacy. After locking the door, he said that he’d taken notice of me from the beginning.
            I asked, “Won’t you feel sorry for your wife?”
         

         
         He smirked. “You believed all that?”

         
         His arms locked around me as though he meant to snap me in half. He kissed the hair on the side of my face, and then my ear.
            “Were you really undocumented?” I asked.“What do you think?” He blew into my ear.
         

         
         His hands and mouth drifted down to the hollow between my collarbones, and then slid toward my chest. After my nipples was
            my navel. His saliva was warm and yet ice cold. Meanwhile, the contents of my life flashed across my mind like an LED ticker.
         

         
         I couldn’t go on desecrating Wu Yi-Hsiang anymore.

         
         I shoved away his hand, his face, his body. I turned the lock, flung the door open, and strode out. My roommate was waiting for me by the bathroom entrance. 

         
         It was a very short instant, but when I think back on it, the moment lasted long enough for me to see every emotion cycle
            through his face. I flattened my collar, buttoned up, fastened my belt, and tucked the hem of my shirt into my jeans.
         

         
         “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said, walking toward him. “Your wish is my command. I give up on being gay.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Some Kind of Corporate Retreat

         
         I bought a gun. A 9mm handgun, easy to use for beginners. I told Hsin-Ning it was for self-defense.

         
         She nodded and said she believed me.

         
         Over the weekend, I hired an instructor at a shooting range on the outskirts of San Jose. I practiced shooting the target
            from twenty-one feet away, a common distance during self-defense exercises. The instructor told me to pick the type of paper
            target I wanted. “You’ll learn faster if the target gives you a real motive. A lot of folks ask us to print out a custom target,
            like a scaled-up photo of an ex-wife or ex-husband.” I didn’t respond, so he threw in a few dry chuckles.
         

         
         We pinned up a life-size photo of me and Hsin-Ning.

         
         I realized I had a natural talent for shooting. After a few rounds of practice, I could accurately hit my own cheeks, eye sockets, nose bridge, and the groove between my nose and lip. Then, I struck the space between her eyebrows, temples, cheekbones, and chin. Each time the target slid forward on the rail, I would admire my precisely placed bullet holes. Those rips across our faces seemed so fitting, so right. Seeing them there felt like finally scratching a hard-to-reach spot on my back—even with OCD, I would’ve found it satisfying. 

         
         

         “Are you just going to give up like that?” was her favorite thing to say to me.

         
         Neither of us had formally proposed, but we discussed marriage so frequently and in such exhaustive detail that the transaction
            seemed inevitable, as though we might wake up one morning and head straight to the courthouse to register our papers if the
            weather aligned with our moods and horoscope readings.
         

         
         But now, I honestly didn’t know what would come first: getting married to her, or accidentally firing this newly purchased
            9mm handgun.
         

         
         

         Hsin-Ning and I got to know each other at an internal company event. A few years ago, our boss was diagnosed with cancer.
            The company invited him to livestream a motivational lecture while he was in the middle of chemotherapy. The topic was “Ignite
            Your Inner Fire: Realizing a Splendid Life” or some such pile of meaningless words. On the screen, he looked like a candle
            about to flicker out in the wind, a visual starkly misaligned with his rousing, high-pitched voice. At times, he got so excited
            that it rattled the tubes stemming out from his arm.
         

         
         In the large conference room, Hsin-Ning happened to be the one sitting next to me. “It’s terrifying,” she said. “He’s all alone.” 

         
         During break time, we ran into each other again by the snack station. Set against our boss’s speech, the sight of tubes, machines,
            and his crumbling body created such a jarring dissonance that many of us had sunk into a collective whirlpool of melancholy.
            Hsin-Ning was no exception. She started to tell me about how when she was getting her master’s at Cornell, she thought she
            was going to die every time she caught a cold. While a blizzard raged out the window at twenty degrees below, she was lying
            in bed with a high fever, her limbs soft and weak and aching, with not even the strength to crawl to the bathroom. She would
            pray to all the gods and Buddhas in the sky, repenting for all the wrongs she had done. And the worst wrong of all was not
            quickly finding a mate in America.
         

         
         “The Bay Area is like outer space. I’d latch onto any earth-bound organism that vaguely looked human.” Those were her words
            from our first conversation. She was giving me such a strong signal, I thought she would have said yes if I’d proposed with
            a wafer from the snack bar.
         

         
         I remembered reading in a magazine about “cabin fever,” a phenomenon common in high-altitude areas during harsh winters. When forced to stay in the same small indoor space for an extended period, people will develop abnormally intense feelings toward each other, such as disdain, jealousy, hatred, or irrational love. America was geographically vast, but in our first-generation immigrant psyche, it might as well be as narrow as a cabin in a snowstorm. 

         
         That night, I invited her to my place. We ate a meal, watched TV, leaned on each other’s shoulders, and soon slid our arms
            around each other’s backs. It all went as I had expected. We embraced with enough force to break bones and kissed as if to
            rip off each other’s membranes. Yet, after we’d taken off all our clothes, she found that I could not get an erection, and
            I found her as dry as diatomaceous earth.
         

         
         “You’re not gay, are you?” After a few seconds, she added, “Sorry. Forget I asked.”

         
         To reciprocate, I wanted to tell her it was fine and that I didn’t mind her being a dyke. But instead, I said: “I’ve been
            with plenty of women.”
         

         
         She shrugged without saying anything.

         
         “Why do you want me?” I asked.

         
         “Because I’m tired. Is that not a good enough reason?”

         
         We sank into silence. Her mouth opened, then shut again, clearly with more to say.

         
         After another half-minute of waiting like a crocodile, she finally spoke. She began to talk about the people in her circle: who were mentally ill, who had left America, who had both left America and developed a mental illness. Of those who stayed, she mentioned Grace. Unable to find any welcome because of her looks and transgender identity, Grace could only find an accepting Taiwanese community in Los Angeles. Every weekend, she would drive eight hours from Northern California to LA and back. One night, the dark drive on I-5 finally broke her. She sent a message to Hsin-Ning: “Please keep me company, if only for tonight.” Then, there came the knocking. It turned out she was already at Hsin-Ning’s doorstep. Hsin-Ning rushed to shut off all the lights and pretended not to be home. 

         
         That night, Grace was rumored to have disturbed every person in their group.

         
         Later, Grace’s whereabouts became a mystery. Some said she became the sugar mommy of some girlfriend in Taiwan, paying her
            tens of thousands a month, only to be dumped within half a year. Some said she moved to New York to pursue a person she met
            online and discovered that she was the person’s second mistress. Some said she returned to Taiwan, shaved her head, and joined
            a monastery, because she was interested in one of the abbots.
         

         
         Hsin-Ning had similar stories about Sunny, Cindy, Jenny . . . She told these stories with a completely inappropriate cheerfulness,
            as though she bitterly hated all of them. Such detailed, repetitive focus on their misfortunes, along with justifications
            for her own behavior, made her more horrifying than the desolate women in her stories.
         

         
         To put it another way, she was as horrible a person as I was.

         
         “My hetero friends even said, ‘Hey, you can legally marry now, right?’” she said. “Legal fucking marriage, my ass.”

         
         I touched her hand lightly. Her skin was burning hot, like the sun that hung over California each day, dazzling and pointless. Such intense monotony illuminated the lonely, vapid, and restless people scurrying around below. 

         
         That night, she temporarily convinced me that maybe we did need to find a partner, no matter who they were, to survive this
            endless blizzard called immigrant life.
         

         
         But I don’t think so anymore.

         
         

         After we began dating, the topic we talked about most was marriage, the when and where of it. On weekends and national holidays,
            we ceremoniously drove along the arterial roads of the West Coast to see different attractions: Santa Cruz, Monterey, Yosemite,
            and once as far as Lake Tahoe. We couldn’t muster up any real interest in these places. We were only pretending, adding obligatory
            entries to a travelogue like all the other couples.
         

         
         During one weekend road trip, I woke up in the passenger seat, slowly opened my eyes, and turned my head to look at her, then
            at the all-too-familiar scene of the highway rest areas. I suddenly understood the powerlessness of determination in the face
            of emotion.
         

         
         “Shall we go back to Taiwan?” I said.

         
         “When?”

         
         “Now.”

         
         We drove to the airport, found the EVA Air counter, and bought two tickets for a late-night direct flight from San Francisco
            to Taipei. The flight took just over twelve hours. What I didn’t know was that at the baggage carousel, we would run into
            my NTU classmate Yen-Chun, who was also returning to Taiwan to get married to the man next to him. He held his fiancé’s hand
            while offering me the wedding invitation with the other. All I could do was hang on tight to Hsin-Ning’s shoulder.
         

         
         “You know, good venues are hard to book,” I said with a laugh. “We’re planning for the end of next year.”

         
         Yen-Chun said how envious he was of our extra year of freedom. I’d propped up my smile for so long that my lips were about
            to crack open and start bleeding. He kept looking Hsin-Ning up and down. I’d long prepared my remarks about our relationship
            for those who knew my past, “sexuality being a fluid continuum” and all that. But seeing his face full of pity and benevolent
            forbearance, I simply wanted to thrust my fingers into his eyes.
         

         
         That weekend, we flew to Taiwan and back, spending a total of twenty-six hours on planes. By the time we returned to San Francisco, it was Monday morning. We decided to drive directly to the office but ended up in a severe traffic jam on 101. My phone was on the dash mount with the navigation on, but Yen-Chun’s messages kept popping up. He didn’t know I was in such rough shape—he and his fiancé were really worried—if I needed to talk, I could reach out to them anytime. 

         
         After that, Hsin-Ning and I understood to never bring up leaving for Taiwan again.

         
         

         We still kept discussing marriage. She said we could have a “drive-through” wedding in Las Vegas. We wouldn’t even need to
            get out of the car: it was as convenient as ordering a burger.
         

         
         “Don’t you think they should offer this service at work?” she said. On our corporate campus, there were regularly scheduled
            visits from a barber van, financial advisors, and even a mobile library. “All that’s missing now is a wedding on wheels.”
         

         
         “You really want to sign those papers?” I asked.

         
         “Don’t you?”

