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Sample Translation  
By Jo Heinrich 
 
 
When I see M. in an underground Taipei mall one mild February evening, I don’t recognise 
her immediately. Her body appears before me, larger than life and brightly lit up. 
 There’s no reason to stop. 
 People are jostling around me. Shiny rain capes and dripping umbrellas. Streaks of 
water and mud on the smooth floor tiles, the outline of half a footprint. 
 ‘Qīn’ài de bǎobèi.’ 
 A few seconds. Memories. I falter. I could simply keep walking, keep following the 
long passageways, past the metres of lantern festival mosaics, past fashion shops, Nintendo 
pop-up stores, fortune tellers, massage parlours, food stands with beef noodle soup, 
popcorn chicken, fried snacks, curries, egg waffles, tofu puddings, bubble teas, taro balls, 
moon and sun cakes and mochis. Through vast spaces punctuating the corridors like market 
squares, past flights of escalators, highways, gorges, bridges. At some point mountains 
would appear, and beyond them lies the sea.  
 I stop. 
 A high-resolution, glowing advertising display. 
 M. is sitting on a stone floor, her arms wrapped around her knees, staring past me.
 M. is smiling. Stroking my hair. Saying my name and adding adjectives in front of it, as 
if they mean nothing. 
 ‘Nuò wǎ nà.’ 
 I am three. M. turns away from me; my hand reaches into the void. I am six. I am 
eight. The orange fabric in my fist, rough. My fingers caught in the knitted stitches. I’m not 
letting go, not this time. I believe in my own strength; I pull, scream; something rips. I get 
new names. 
 ‘My sweet cheeky ugly strong stupid naughty Novi.’ 
 I am nine. I give up. 
 ‘Hey.’ 
 Arms envelop my body. Press on my ribs, my lungs. I gasp for air. Noodles, coriander, 
cinnamon, aniseed, beef, sugar, egg. My hand on a hob. M. blows the pain away. A blister 
swells.  
 ‘Look, tā zhège yàngzǐ.’ 
 M. tells me about my first word. Not Mummy, not Daddy but ‘Guāng’. Thoughts of a 
void, half water, half air. 
 ‘You only stop crying in the dark.’ 
 Feeding and living without light, for years on end. M. is crying over lost opportunities. 
I start to paint. Cover my ears when things smash. I’m wearing M.’s jumper. She isn’t there. 
It’s trailing on the ground. Splashes of paint everywhere, M.’s laugh, M.’s soft voice. 
 ‘Why do you think colours clash?’ 
 M. draws me. I have wings. I tear them off, scraps in my hand. M. hugs me while I 
scream.  
 ‘I hate you hate you hate you.’ I shudder, blink, swallow, pant, fight the suffocation. 
 ‘Which colour would win?’ I breathe everything in. 
 ‘Hey.’ 
 The resistance of another body.  



 
© 2026 Luchterhand, a division of Penguin Random House Verlagsgruppe GmbH 2 
 

 Warmth. 
 Cracks everywhere. 
 Light. 
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The tower block my apartment was in had clean edges and surfaces that made it stand out. 
The other blocks in the street had blackened facades with air-conditioning units and 
balconies with railings and washing hanging on them. Huashan Creative Park was a few 
minutes’ walk away, in what had once been a sake brewery. It had entertainment venues, 
designer shops and galleries. There were restaurants, cafés, bars and a club. At night, trucks 
were parked outside the former warehouses, construction lights glaring into their open load 
beds. Workers carried metal poles and wheels on metre-long rods into the halls, where they 
built scaffolding from them; the banging and clattering could be heard from afar. 
 Once I walked through a local craft market there and paused at a stall where a young 
artist was sewing colourful clouds from scraps of fabric.  
 ‘Shèng xià lái de,’ she said to me. And in need of homes too, she added. I thanked her 
for the explanation and carried on walking. Only when I was back in my flat did I remember 
the ‘leftovers’, but the next day all the stalls had gone, and the hall was being refurbished; 
advertising stands announced the next pop-up. 
 I’d been living in Taipei for four months. Opposite my block of flats there was a 7-
Eleven and a red-brick church. A red illuminated sign was attached to the church wall, with a 
phone number underneath. 
 The reception in the lobby was manned around the clock. The apartments had black 
phones with a speed dial. The concierges provided everything you needed, and knew 
everything about you.  
 My apartment was on the thirty-second floor and was accessed with a six-digit door 
code: 110 495. The kitchen was narrow. Glossy white cupboard doors and drawer fronts. A 
dining table in black tinted glass. In the bedroom, a box spring bed with a dark grey 
bedspread and two towels folded into swans, not looking at each other. Next to the bed a 
large mirror, which regularly startled me. For a split second there was a strange woman in 
my flat, sizing me up. 
 Opposite the bed, a 65-inch BenQ TV was mounted on the wall. Floor-to-ceiling 
windows with blackout curtains, also in dark grey. A sliding door separated a second room 
from the bedroom. The walk-in wardrobe was half the size of the bedroom and had a faux 
leather stool on a pink fitted carpet.  
 Sometimes black dots would appear on the ceiling: little spiders that stayed for a 
while. I tried to ignore them. 
 My neighbours would say hello if we met on the landing, but we never went beyond 
that. It occurred to me later that only women lived on my floor, each staying for a few 
months before moving out again. 
 