         
         We were strolling through the corporate campus on an ordinary weekend, waiting for our laundry to finish. After tiring of
            sightseeing, our weekend recreation became trips to the on-site laundry room.
         

         
         “I’ve been thinking a lot about our boss lately,” I said.

         
         I meant the terminally ill boss who had brought us together, the life he had to live to become an L8—a director-level position at our company. In high school, he’d won the informatics olympiad representing Poland. He joined the company as an L3 right after getting his bachelor’s degree and was promoted five times within just fourteen years. The CEO even gave him an award. He bought a house in Cupertino that came with a front yard, back yard, and swimming pool. He lived alone with a dog with hired dog sitters to care for it. 

         
         Now he was in hospice, working remotely every day. With no strength in his fingers to type, he’d switched to using voice input.

         
         “We make our lives so hard, but for what?” I said.

         
         She turned to look at me and said, “You’re indulging in a moment of delusion. It’ll pass. I was just as delusional as you
            once upon a time.”
         

         
         As if that wasn’t enough, she began to tell me how, ever since we started dating, she had to take sleeping pills every night
            to fall asleep. A side effect was sleepwalking. On a night without stars or moonlight, she woke up to find herself in the
            swimming pool. She was wearing her washed-out T-shirt and her feet still had slippers on. The pool was shallow, only reaching
            an adult’s waist. She climbed out in a daze and lay on a lounge chair, waiting for her body to dry. She had a splitting headache,
            and her skin was all covered in salt from the evaporating pool water. The saltwater pool claimed to use real sea salt to imitate
            the smell of a beach vacation, a major selling point of the condo complex.
         

         
         The night shift security officer mistook her for a homeless person and almost reported her to the police.

         
         “But I haven’t given up on us,” she said in a prophetic tone. “So it’s time for you to grow up.”

         
         

         In California, open carry was largely prohibited aside from some remote hunting areas, but the rules for concealed carry were
            much more complex. First, you had to apply for a license, and it was up to the sheriff whether or not to grant it. Even if
            you met all the explicit criteria, they could still deny you without reason. From my online research, the strictness seemed
            to vary by county: San Francisco was strict, the Central Valley was lax, and the South Bay was somewhere in between.
         

         
         For that reason, I was surprised when my application for concealed carry was granted. This meant I could carry my firearm
            anywhere if it wasn’t exposed. I could put it in the trunk, a backpack, a handbag—even in my pocket, if it was big enough.
         

         
         There was a thrill in carrying a loaded gun on my person. It seemed to compensate for a lack of control, the way committing
            arson made up for a lack of attention. I began to understand those white men in Arizona who carried a gun on their waists
            even to the convenience store. I too became someone who could never part with their gun, whether outside or at home.
         

         
         “I want to shoot up Yen-Chun’s wedding,” I said to Hsin-Ning. “Or maybe a Pride parade? A cocktail party full of venture capitalists would also do. Anywhere, as long as there’s lots of people. They can trample each other while running away.” 

         
         We were in the living room playing fifty questions, a card game to speed up our attempts at trying to know each other. The
            game operated on the assumption that intimacy could be deepened through mutual understanding, so if people answered the “deeply
            personal” prompts honestly, it would automatically strengthen their relationship. Hsin-Ning sat beside me, both of us facing
            straight ahead. This seating arrangement was recommended by the game instructions.
         

         
         The card I had drawn read: What’s one thing you want to do but find hard to bring up? I had struggled a bit before answering, and my comment about shooting up an event wasn’t entirely truthful.
         

         
         “Thank you for your honesty,” Hsin-Ning replied. “I believe such openness would greatly aid our communication.”

         
         She was following the script from the instructions, which made her sound like a hastily trained customer service rep.

         
         I looked at her. “Do you think you understand me better now?”

         
         She was shuffling the cards, staring at them as she did so. I said, “If you’re tired, we can stop.” She kept shuffling. Overhand,
            faro, riffle: she used all the techniques she knew. Then she went to read the manual as though it might reveal some profound
            truth.
         

         
         “You’re not even trying.” She lifted her head. “I’m putting in so much effort, working so hard at this. And all you do is give up.” 

         
         For once, she wasn’t her usual excited self. She mumbled so softly that I could barely hear her. I’d also felt this way before,
            hating a person or a situation so much that it left me completely numb. I watched her take a deep breath as the light of dusk
            crept up the ends of her hair.
         

         
         “We should try one last time,” she said. “Just one more go at it.”

         
         She was referring to doing one more couples retreat. This retreat center was famous for its realistic design, guidance, and
            innovative productions. Our company also partnered with them in trainings for project managers. Colleagues who’d attended
            the team-building program loved to describe the fake labor strike from camp staff that forced them to work together under
            a time crunch to avoid going without food.
         

         
         I agreed to join the couples retreat, even though I didn’t think it would help. After all, it would be the last time.

         
         

         On the first day of the retreat, a designated driver picked us up. We headed north, past the Golden Gate Bridge, then west of Sausalito. Somewhere beyond those narrow mountains lay the Pacific, just out of sight. The driver handled the winding roads fine at first but then started slowing down, pulling over onto the shoulder. He said the car had broken down. He would wait here for help—which, conveniently, could take hours, so we should just walk from here to the retreat center. It wasn’t far anyway. 

         
         He handed us a map, compass, and two bottles of mineral water before giving us a knowing wink.

         
         We followed the directions on the map, which took us off the road and across a field of silver grass. The hill looming ahead
            blocked our view of whatever lay beyond. Hsin-Ning studied the map intently. Then, she veered off to the side, saying she
            needed to go to the bathroom. She squatted down in the silver grass, rustling around for a bit before we got going again.
            By then, the car that had brought us was already gone.
         

         
         “See,” she said. “They seemed to think we were going the right way.”

         
         With no cell service, we could only rely on the map. We began to climb, cutting through the silver grass. It reached up to
            waist level and brushed against our clothes like dull blades. The wind, hot and abrasive, scraped against our faces as if
            to draw blood. We followed the calibrations of the compass, lumbering toward the destination marked on the map. After a while,
            the slope grew steeper, forcing us onto all fours. Dirt lodged under our nails, and bugs swarmed our faces, dodging in and
            out of our breaths. Somewhere along the way, I forgot why we’d come.
         

         
         “Just a bit more.” She said those familiar words, either to me or to herself.

         
         The silver grass under the midday sun exuded a pungent smell that reminded me of heated herbs. This thick, overpowering aroma seemed to penetrate my bone marrow with every inhale. My head grew heavier, and my feet struggled to keep their hold on the ground. When I tumbled forward again, I told her that I couldn’t go on. 

         
         “Just a bit more,” she said. “See, I’m still going.”

         
         “I can’t move anymore.”

         
         She turned to look at me. Her face was also covered in sweat, dirt, and bits of grass. Her bangs were sticking to her forehead.
            She tried to brush them aside with the back of her hand and couldn’t move a single hair. I panted, trying to catch my breath.
            The stench of the silver grass was making it worse. We sat down on the slope, using our bags as backrests to avoid scratching
            our faces or necks. I focused on breathing, one breath after another, trying to push down waves of nausea. Hsin-Ning squatted
            down beside me, facing the same direction I was, just as we had been during the fifty questions game.
         

         
         “What’s one thing you want to do but find hard to bring up?” I asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “The question from before. It’s your turn.”

         
         Hsin-Ning glanced at me. “Get a frontal lobotomy.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Get a frontal lobotomy for the both of us. Ugh, never mind. Your way would be easier. You’d just blow your brains out with a bullet.” 

         
         “My way?”

         
         “Oh, don’t pretend. You think I don’t know what you had in mind when you bought that gun?”

         
         “Then why do you insist on these bonding activities?”

         
         She sighed. “I guess I was stupid for hoping that this was all salvageable.”

         
         Blasts of wind swept through the field, so wild that they threatened to lift us into the sky. The silver grass rubbed against
            one another like ten million commercial paper shredders operating at full capacity, enveloping us in a roar that sounded like
            it could erase the world.
         

         
         “Take your gun out,” she said. “It’s in your backpack, isn’t it?”

         
         I looked at her without moving.

         
         “Shoot me first, then shoot yourself.” She motioned toward her head and mine. “Just the way you’ve pictured it in your dreams.
            Go on.”
         

         
         She turned her back to me and faced the hills, shouting into the uninhabited expanse. “I give up. I surrender. You win. Fuck
            your Silicon Valley! Fuck your founding fathers and your beautiful country!”
         

         
         She was facing the wind, and her words had warped into a tinny blur by the time they reached me. Stretching on before us was the great American landscape: barren hills, barren plains, barren valleys, and a scarred asphalt road running through it. The ashen grassland looked even more lifeless under the glaring sun. If the wind were just a bit stronger, it would have swept all this detritus away. 

         
         I couldn’t stand the smell of the silver grass anymore and keeled over to puke. I hadn’t eaten much for breakfast and could
            only throw up water and stomach acid. Even yellow bile came out toward the end. It took a while before my breaths settled.
            Despite my retching, Hsin-Ning was still standing with her back to me in the same stance. I couldn’t tell if she was still
            waiting for a bullet to pass through her skull.
         

         
         “Let’s go,” I said.

         
         She turned around, looking at me in disdain.

         
         “I can’t die with the taste of puke in my mouth.”

         
         

         We continued to crawl on our hands and feet toward our destination in silence. The sunlight roasted our backs, heads, and
            arms. The climb was even more exhausting than before and the silver grass still stank, but I didn’t fall again, nor did I
            vomit. Sweat had completely soaked our underwear, leaving a ring of sweat stains on our pants. Then, we saw the retreat center.
         

         
         When we finally made it inside, there were stacks of handbooks and cans of wine in the lobby. I pictured the antics of the host, wearing the face of a visionary while asking us to reflect on the adversity we’d just overcome: “Share your feelings honestly and without judgment.” I’d rather the world just blow up. 

         
         I grabbed the free wine, looked at Hsin-Ning, and then made straight for the door. Hsin-Ning followed me quietly out of the
            venue, ignoring the staff shouting after us. Once we left though, no one followed us.
         

         
         I tore open the wine and guzzled it, finishing mine and then hers, until the taste of vomit in my mouth and throat was replaced
            by a sickly sweetness. We walked along the shoulder of the road and called the car delivery service that came with our credit
            cards. I said, “Let’s go for a ride before dying.” She nodded in agreement. Sitting on the guardrail around a bend in the
            road, we suddenly had all the time in the world, now that everything ceased to matter.
         

         
         The car delivery service quickly dispatched a rental car that we could return the next day. Streaking along the Pacific coast,
            I raced every car that was in our way. I would honk at them from behind, then get directly in front of them and pump the brakes.
            Sometimes, I would roll down the window and throw out fistfuls of coins that clacked against their windows and doors. Then,
            I flipped them off and told them to go home and fuck themselves.
         

         
         On a particularly straight stretch, I set the cruise control and slid my seat all the way back, steering with my feet on the
            wheel. Hsin-Ning was busy touching up her makeup in the rearview mirror, making sure she looked good before she died.
         

         
         The road was long. Too long. Even after a few hours, we barely got anywhere.

         
         

         As the sky darkened, we finally crashed. Rather, it was just a minor collision—we were merging from a ramp onto another highway
            and hit a car on our left side. I didn’t see anything in the mirrors when I switched into the lane. The other car had blended
            into the darkness like a shadow. Their headlights weren’t on. At the point of impact, the airbags sprang out. Hsin-Ning and
            I both got some scrapes, nothing serious.
         

         
         We got out of the car and met the other driver, a small-eyed white man. He sized me up and noticed that I reeked of alcohol.
            “You’re in big trouble, buddy.”
         

         
         He suggested settling this privately. “It’ll be bad for you if the cops come. The penalties for a DUI are pretty stiff, you
            know.” He opened the calculator on his phone and waved an outrageously large number at us, flashing a smile that made every
            inch of my body crawl. “Let’s all just act in good faith.”
         

         
         I laughed out loud and walked straight to the trunk to find my backpack. Inside was the gun that stayed with me day and night. The time had finally come for it to make its appearance. I reached for the holster at the bottom of the bag as though guided by navigation. I would first shoot his ankles—not the kneecaps, so I could still order him to get on his knees and beg. Then, his elbows and his eyes. I would stuff objects into his anus and pluck out his fingernails one by one. A whole movie played out in my mind: the recoil of the gun, his cries as I drenched him in gasoline, the stench from burning human fat, the barely perceptible thud of shell casings falling onto the grass. 

         
         Ah. My life, which to this day had felt like some kind of corporate retreat, was at last coming to an end.

         
         Yet, just as I felt the grip of the gun, Hsin-Ning grabbed my hand. She hadn’t made a sound as she snuck up to me. Her body
            pressed up tight against my back, her arms holding down my wrist, which was still in the backpack. I felt the heat of her
            breath on my ear, her fingers digging into my flesh. Her hand was as scalding hot as the California sun at high noon, just
            like the day we first met.
         

         
         She said, “Sorry, I changed my mind.”

         
         The night wind had tossed her hair into a mess. She looked like a ghost that had just crawled back out from the underworld—having
            tried a taste of death, she was no longer the same person.
         

         
         Within a fraction of a second, she turned around and screamed at the small-eyed man. “I was the one driving, idiot. Call the
            cops then. Go ahead. Your lights don’t even work. God knows if you’re driving a stolen car. Motherfucker.”
         

         
         I watched this unfold with my hand still around the grip. The gun was getting soaked in my sweat, as though all the heat in
            my body was rushing through my hand into the metal.
         

         
         Hsin-Ning was the one who ended up calling the cops. She was perfectly composed as she told them that she couldn’t see the other party because his lights were off. The man yelled that we were liars and insisted that I, not Hsin-Ning, was the one driving. The officer, looking exhausted, just told him to stop wasting time and show his third-party liability insurance. 

         
         

         Our experiences from that day did change some things for us.

         
         A week after the incident, we decided that we’d rather seize the day than wait for the right time. We didn’t have work on
            their national holiday and drove all the way to Las Vegas to register our marriage at the drive-through. It was my first time
            driving that route without listening to Jie-Heng’s favorite songs thirty times over.
         

         
         During the vows, after saying “I love you” in English, I added in Chinese, “I don’t love you.” She replied, “Me neither.”
            Hand in hand, with a last-minute notary who charged twenty-five an hour as our witness, we completed the administrative procedure.
         

         
         Later on, whenever I was invited to speak as a distinguished NTU alumnus, I would tell students in the audience that in Silicon
            Valley, you must first die in order to live.
         

         
         After becoming lawfully wedded, Hsin-Ning and I both got promoted. Our company’s stock soared as if there was no tomorrow, terrifying even the most loyal employees. We bought a single-family home in Palo Alto and filled the backyard pool with salt, just like the pool at Hsin-Ning’s last place. I started to suffer from insomnia and could only fall asleep on her sleeping pills, which also came with the side effect of sleepwalking. Sometimes, I would wake up in the backyard, or on the staircase, draped over the steps like a rug. A few times, I woke up to find myself holding the gun. I dreamed of endless fields of silver grass and that dark highway with its green signs. The small-eyed man appeared like a wraith to mock me, as if missing the opportunity to fire on him had made me a total loser. 

         
         Finally, during one dream, I was determined to destroy him. As I drew back the trigger, nearly past the point of no return,
            I felt stopped by a tremendous force. I woke up with a start to find Hsin-Ning holding my hand. The two of us were standing
            in the backyard pool, where the water barely reached waist level. The gun in my hand was pointing at my toes.
         

         
         “You owe me twice,” she said.

         
         I climbed out, turned around, and fired every bullet into the pool. The blasts of those bullets, their spin, and the trails they made while piercing through the water reminded me of the holes I’d left in the paper targets at the shooting range—so captivating, yet so misplaced. We left the bullets and their casings in the pool, where the slow process of corrosion had begun. Given enough time, they would become unrecognizable, until Hsin-Ning scooped up one of the casings: “A memento.” She encased it in a glass box and set it on the dresser. The salt from the pool crystallized on the surface of the metal, forming an eternal miniature forest. 

         
         It will never dissolve, or ever tarnish.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Hiān-Tsāi Sī Hit Tsi̍t-Kang

         
         “Do you feel it yet?” Ming-Heng asked.

         
         “My toes kinda itch—like bugs are crawling under my nails,” Big-P said. “Is that normal?”

         
         We hurried to our phones and scrolled through a few Wikipedia articles but found no mention of this side effect. Big-P wiggled
            his toes around. He was wearing socks in bed, as though he’d just left the warmth of Taiwan. “Aren’t we supposed to see swirling
            colors or something?”
         

         
         We laughed at him. “Oh yeah. It’s like looking at one of those kids’ pencil boxes. Just tilt your head and the pictures will
            change.”
         

         
         He didn’t seem embarrassed. People probably made fun of him all the time. He said he used to be really smart before a forty-one
            Celsius fever “fried his brain.” He spoke more slowly as he went on. Watching the expressions swim across his face, I figured
            that his mom had fed him this story, and he didn’t quite believe it himself.
         

         
         We quickly reassured him, “No, no, you’re still really smart.”

         
         

         Ming-Heng put a few buds in the grinder and gave it a few twists. He took out a pipe screen, folded it into a cone shape, and fitted it into the glass mouth. Ming-Heng explained that the beaker in front of us was called a “bong.” Big-P immediately went to look up this word on his dictionary app and couldn’t find anything. 

         
         “Don’t bother,” Ming-Heng said. He opened the grinder, poured the ground-up bits of herb into the bowl, and lit it up. We
            each took a turn inhaling from the top end of the bong, making the water inside bubble up, glug glug glug.
         

         
         “You guys ever smelled a skunk’s fart?” Big-P asked. “Smells just like this.”

         
         We looked blankly at him. “I’ve never smelled a skunk’s fart,” I said. “I’ve never even seen a skunk.”

         
         “It tastes a bit like expired Taisugar yeast candy,” Big-P said. “You know, when the coating dissolves after being in storage
            for too long. I loved eating those as a kid.”
         

         
         “Weren’t those made from pig feed? That stuff gives you cancer,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         We took a few more hits. I started to feel dizzy and a bit hot. Ming-Heng stood up and opened the window. “Is that a good
            idea?” Big-P asked.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” Ming-Heng lied. “It’s been legal in California for ages.”

         
         

         It was Big-P’s first time in California. He was an old classmate of ours who’d spent the last decade working on a PhD in Illinois, taking two academic leaves along the way. He said he was here for the protest, but admitted he’d also come because his ex was visiting San Francisco. He wanted to be her driver and guide. At first, he was just handling restaurant reservations for her because she didn’t speak English. Then, he figured he’d drive her around too, since the sights here were so spread out and hard to reach without a car. He laughed as he told us this. I asked if they were about to get back together. “No way,” he said. 

         
         To celebrate the arrival of Big-P’s ex, Ming-Heng declared that the day’s expenses were on him.

         
         Big-P asked who would drive to the protest, now that all three of us had smoked. We went quiet for a while. After swallowing
            hard, Ming-Heng said he could drive.
         

         
         “Really? You’re not even supposed to drive after drinking,” Big-P said. Ming-Heng assured him that this stuff was milder than
            alcohol. “Worst case, we all die together and get an insurance payout.” He was talking about one of our company’s employee
            benefits, a life insurance policy that paid out ten times our annual salary if we died.
         

         
         We took out pen and paper and calculated how much money our parents would get from our deaths. Ming-Heng and I, having worked at the company for many years, were no longer like those young guys—walking through the Chinese supermarket on the weekend in company windbreakers, company T-shirts, company slides, and company sunglasses, leaving their company ID badges clipped on their jeans at all times. We were past the age where we could comfortably brag about our company and income. It had been a while since we brought up the subject, and this opportunity was too good to pass up. Ming-Heng began to calculate the value of his restricted stock units over our four-year vesting schedule. 

         
         “You think that gets counted in our death benefits?” I asked.

         
         “If it’s included, then that would be a number worth dying for,” he said.

         
         Big-P couldn’t join this conversation, so he turned on the TV instead. He kept changing channels. Gym membership deal, anti-smoking
            PSA, corn flakes, erectile dysfunction medication, ultrasonic hydrotherapy spa system. Somehow, every channel was showing
            a commercial.
         

         
         All of a sudden, Ming-Heng said he was feeling something.

         
         “What, what?” we asked.

         
         “My stomach,” he said.

         
         While Ming-Heng was in the bathroom, Big-P and I emptied the ashes from the bowl and cleaned out the grinder. He first brushed off the metal teeth with a finger, then blew at the crevices he couldn’t reach to clear away all the sticky green dust. Neither of us spoke. The sound of traffic out the window was as unbroken as a torrential downpour. Our motel was right by a freeway interchange. The road was so close, you could jump out the window onto the shoulder. I shut the window, sat back on the bed next to Big-P. There was nowhere else to sit in the room. He turned up the volume on the TV and leaned toward me. I felt his body heat and immediately wanted to get up and open the window again. 

         
         He whispered that it wasn’t really his ex coming to San Francisco, but her parents.

         
         “Those cafe reservations were for her parents?” I asked.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         I congratulated him. “Things are moving so fast. Are you getting married?”

         
         He shook his head. “Absolutely not. It’s all very complicated, and nothing like what I expected.”

         
         The smile on my face stiffened like a cold layer of lard. Big-P said, “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. Just pretend you didn’t
            hear any of this.”
         

         
         He turned back to the TV and added, “Don’t tell Ming-Heng.”

         
         

         I didn’t know what kind of situation would make Big-P want to act as the driver and guide for his ex’s parents if he had no
            plans to get back with her. This was far beyond my understanding of social dynamics.
         

         
         Big-P switched to a local news channel, which focused on trivial matters like a cat stuck in a tree and a kid who rode his bike into a sewer. “Our protest will probably be covered on here, right?” he said. I guessed so. He sat cross-legged on the bed, rubbing his left foot against his right foot, his right foot against his left. After a while, he leaned in again. “Okay, let’s say the people coming aren’t my ex’s parents. They’re—” 

         
         “Why did you turn the TV up so loud?” Ming-Heng opened the bathroom door.

         
         Big-P looked away. Ming Heng picked up the remote and pressed it a few times to lower the volume.

         
         “Just turn it off,” I said.

         
         Suddenly, we had nothing to do. The bathroom fan droned in the background. Ming-Heng gave the bong a shake. Murky green water
            inside sloshed around, tiny bubbles clinging to the sides of the glass.
         

         
         Ming-Heng rummaged through his backpack and said we’d burned through all the stuff he’d brought for today.

         
         To lighten the mood, I decided to tell the story of how Ming-Heng and I secured a washing machine at work this morning. We’d
            scouted out a building on the periphery of company grounds, thinking less people were using its laundry room, but all the
            machines were in use. Each washer held a small load with stuff like rugs, pantyhose, doormats, windbreakers, children’s shoes,
            plush toys—you could tell they were all from one family.
         

         
         “Americans are so cheap,” I said. The one empty washer in the corner had an “undergoing repairs” note stuck on it. Ming-Heng walked over, tore off the note without hesitation, and dumped his clothes in. He told me to join him. I asked if he was out of his mind. But he explained that he was the one who had planted the note there last night to reserve it for a situation like this one. We started the machine, just like that, and felt proud as hell during the drive over here. “All for a load of laundry. Now that’s a riot, don’t you think?” I laughed. 

         
         Big-P didn’t laugh. He commented on how good our company’s benefits were.

         
         “Come to me for a referral after you finish your degree, we’ll split the bonus fifty-fifty,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         Big-P wasn’t thinking that far ahead. For now, he was concerned about the protest.

         
         

         On our drive to the march, Big-P played the song that had just been released by the band Fire EX., which had become an anthem
            for the student movement. He used a file ripped from the music video.
         

         
         
            Occupy the speaker’s podium!

            Restart negotiations!

            Openness and transparency!

         

         The beginning had about thirty seconds of chants. After that, the lyrics were entirely in Taiwanese Hokkien, which I couldn’t understand, except for the first line of the chorus, “Daybreak is near.” Big-P hummed along for a while, saying he almost bought a plane ticket to Taipei to join the protestors at the legislative building. 

         
         “Really?” Ming-Heng asked. “Isn’t your boss almost out of funding?”

         
         Big-P paused for a moment, then said, “You guys, all of us I mean, we have a vested interest in what happens back home. Aren’t
            we obligated to help?”
         

         
         Ming-Heng said, “We’re going now, aren’t we?”

         
         

         The protestors first congregated at Huntington Park in Nob Hill, walked down Clay to Battery, and then from Battery proceeded
            west along Market Street toward Civic Center. Since the route had been planned in advance, there were police clearing the
            way, and the roads were empty. Big-P was draped in a body-length ROC flag. It wasn’t quite the right symbol, but we didn’t
            have any sunflowers. The leading car led everyone in chants. “Taiwan Democracy! Protect Democracy!” Perhaps in consideration
            of everyone’s varied English levels, the slogans were short and didn’t mention withdrawing from the trade agreement with China
            or any other real objective. The people we passed probably didn’t know what we were protesting.
         

         
         “Maybe this is pointless,” Big-P said.

         
         “Of course not,” Ming-Heng said. “We’re doing this for the people back home to see. You know, there have been relay marches around the world today to support the big rally on Ketagalan Boulevard.” 

         
         “Isn’t this child’s play compared to that?”

         
         Plumes of steam billowed out from the manhole covers, blowing sideways in the wind. Behind the barricades, two white police
            officers stared us down through the steam.
         

         
         “You’ve smoked too much,” Ming-Heng said. “You shouldn’t have for your first time.”

         
         The flag around Big-P’s neck was soaked in a ring of sweat. His cheeks were flushed, as though we’d just had a heated argument.
            The wispy blood vessels at the tips of his veins bloomed like tiny spores under his skin, and a rash had appeared on his neck.
            I couldn’t tell if it was an allergic reaction. We walked forward with the crowd in silence. A lady speaking Cantonese was
            handing out simple, crudely made flyers against the flow of the march. “Mh goi, mh goi.”
         

         
         When we reached Civic Center, the crowd gathered around a few of the parade trucks, and the speakers started playing the protest
            anthem. The organizers passed out song lyrics with romanized Taiwanese Hokkien. Ming-Heng and I shared a sheet. As the singing
            began, we turned to look for Big-P, wondering if he wanted to join us, but the man was gone.
         

         
         He was scrambling onto the parade trailer.

         
         I didn’t know how he managed to push his way up through the crowd. His right foot was planted on the side-view mirror, left foot kicking in the air. His feet were bare, shoes and socks gone for some reason. The flag draped over him was slipping from his right shoulder down to his waist. People on the roof of the trailer squatted down to shout something at him, but we were too far back to hear. The crowd was singing to the music from the loudspeakers. Someone on the roof tried to pry his fingers off, while another jabbed at him with the bottom of a flagpole. Big-P, with surprising strength, was not at all affected. 

         
         
            Thinn-sik tsiām-tsiām kng, thinn-sik tsiām-tsiām kng

            天色漸漸光, 天色漸漸光

            Daybreak is near, daybreak is near

         

         “Is it just starting to kick in for him?” Ming-Heng asked. We squeezed desperately through the crowd toward the trailer, shoving
            past the people in our way. “It doesn’t make any sense. It doesn’t make any sense,” Ming-Heng kept saying.
         

         
         Big-P was on the trailer. He took something out of his backpack, a metal canister about the length of an arm, glaring bright
            in the sunlight. We heard a few gasps.
         

         
         It was a canister of pepper spray. In this state, it was legal to own a gun, but not to carry pepper spray of this size.

         
         Some people on the roof fell in a hurry to escape. An event marshal in a yellow vest grabbed Big-P from behind. Big-P struggled to break free, and their limbs tangled together. I saw Big-P’s mouth open and shut like a goldfish’s. Ming-Heng and I were still ten meters from the trailer. Now, the crowd was moving to get away, slowing our progress even more. A police officer climbed onto the trailer from the hood, snatched the pepper spray from Big-P’s hand, and sprayed it at his face. More police rushed onto the trailer to pin Big-P down. We finally heard his cries. The crowd had stopped singing, but the song played on through the speakers. 

         
         
            Hiān-tsāi sī hit tsi̍t-kang, ióng-kám ê Tâi-uân-lâng
            

            現在是彼一工, 勇敢的台灣人

            Today is the day, brave people of Taiwan

         

         The police ordered us to back off, barring the way to keep us from getting any closer. Someone next to us called an ambulance.
            The wait took so long that the police eventually took Big-P to the hospital.
         

         
         

         The crushed granite in the middle of the plaza was stamped in overlapping footprints. Ming-Heng and I drifted away from what
            was supposed to be the assembly point, stepping around cables, scattered pieces of scaffolding, and lighting equipment. Volunteers
            were rolling up a sprawling canvas covered with signatures of the marchers to send by express mail to Taipei. The sun was
            setting, leaving uneven red and yellow smudges across the sky.
         

         
         “This makes no sense,” Ming-Heng said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

         
         We drove to the hospital. The police officer who had fought Big-P was waiting outside his ward. Up close, he looked even younger
            than us. He said we needed to complete a police report before we could see Big-P. But the very next moment, he said he needed
            to ask his superior. He seemed like he didn’t know the protocol. His facial expression seemed slightly embarrassed.
         

         
         While we waited, we caught a glimpse of the local news on a hallway TV, the same station that we’d watched at the motel. They
            did end up covering our march, sandwiched between a story about a kangaroo that gave birth to quadruplets and one about a
            Mother’s Day sale. The footage of Big-P wrestling with the police on top of the car lasted a whole ten seconds. Later, we
            would tell Big-P about it, making him very pleased.
         

         
         

         We informed Big-P’s parents in Taiwan. To keep his folks from worrying, we only mentioned that he’d been pepper sprayed by
            the police. His mother asked how he was doing over the phone, sounding oddly unbothered.
         

         
         While waiting on the recliner, Ming-Heng suddenly wondered if death by police brutality would be covered by company insurance.
            We immediately checked our employee benefits. After looking them over, we still weren’t sure.
         

         
         Big-P began to moan. At first, he made a few muffled sounds. Then, he was practically yelling, loud enough for the people outside to hear. We went to the bed and waited for him to say what was wrong, but now he seemed to have no strength left to speak. I pressed the emergency call button. The doctor came in and said not to worry, the pain medication had just worn off. He’d need a dose every two hours. 

         
         After a new infusion, he fell asleep. His head was tilted to one side, and he breathed evenly as he slept, looking very cozy.
            I asked Ming-Heng if we should tell the doctor about Big-P smoking weed in the morning. Ming-Heng said that shouldn’t matter.
            “After all, marijuana is a painkiller.”
         

         
         When we came the next day, he was asleep in the same position. Ming-Heng said he wouldn’t have come if he’d known. After waiting
            for twenty minutes, we were about to leave when an elderly couple entered the room. They were wearing bright down jackets,
            one red and one orange: quite out of step with the season, though they had no intention of taking them off. They said they
            were Ah-Hsiu’s parents. “Who’s Ah-Hsiu?” Ming-Heng asked.
         

         
         “Must be Big-P’s ex,” I whispered.

         
         The couple fussed over Big-P from head to toe. First, they moistened his lips with a cotton swab dipped in water, then combed
            his hair as though he were in a vegetative state. I told them that he was just sleeping. They didn’t seem to hear me. Suddenly,
            the old lady turned around and thanked us for coming. “You must be good friends.”
         

         
         We quickly responded, “Of course, this is what friends are for.”

         
         Ming-Heng and I stood in a corner of the room with nothing to do. It wasn’t until we left the hospital that we remembered
            the laundry from yesterday morning.
         

         
         Sure enough, we found our clothes strewn all over the tables, chairs, and floor. Someone had left a note that said to please
            have the common courtesy to remove your laundry promptly after using the machines.
         

         
         Ming-Heng crumpled up the note and threw it into the trash can. “Idiots,” he muttered. Our week’s worth of clothes was tangled
            together, sock around sock, pant leg around pant leg. A dozen machines churned and thumped endlessly in the dark, spinning,
            drying, deodorizing, removing stains. Even the floor and walls seemed like they were about to begin tumbling around. Ming-Heng
            swore a few more times as he sorted the clothes. What he said exactly, I can no longer remember.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Flatworm ∄

         
         Years later, I could still hear the hiss of helium in my dreams.

         
         While studying for my master’s, I’d look up “painless suicide,” and the first results were guides on how to make an “exit
            bag”—a plastic bag just big enough to encase the head, sealed at the neck with a tube left inside that connected to a helium
            tank. Helium was easy to buy online, packed in a colorful box that gleamed with the promise of party fun. From barbeque charcoal
            to a rooftop with a beautiful view, so many suicide methods were originally intended to be fun.
         

         
         Yet, my attempt failed. My roommate abruptly got a bout of stomach pain on his way to the airport. He saw it as some kind
            of sign to stay home and canceled his travel plans. In that moment, he must have rehearsed the testimony he would give to
            the reporters, how he had avoided the plane crash with a premonition from his Lord, taking the chance to promote the religion
            that he devoted half his salary to each month. Of course, there was no crash, no reporters, just me at home wearing an exit
            bag over my head.
         

         
         Now, I have no roommate.

         
         A few days ago, when I applied for extended leave to return to Taiwan, my manager was astonished. “Jie-Heng, that would be
            career suicide.”
         

         
         There in the meeting room, I could not help but laugh—not just a chuckle, but explosive, gut-busting cackling.

         
         “Is suicide something you’ve tried before?” I said. “If not, then I’d rethink that metaphor.”

         
         Before leaving the conference room, he muttered that we could chat if this was about an offer from another company. He thought
            that my request for extended leave was because I was trying to switch jobs. It was a sensible assumption—too sensible.
         

         
         On our vast floor enclosed by glass walls, my Indian-American manager and I were often the only people working overtime on
            weekends. Maybe he saw me as a younger version of himself: a first-generation immigrant drunk on the pursuit of the American
            dream, head full of fantasies about promotions, a higher salary, a bigger house, a more stylish sports car.
         

         
         We normally worked with our backs to each other in silence. One evening, his family came to the office for dinner. I ran into
            them in the hallway. He told his son to call me “Uncle.” The boy, thick browed and wide eyed, shut his lips nervously, not
            saying a word despite his father’s urging.
         

         
         The boy’s thin, bony shoulders supported a big round head. He seemed silent from fear. I nodded in a friendly greeting, but he hid behind his father as though I were some monster. I couldn’t help but picture him as a teenager. My manager had bought a house in the most expensive school district in Palo Alto so that his son could one day attend Gunn High School. It had one of the most covetable college matriculation rates as well as one of the highest suicide rates in the country. So many students had lain on the tracks of the commuter train nearby that guards were posted at the crossings now to keep watch at all hours. Looking at the boy, I imagined his thin and bony body also lying on that famous railroad track one day, feeling the ground rattle as the train roared toward him, the sudden heat. He would tremble in fear when the time came, unable to hide behind anyone again. At the peak of loneliness and despair, he would greet the train, which would roll him over and grind him into a lump of minced meat. 

         
         “Uncle.” The boy finally opened his mouth.

         
         I gave him a smile and told him to rest easy.

         
         

         When I got back to Taiwan, Wu Yi-Hsiang told me that we needed to visit Hsiao-Hua.

         
         He worked for my company in Taipei, though he was about to be transferred to the California office. We hadn’t seen each other
            in a long time, and this was what he wanted us to do.
         

         
         Years ago, Hsiao-Hua was transported from the hospital to a care facility on the outskirts of the city. Many people here were paralyzed. The courtyard had a pond with a wooden bridge and stones coated in neatly trimmed moss. This quaint woodland scene, with its flowers and birdsong, was designed to relieve the guilt of the paying family members. The patients spent the entire day in rooms where the temperature was controlled by central air conditioning. Each bed was separated by curtains and arranged in rows as neat as a bonsai collection. 

         
         The people who came would not leave for the rest of their lives.

         
         Seeing Hsiao-Hua reminded me of my manager’s son. If he were to lie on the train tracks one day and find himself unlucky enough
            to survive the impact, he too would become a doll in this garden, watered and nourished until death.
         

         
         

         Hsiao-Hua had grown old.

         
         A nurse was helping to feed her. Liquid food slid slowly through a nasogastric tube to reach the inside of her body. At this
            point, she was more of a pouch than a body, and the years had left their marks on her. Up close I could see the baggy skin
            hanging from her neck, the crow’s feet around her eyes, and the uneven hairs growing from the backs of her hands. She existed
            somewhere in the limbo between infancy and decrepitude. Around her shoulders, armpits, pelvis, and between her thighs, the
            fair and plump flesh competed with loose and withering skin.
         

         
         An infrared eye tracker stood by the end of the bed. According to her nurse, Hsiao-Hua no longer had much ability to communicate. She could still move her eyes around to direct her gaze, but her focus would quickly wobble, unable to form coherent sentences. During the feeding, she opened her eyes and looked at the two of us. Her eyeballs began to spin. We rushed to get the eye tracker. The Zhuyin characters piled up, forming sounds that did not make any sense. It was only after a while that we realized what she was saying. 

         
         “You—come—”

         
         “Long time no see,” I said. “We can have a good chat after you eat.”

         
         “No—I—”

         
         Her tube made a gurgling noise. The smell of plastic and food, mixed with her mechanical voice, brought to mind the churn of a clogged drain.
         

         
         “Want—see—”

         
         I looked at her darting eyes, not knowing what to do.

         
         “No—you—”

         
         “Do you want to finish eating first?”

         
         “No—no—no—no—”

         
         “Okay. Go ahead, I’m listening.”

         
         “See—you—”

         
         I looked helplessly at the nurse.

         
         “No—want—”

         
         “You don’t want to see me? You don’t want me here?”

         
         “No—want—see—you—”

         
         Her eyes shut. She seemed tired. Her chest began to rise and fall steadily, while all the mechanical noises continued without
            interruption.
         

         
         The nurse was amazed. “She hasn’t been this lively in years.”

         
         “That’s wonderful,” I said.

         
         Back in the waiting room, Wu Yi-Hsiang told me that Hsiao-Hua used to have feelings for me. I shrugged. Even if Hsiao-Hua
            had jumped off the building for me ten years ago, no one would care now. She should have known the moment she jumped that
            what awaited her, or the memory of her, was only a long and irreversible forgetting.
         

         
         Just like what I’d always desired.

         
         “If that were me lying there, would you and Hsiao-Hua come to visit?” I said.

         
         “I’m not interested in hypothetical questions,” he said.

         
         

         Since I had returned to Taiwan, I had found some online BDSM communities. What else was there to do if Wu Yi-Hsiang didn’t want me to follow him around? His office was located on the upper floors of a skyscraper, which was itself a tourist attraction. His desk was ten meters away from a lounge with some bookshelves. Employees referred to the space as “the library” when showing visitors around. I’d spend my days there, flipping through old comics and romance novels that had been retired from rental bookstores and sold by weight. 

         
         Coding classmates that I used to help out would pass by and admire me like an exotic animal. “Maestro, how come you’re at
            our office in Taiwan?” “Maestro, when are we getting a meal together?” One of them was having a wedding at the Grand Hyatt
            one block over. “You must grace us with your presence.” He handed me an invitation, which I disposed of in the bathroom.
         

         
         That afternoon, I sent money to the university volleyball player I’d met through an app. The first time I saw him was in a
            hotel room. He sat at the edge of the bed, took off his sneakers, and casually tossed them aside. I brought them back to him
            with my teeth. Later, he explained to me how financial domination worked. It was a type of sadomasochist relationship where
            the sub paid “tribute” to the dom. Unlike sugar daddies who financially supported their boy toys, a cash master did not need
            to give the sub anything.
         

         
         “At your age, the only role left in the scene is to be a paypig.” He flashed a radiant smile, two canine teeth peeking out.
            He talked about how he would include me in “the scene” as if showering me with generosity.
         

         
         He had no idea how much effort it took for me to replace his face with Wu Yi-Hsiang’s.

         
         Afterward, he really linked me to his payment account. I also found his Twitter. His bio read: “Findom, Cuckolding, Dom/Bull.” His media timeline was rows of cash transfer screenshots. There was a video, set in a hotel room, of a blindfolded man kneeling at the foot of a bed. He was hog-tied, gagged, and blindfolded, his penis sealed in a chastity belt. You could see the bed rock and hear faint moans. At the end of the video, the bull took out the gag from the blindfolded man and poured semen from a condom into his mouth. The caption said that this cuck was the top paypig of the month, earning the reward of a discipline session. Other followers were encouraged to follow his example. 

         
         I didn’t know how much tribute was required to become a top performer of the month, but I was confident I could surpass it.
            Yet, after my payment, I did not receive any more messages from him.
         

         
         Every day, I followed Wu Yi-Hsiang to work and sat in the library. I tributed at the same time every afternoon. On days when
            Wu Yi-Hsiang had no plans with his girlfriend, we would have dinner together in the underground food court. If he claimed
            to be busy after work, I’d follow him by three meters from behind, down the escalator to the MRT station, and get on the same
            train. Only when he got to his door would I leave.
         

         
         “This is not appropriate behavior,” he told me. “You need to expand your social network.”

         
         I laughed. “Of course. I tribute a different money master every day.”

         
         What I didn’t say was that I’d also found his Twitter.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang’s subs were both men and women. He understood how to throw the occasional bone to a paypig that tributed regularly.
            They might get a session over webcam, a chance to suck off their dom in a public bathroom or drink their foot-washing water
            at a hotel. The responses had to stay erratic, so the paypig never got used to getting anything back for their money. They
            became completely hooked once the dom became as unpredictable as a slot machine.
         

         
         He knew how to play these tricks. I’d known that since junior high school.

         
         One night, I followed Wu Yi-Hsiang to a riverbank near Fuhe Bridge and hid behind a tree to watch him handle a mosh of human
            pups. They wore tails and hoods shaped like dog heads, wholly immersed in their roles. Or rather, they had shed their years
            of socialization and returned to animal form. They wagged their tails one by one, licking Wu Yi-Hsiang’s boots to win his
            favor, sometimes snarling as they lunged at one another. I recognized the most engrossed pup from Wu Yi-Hsiang’s Twitter.
            He’d given Wu Yi-Hsiang complete control of his finances and identity documents, standing out from the others just for an
            extra glance from his master.
         

         
         

         “I don’t do this with people I know.”

         
         I didn’t get what he meant. His piss on my face and his cock in my throat throughout our school years—did none of it count?

         
         “I wonder if the master you’ve been pining for really even exists.”

         
         

         I followed him to Fuhe Bridge more and more often, watching it all play out from a distance. I could sense that I had his
            quiet acknowledgment. Under his command, two pups mated. The alpha began to bark and drool as soon as Wu Yi-Hsiang told him
            that he was being rewarded for being so well behaved. He had probably brought in the most new recruits last month. But what
            did Wu Yi-Hsiang need all their money for? Money should have been the least of his concerns; his salary and stock options
            far exceeded the amount he could spend. Over the months, I saw his pups grow increasingly devoted to him. Those who joined
            the kennel first, under constant pressure to outdo each other, abandoned their dignity piece by piece, until they were completely
            his.
         

         
         To put it another way, they became his money-making machines. They endlessly chased after deeper humiliation, living to glorify
            him.
         

         
         

         On the night one of the pups discovered me hiding behind the bushes, Wu Yi-Hsiang had been training them to fetch. He tossed a tennis ball with his worn sock wrapped around it. When the ball flew too far, it struck a branch and, after a few bounces, came to rest at my feet. One of the pups crawled forward slowly and bit onto the sock. When he lifted his head, our eyes met. He looked at me emotionlessly, as if looking at an inanimate object. Then, suddenly, he laughed a soft, sneering laugh. The ball dropped from his jaws and rolled closer to my feet. His eyes were so dark that they shone, reflecting the light of a distant lamp. 

         
         It was not until Wu Yi-Hsiang blew a sharp whistle that he picked the ball up and crawled back. His back was covered in scars—whip
            marks and burn marks streaked across each other. As he crawled forward, his hips were raised high and swayed from side to
            side. The tail tucked into his anus swayed along. It seemed designed to move when his sphincter contracted and relaxed. There
            was not a leather hood covering his head, but a yellow pair of underwear.
         

         
         Farther up the dirt path, I saw those overheated animal forms lifting their legs one by one to urinate at a tree trunk. Then,
            at a snap of Wu Yi-Hsiang’s fingers, they licked at each other’s urine.
         

         
         Watching that scene, I finally realized what Wu Yi-Hsiang was using these people for.

         
         

         I arranged a video conference with my manager from halfway around the world to resign.

         
         It was a tedious, drawn-out conversation. He acted like an insurance salesman that could not figure out why his contract was about to be terminated. He pleaded for me not to be impulsive. More days off, more RSUs, it was all on the table. He even asked if I wanted to be transferred back to Taiwan. To work a fully remote position would require the vice president’s approval, but he would try his best to make it happen. I just smiled and said, “No need.” 

         
         During the call, my manager went to the bathroom and his son suddenly popped into the frame.

         
         “Uncle,” he said.

         
         The boy was as quiet as the last time I saw him. His giant eyes stared at the screen. The camera wasn’t aligned with the screen,
            and it looked as though he was staring at something in the air.
         

         
         “Hello,” I said, “You came to play in Daddy’s room?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “You must be so smart. Can Uncle tell you a secret?”

         
         “What’s a secret?”

         
         “A secret is something you can’t tell anyone else,” I said. “That means you can’t tell this to Daddy, alright?”

         
         He looked around as he considered this idea and laughed like a little fool.

         
         “Uncle is going to leave this world soon,” I said. “You will too, someday. So, when you grow up, you have to remember not to have any expectations about life, okay? Don’t think you’re special in any way. Because each person who comes into this world is no different from a lump of rotten meat. Have you ever played with rotten meat?” 

         
         The boy’s shoulders shrank back.

         
         “Life has no point once you’re better than everyone else. Life still has no point once you’ve managed to please everyone else.
            You know, Uncle really regrets being born. Uncle used to have a friend, Hsiao-Hua. She jumped off a building and became a
            lump of rotting meat. She wanted to kill herself and it didn’t work out. Uncle is so jealous of Hsiao-Hua, because she hasn’t
            needed to be conscious for the past ten years. If Uncle could take a time machine and go back to the past to meet his younger
            self, Uncle would tell him, no matter what you wish for, you will destroy yourself and those around you as easily as crumpling
            up sheets of wastepaper. The future will not get better. There’s not a single thing worth looking forward to. Not only will
            it not get better, but you’ll spend all this time suffering for nothing.
         

         
         “So, Uncle can teach you how to end it all now. If you live above the fifth floor, just open the window and jump. You can
            also tie a towel or sheet into a rope, wait for Daddy and Mommy to leave the house, and loop it down from a ceiling light.
            Just put your neck in. Or run into a big truck driving along the road while you’re waiting at a red light. You have to seize
            the moment now, okay? End it all while you’re still happy. Don’t wait and suffer for nothing.”
         

         
         This was my last act of kindness to the world.

         
         The video call ended with my manager rushing in to comfort his wailing son. Then, it was official. I had submitted my resignation
            from both work and life.
         

         
         

         Reportedly, Hsiao-Hua broke free from her decade-long stasis and began to recover rapidly after our visit. It was as though
            we’d flipped some switch. Not only did she regain consciousness, but the time she spent in a stupor lessened day by day, and
            she was even able to start a course of physical rehab. She began messaging us to say she could sit up on her own now, and
            get out of bed with the help of crutches. Her tone was ecstatic, her words adorned with emojis. The day has finally come.

         
         Not long after that, we received the obituary. While the nurse wasn’t paying attention, she locked herself in the bathroom,
            wound her dental floss into a collar, and hung herself on the door handle.
         

         
         Wu Yi-Hsiang and I both attended the funeral at the public mortuary. During the memorial, her white-haired parents did not
            shed a single tear. They just looked exhausted, as though they’d lived two lifetimes in one breath. One of our classmates,
            who now teaches in the department where we’d studied, lit incense on all our behalf. The department and the Ministry of Education
            delivered wreaths with the inscriptions Tragic Loss of Exceptional Promise and Untimely Departed. How could they say it was untimely, when her death had been delayed by ten years?
         

         
         After the cremation, Wu Yi-Hsiang drove me back into the city. We were quiet for a while before I broke the silence.

         
         “Just so you know, my manager’s son killed himself. It was a rail suicide. He was sixteen. Well, actually, it didn’t really
            work. The conductor pulled the brakes in time for the train not to run him over, just send him flying. He became a vegetable.
            My manager’s hair turned white overnight. He asked for three months’ leave. Now, don’t you think the kid should be euthanized?
            Maybe not even in a gentle way—anything to put an end to this state he’s in. Would you do it?” I said.
         

         
         My manager’s son was only five and probably still alive since I last spoke to him over the video call a few months ago. I
            just wanted to see how Wu Yi-Hsiang would respond.
         

         
         “I told you already. I don’t want to answer any hypothetical questions.”

         
         I watched his profile as he focused on driving. Behind him were metal shop signs, darkening side streets, and the garbage
            truck jingle, all passing and swiftly fading. Wu Yi-Hsiang had also aged. The years made their way equally through each of
            us.
         

         
         He had become someone like my manager, someone who didn’t understand what I was saying.

         
         We got to his place, and this time, he let me in. On the bed in his room, I leaned my head against his groin, my cheeks pressed into his pants, feeling the shape of him underneath. He held my head with both hands, like a mother holding a child. 

         
         The room was dark, with only a thin beam of lamplight falling through a gap in the curtains into the still air. The faint
            orange glow landed on the edge of Wu Yi-Hsiang’s face, his fine hairs catching the light like crystals of ice. I was struck
            by the feeling that I was back in junior high school, as though we were slipping into a past life.
         

         
         In fact, it really was a past life.

         
         “To me, he’s already dead,” I said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “My manager’s son. Don’t you think he died the moment he decided to lie on the train tracks?”

         
         “There isn’t a living person in the world, if you’re going off that logic.”

         
         He pressed a foot against my cock. It was as soft as fresh turf at the park.

         
         “I have erectile dysfunction. It’s a side effect from my medications.”

         
         “Is that so?”

         
         He handed me the game controller. It was dusty and hadn’t been used in ages. The console was outdated by many generations. He turned on the television screen and plugged in the adapter. It was the same fighting game that we had played in junior high school. The characters walked along the horizontal space like paper cutouts, with every square of their pixelated form clearly visible. 

         
         The trick to the game was predicting the opponent’s pattern of behavior and using a precise series of moves to render their
            attacks useless. Then, during the vulnerable period of the opponent’s cooldown, you could do whatever you pleased with him,
            a give and take that could go on until the seas ran dry. What I enjoyed most about this game was the way Wu Yi-Hsiang could
            guess my moves without fail, damaging me until I was unrecognizable each time.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t want him to be euthanized,” he said, “if you really want to know.”

         
         On the screen, my character soared helplessly into the air, hands and feet fluttering like those of a shrimp. It was a part
            of Wu Yi-Hsiang’s finishing move, “The Blossoms of Judgment Day.” He tore off my every limb, and I struggled like a worm while
            boiling in my own blood. When only my head remained, his character stood over it, alternating rapidly between standing and
            crouching, as though to dip his balls repeatedly into my mouth.
         

         
         He said, “I’d want him to suffer endless pain, pain, pain, pain—”

         
         He flicked his thumb up and down the control stick, so dexterously that he might be fucking it. His character’s teabagging move went on at an unbelievably high speed. 

         
         He wrapped his other hand around my cock and began to rub up and down. His grip was coarse and burning hot. His whole body
            jerked along to the movement, as if he were trying to start a fire.
         

         
         “So he’s not allowed to die,” he said through gnashed teeth. A light was glinting in the rim of his eye.

         
         Even with all that, I couldn’t get hard.

         
         The head of my penis hung like a defeated soldier and withered into a state unfit to be seen. Some liquid that had seeped
            out from the top stained the folds between his fingers, spreading into the creases where our skin touched. So that was it.
            Total impotence. A last act of disobedience against Wu Yi-Hsiang’s will.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I said.

         
         In the end, Wu Yi-Hsiang personally punctured my only fantasy, my redemption. But this was for the best. This would be the
            perfect ending for us.
         

         
         He loosened his hand, letting my foreskin collapse inward. The background music from the game continued to play, tiptoeing
            around us at a barely audible volume.
         

         
         “You knew I wouldn’t be able to satisfy you. You’ve known it would turn out this way for some time, haven’t you?” he asked.

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “You pretend that having me as your master would solve everything. Save you from everything. You’ve been pretending for so long, it almost fooled me.” 

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “When will you start to live in the real world?”

         
         His eyelashes quivered like the wings of a dragonfly. I wanted to tell him that there would never be such a day.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Las Vegas

         
         Jie-Heng once said, with theatrical solemnity, that all our casino winnings must be spent right away to avoid a decline in fortune. It was his theory of “luck conservation.” Ming-Heng and I didn’t believe in any of that, but we tagged along with him to the strip club anyway. He lavished hundred-dollar bills on the young, thong-clad dancers, letting them ram against his crotch and twerk on his face. They coiled around him with enough strength to throttle a man to death. 

         
         “Not fun,” he decided. After leaving, he gave away his leftover winnings to a panhandler. That act of charity might’ve become
            the source of some bad luck. As soon as he went back to the Bay Area, he was met with one misfortune after another. He fought
            with his new boss, crashed his car in a parking lot, and couldn’t even snag a ticket back to Taiwan with his frequent flyer
            miles.
         

         
         After he died, we actually started to believe in his theory. We came to Vegas every year in his memory, gambling and spending
            every dollar we won right away.
         

         
         “It’s like we’re burning joss paper for him,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         Our first station was a blackjack table with a minimum bet of only five dollars—now a rare find on the strip. Out of all the games, blackjack had the smallest house edge. Our odds of winning were nearly equal to those of the house, so we had a habit of going there first. We wanted to burn our money one bill at a time, not throw the whole bundle into the flames. 

         
         Instead of burning, though, it piled up. Our stacks of chips were taller than anyone else’s, to the point where we were inviting
            some sidelong glances. The dealer, a young man, looked happy because this meant he had a good chance of getting a fat tip.
            He couldn’t understand why we looked more sullen by the minute. We were focused on battling the odds, playing against common
            sense and doing our best to place the riskiest, most absurd bets. Yet our luck was unstinting, slapping us in the face with
            win after win.
         

         
         After raising his bet to the maximum limit, Ming-Heng proceeded to double his winnings. He stared at the pile of chips in
            dismay and said, “We need to get out of here.”
         

         
         We moved to a nearby slot machine and fed it a hundred dollars.

         
         This machine relied purely on luck. The screen showed three vertical reels that would stop one by one at random. We couldn’t figure out the rules of this game. Sometimes, we won with the three symbols not even matching. All of a sudden, we activated the Wheel of Fortune, which hung over the main screen. It flashed at first, played a tedious tune, and then began to spin to the sound of dings and rapid mechanical clicks. 

         
         Soon, we wondered when the game would ever end. Each time the wheel stopped on a number, an opening lower on the machine would
            spit out a pile of paper vouchers. The looping beat of the money-wheel song created a carnival-like atmosphere that drew a
            crowd of onlookers. They thought we had won big, but we were clueless as to what was happening.
         

         
         The wheel kept spinning. Ding ding ding. Click click click. More and more spectators surrounded us. They kept asking what we’d won. I could only shrug, driving them into an even bigger
            frenzy, since they thought we were hiding our winnings. One lady tapped her foot on the floor to the clicks of the wheel,
            an infectious move that everyone began to imitate. A brown-haired guy sighed: “Buy us a beer at least, let us wet our beaks
            a little.” The crowd heard this and cackled.
         

         
         Ming-Heng was busy picking up the fallen vouchers on the floor. Each slip of receipt paper had a cash payout number for us
            to exchange at the counter. Those tear-away strips, barely connected along their perforations, already exceeded what he could
            hold in his arms.
         

         
         “Damn, what makes it stop?” he said.

         
         Eventually, a staff member came over. He used a key to open a control panel on the side and pressed a button. The machine finally stopped spewing out the tickets. “Malfunction,” he said. I naively thought he would say none of our winnings counted, but he just waved us off and told us to exchange our tickets for cash at the counter. 

         
         “What do we do?” I asked.

         
         Ming-Heng said, “It’s that fucker Jie-Heng. Maybe he wants us to go see the strippers.”

         
         

         For us, looking for a place to spend every dollar wasn’t necessarily an easy task.

         
         Walking out of the casino, we were greeted by Venetian-themed music. An indoor canal ran alongside the shops. There were gondolas
            in the water, gleaming from the lights of the artificial sky overhead. Piloted by gondoliers in striped shirts, they cruised
            along with their motors all set at the same speed.
         

         
         “They could be burial boats,” Ming-Heng joked. He pointed at the fake arches, the fake windows, and the pretend Italian restaurants.
            “You could burn them all as funeral offerings.” He ran his fingers along the hotel counter, the sculptures in the lobby, and
            the colorful plastic plants blooming in the high-ceilinged atrium. All of it resembled offerings for the dead.
         

         
         We aimlessly wandered between the windows of boutique shops, eventually spending more time looking at the floor than at the displays. “What about throwing our money in here?” I pointed to a wishing well. 

         
         “Let’s go. We can’t waste Jie-Heng’s kindness.”

         
         

         While lining up in front of the strip club, Ming-Heng said, “Earlier, his mother agreed to transfer the title of his house
            to me.”
         

         
         I sighed.

         
         “You know how competitive the school district is. We have to get it sorted.”

         
         “That’s not what I meant.”

         
         Once inside, we were seated around a stage. Under the flashing lights, each dancer climbed onto a pole, locking it between
            her thighs, knees, and calves, arching her back and letting her hair fall in a cascade. We’d learned to wave a twenty-dollar
            bill while making eye contact with a dancer. She’d come over, nimbly lift the bill away, and follow with a one-sided session
            of bumping and fondling.
         

         
         “They’re just like the funeral strippers back home,” Ming-Heng said.

         
         “Jie-Heng wouldn’t like this sort of thing,” I replied.

         
         “Funeral rites are for consoling the living, aren’t they?”

         
         He flashed a bill at the dancer with the largest breasts. She sauntered over and squished her tits onto Ming-Heng’s face, jiggling them to the beat in a move people called “motorboating.” All it seemed to do was swap sweat from one guy’s face to the next. 

         
         “I . . . get it.” His voice, already muffled by bra and fatty tissue, was almost drowned out by the music. “Let’s put it this
            way . . . I’m past the days when I couldn’t . . . get the things I wanted . . .”
         

         
         The heavy bass pounded our chests like a succession of stakes.

         
         “We’ve . . . made it this far . . . and isn’t that because . . .”

         
         As the chorus ended, the dancer released Ming-Heng’s body.

         
         “Yes, there’s been a death. But we can’t all be like Jie-Heng, you know.” He finally finished his sentence, gasping for breath.

         
         The only illumination in the club came from the blue lights pulsing to the music from above the stage. The light flowed over
            his face, glossy with sweat from the dancer’s breasts and from other greasy patrons. He wiped at his face, no longer looking
            in my direction.
         

         
         “You’re still saying that if you could do it all over again, you’d choose the exact same life?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And you’d want your son to follow the same path as you, because you believe he isn’t the type to kill himself?”

         
         “Yes,” he said. “Yes, you could say that.”

         
         After leaving the strip club, we tried our luck at the casino again. Nothing had changed—every bet was absurdly successful. Before long, the offerings we had struggled to burn at the strip club had made their way back into our hands. 

         
         “What bullshit is this? Does he not want our money?” Ming-Heng asked.

         
         I shrugged. It was nearing evening, time to return to Jie-Heng’s room at the Bellagio and clean up our offerings. He must
            have had his fill of corporate beverages, snacks, and salty yogurt by now.
         

         
         

         On our way to the hotel, we had to cross an overpass spanning Las Vegas’s busiest intersection. A giant resort towered over
            each corner. Each was a small city in itself, where visitors could endlessly consume, be entertained, eat, and defecate in
            a climate-controlled, sunless oblivion, never needing to step outside. A third of the way across the overpass, the crowd grew
            so dense that we could no longer move forward. Suddenly, the sound of violins filled the air. Looking toward the Bellagio,
            we realized that a water show was about to start. The lights around the fountain dimmed, hushing the onlookers in anticipation,
            like the quiet before curtains rise. All around us, people raised their phones to start recording.
         

         
         Ming-Heng grabbed my shoulder to keep us from getting separated.

         
         “I’m still afraid of the water show,” I said. “How can you be sure they’ve cleaned him out thoroughly? His blood, brain, and organ bits could still be stuck in some high-pressure nozzle or intake screen,” I said. “Look at these people. They’re acting as if it never happened.” 

         
         He didn’t respond. The wall of people around us grew denser, making it harder to breathe.

         
         “What’s so great about all this?” I said.

         
         He sighed. “Just close your eyes then. I’ll tell you when it’s over.”

         
         The music continued. I closed my eyes, feeling the crowd push against me. “It’s okay,” he said. He gripped my shoulder tighter.
            “It’s okay.”
         

         
         With my eyes closed, I could still envision the scene before me. In the middle of the desert, at the heart of this mirage
            constructed of artificial grandiosities, spotlights of innumerable colors briefly gave form to jets of water that had no business
            being here in the first place. Nothing was more illusory than this.
         

         
         I might have been picturing the jets of water a bit too vividly, as the need to piss attacked me without warning. After a full day of gambling, window-shopping, and shows, I realized I hadn’t taken a single bathroom break. The pressure in my bladder became sharper with each turn of the melody. Wave after wave of pain shot up from my prostate and the base of my penis—first a numbness, then a prickling, and finally the scorch of water boiled to the point of drying. In the darkness, I felt the crowd pressing in closer. Humans, more humans, too much flesh, too many heat sources radiated towards me, their heat enveloping my groin, until I accidentally let go. 

         
         It was like popping a balloon. I could feel all the piss shoot out from inside my underwear.

         
         I gave up trying to stop it, letting the urine soak my ass crack, balls, and pants. It trickled down my thighs, seeping onto
            the legs, socks, and shoes of everyone around me. The heat and smell of my piss continued to spread. It was traveling from
            limb to limb onto other people’s ankles, thighs, and leg hair. In the heart of this desert city, right under my groin, another
            water show was taking place, erupting unnoticed before sinking into skin and fabric.
         

         
         What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.

         
         I then understood why Jie-Heng had been refusing all our money, why he wanted us to go to the strip club—all of it was to
            make sure that I would end up here, trapped by the crowd on this overpass so close to the fountain, with the best view of
            the water show.
         

         
         Warm piss continued to flow out of me without end.

         
         I called out to Jie-Heng: you must be getting what you wanted.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Afterword

         
         
            All That’s Left Is the Rest of Our Lives

            After I began to dabble in writing, a younger colleague from the competitive programming circle, E, chatted with me about
               our career paths. I watched his depression progress through social media posts: the medications he took, the clinics he’d
               visited. At times, these posts were devoted entirely to his despair and self-destruction. Most people saw E as dazzlingly
               accomplished, with a job that inspired envy. Yet he was unable to recognize any value in his striving. Day after day, in a
               way that others could not comprehend, he tore himself down with words, mutilating his own spirit.
            

            
            I was all too familiar with E’s patterns of self-harm.

            
            In pursuit of the highest brilliance, these contenders must bear the accretions of numerous pathological by-products, regardless of how much they actually achieve, regardless even of the sacred, crystalline beauty of their striving forms. 

            
            Their wounds are as real as their beauty.

            
            

            Ming-Heng was deeply fascinated by H, a student he had once tutored who became an outstanding competitive programmer. I often
               wanted to grab Ming-Heng’s shoulders and shout in his ear: “We’ve been through this! You know how the rest of the story goes!”
            

            
            But watching H, I understood why it’s better to let things be.

            
            H’s existence was shaped by a mirage, shimmering with all that had yet to unfold. This potential was more comforting than
               any clear-eyed reality.
            

            
            Perhaps these are the steps to waking: first, a complete denial of the past. Then, a gentle corrosion as reality’s rewards
               take hold. Finally, when the memories have all but faded, we find ourselves bewildered again, the emotions we carry becoming
               so contradictory that every experience triggers both pain and joy.
            

            
            
               ​​In this world

               we walk on the roof of hell,

               gazing at flowers.

               —Kobayashi Issa

            

            The act of writing fiction has offered me no absolution. I’ve arranged these stories to convey what I have seen of psychological transitions and stark absurdity. This experience is intended to be, above all, aesthetic in nature. I’m afraid those seeking social commentary or indictments here will come away disappointed. 

            
            To readers, I hope this journey has offered moments of amusement.

            
            If you enjoyed it, please tell everyone around you. If not, please tell me.

            
            My sincere gratitude. Until we meet again in future pages.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Translator’s Afterword

         
         There was a catchphrase in Taiwan, familiar to many who came of age in the 1960s and 70s: “Come, come, come to NTU; leave,
            leave, leave for the USA” (來來來, 來台大; 去去去, 去美國). Today’s version might then urge the dreamer to land a six-figure role in big tech. Their race begins in grade school, where
            every competition determines how far they rise. But is there something more to this relentless pursuit than its obvious tolls?
         

         
         Terao Tetsuya’s stories wrestle with this question. Although Terao is Taiwanese, his use of a Japanese-style alias is not
            an uncommon practice in Taiwan’s creative subcultures, evoking a shared lexicon of comics and online anonymity. Terao’s name
            (寺尾哲也) is inspired by characters from two manga series about prodigious talent: Over Drive’s Terao Kōichi, who supports the protagonists in their ambitions to be cycling champions, and Kuroko Tetsuya from Kuroko’s Basketball, who is content to be a “shadow” that helps his teammates shine. These roles hint at how the author hopes to view his own relationship to a high-pressure society, and to the voices constantly saying we’re not good enough. 

         
         Terao wrote the nine stories in this collection between 2018 and 2022. Each story could be read as a stand-alone or combine
            into a larger picture. By Terao’s design, the book challenges readers to a game of interpretation, where we must come to our
            own conclusions about the identities of the narrators and where each story fits into an overall timeline. After its 2022 release,
            the book set online forums abuzz with theories, with some readers puzzled by Terao’s narrative design. Parsing out the identities
            of the narrators is not easy when they all speak with a detached voice. Terao purposefully holds back from revealing their
            interiority, preferring to say more through subtext. In a panel following the release, he explained: “I want to do my best
            not to describe present emotions, but rather imply what they may be feeling.”
         

         
         Such a limited first-person perspective suggests another game of interpretation, one that invites readers to guess at what’s going through characters’ minds. This is a key narrative tactic in Terao’s influences: writers such as Sabrina Huang, Chang Yi-Hsum, and Shuang Xuetao, whose simple sentences conceal multitudes of meaning and, at times, devastating revelations. The writer and critic Chu Yu-Hsun has noted that in an age where most people are accustomed to the readability of Facebook posts and popular fiction, Terao stands out for balancing between the modernist techniques that grew out of Taiwan’s martial law era and contemporary content with popular appeal. The narrator’s exchanges with Ming-Heng in “Interstate 5” exemplifies this style, where anxiety, resentment, grief, yearning, or even gratitude are conveyed through the unspoken. 

         
         In translation, the English must hold the many possible meanings implied in the original prose. Yet English is less accommodating
            to ambiguity, favoring instead sharp and precise articulations. Through meetings with Terao, we made edits to the book that
            would help achieve its more important aims while determining what moments to leave open to interpretation. To ensure the precision
            of the English terms, I retraced the characters’ steps through downtown San Francisco, attended meet ups of the Gotham Go
            Group, and visited a corporate laundry room in Mountain View, where an empty washer did, in fact, have a “work in progress”
            note.
         

         
         One experience that shaped my reading of Spent Bullets happened by chance. During my early days living in Taipei, I witnessed a group of children competing in a balance-bike race at a riverside park. They looked no older than six. Hunched over their tiny bikes with no brakes or pedals, they half kicked, and half sprinted while gliding around cones marking the course. From the rear of the pack came the wails of a boy lagging behind everyone else. The sound of his crying tore through the park alongside the shouts of onlookers: “Hurry up! You’re not going to make it! Catch up, catch up! You’re falling way behind!” The faces of the children at the front, on the other hand, were completely blank under their helmets. They gave no sign of strain or elation: it was as though they had emptied themselves in the singular pursuit of first place, just like the detached voices in this book. 

         
         On first instinct, it was easy for me to cast judgment—to call the race brutal, the onlookers cruel, the cries pitiful, as
            easy as it was to call the characters in this book foolish, because their meaning of success is so limited that even if given
            a second chance at life, they’d choose the same vain struggle. But the deeper I read, the more I realize that Terao offers
            a different view: he calls on us to see not only the wounds but also the devotion, humanity, and even “crystalline beauty”
            of the striving forms in the computer science building and the Silicon Valley office.
         

         
         Putting their experiences and their world into print, Terao gives them, too, the consecration of literature.

         
         Kevin Wang

         
         January 2025, Taipei

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Note on the Cover

         
         Clockwork figures echo the monotony and quiet despair of corporate dread, brought home by the gestalt composition of a toothy
            smiley face. We chose an unflinching yellow for the backdrop—jarring and erotically charged in Asian cultures.
         

         
         I grew up inside the suffocating culture of the Asian American success story, and as an adult much of my community lives within
            the world of big tech, so the world of Spent Bullets felt familiar and real—a shiny veneer of high achievement over a bubbling crisis of burnout and search for self. 
         

         
         Gracelynn Wan

         
         moonish studio
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         Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use
            of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also
            exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication
            from the text and data mining exception.
         

         
         This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously
            and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead,
            is entirely coincidental.
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