If I went out to get a quick dinner, I would lose my way, become part of the city. Red and 
yellow steel scaffolding rose up to the sky alongside smooth facades. I saw trucks with HD 
displays on their sides, driving oversaturated advertising colours around the city. Concrete 
mixers in the evening rush-hour traffic, their drums turning tirelessly. Loud music spilled out 
from the shops onto the streets, competing with the traffic noise and trying to force you to 
dance. Then you were suddenly back in a narrow alley, where the power lines hung askew 
and residents were tipping their dirty water onto the street. The scent of soap and motor oil. 
Scooters parked outside front doors, often laden with delivery bags from foodpanda and 
Uber Eats, one in pink and the other in green. 
 In the alleys I got the feeling I was intruding on people’s private lives, and when their 
gaze met mine I felt it was directed at me personally. It was very rarely quiet; when it was, I 
could hear the piercing, metallic chirping of the city’s birds. And I came across the same sign 
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everywhere: ‘Fángkōng yǎntǐ / Air Defense Shelter’. Pictogram people, running down the 
stairs in the event of an air raid, most of them faded.  
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I couldn’t sleep at night. I was exhausted, and wide awake. I’d tried everything: memory 
foam mattresses with zoned sections, therapy blankets and pillows that I had delivered and 
then returned again, every possible kind of meditation, breathing exercise and hypnosis, 
various vibrators and stimulators all outdoing each other with their orgasm promises. I’d 
counted to infinity, done headstands and then got into bed the wrong way round. I’d forced 
myself to just lie there. I’d forced myself to get up and do something. I’d lain face-down on 
the bathroom floor for ten minutes because I was so desperate when I saw that tip on 
Reddit. The internet was full of recommendations for insomnia. I’d tried out valerian, 
melatonin, antihistamines and orexin antagonists. I steered clear of substances that could be 
addictive. The emergency pack of Tavor was in my suitcase’s bottom compartment. I hadn’t 
touched it for ages. 
 
I closed my eyes. The flicker of a light from my Bluetooth speaker. I turned it on again; 
selected a different noise. A downpour in the forest. Distant thunder. Unfamiliar birds 
twittering. Rain falling on a metal roof. 
 I thought of Theo. Maybe I missed him, but there was no urgency to it. It was more of 
a vague feeling that was part of the process of a gradual separation. 
 I stopped the rain and switched to the sound of the sea. 
 The glimmer of the sea shortly before we split up. Maybe I’d only imagined that 
shimmering blue, like Theo once imagined he’d seen a green comet. But it had just been a 
laser beam from some event, piercing through the cloud cover. I never put him right when 
he raved about it again later and made it part of our shared experience. 
 Snapshots without emotions. It took strength to create a mental image and hold on 
to it. Theo had never understood how quickly memories could fade if you didn’t look after 
them. 
 I looked at the time, even though I knew I shouldn’t. Just past three. I ran a bath, put 
the JBL speaker on the washing machine and carried on listening to the podcast from where 
I’d last left off. Science & Care: Evidence-based Medicine in Paediatrics. Thirteen five-star 
reviews on Spotify. One of them was from me, with an anonymous username. 
 The water was hot. I spent a few minutes standing in the bath before crouching 
down and staying in that position for a while. The Professor talked about algorithms that 
could predict the onset of sepsis in newborns up to twenty-four hours earlier than 
conventional methods. His voice calmed me, even though his professional voice sounded 
more aloof than his usual one. 
 Neonatologists work with sophisticated ventilators, he said, that collect a great deal 
of data in real time: respiratory rate, lung compliance, oxygen saturation levels, to name but 
a few. But assessment is often piecemeal. Doctors have to be decisive without always having 
the full picture, he said. This is where AI-powered systems would come into play: algorithms 
are already capable of detecting subtle changes, and early stages of infection in particular 
could be precisely diagnosed in this way. 
 Decisive. 
 It was his favourite word. 
 I lowered myself into the water. My body slowly got used to the temperature. He 
discussed several studies on the use of AI in neonatology; one of the most recent was from 
Taiwan, published in January this year. There was actually plenty of funding available for 
research into medical technology here. Neonatology, in particular, was allocated a 
substantial budget. A country with a birth rate of 0.8 fought tenaciously for every child. 
 The Professor spoke about parents’ and nursing staff acceptance, and he asked who 
should take responsibility when an algorithm made a decision. 
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 I looked at the time. Nearly four. I stayed in the bath until the bubbles had gone and 
the water became cloudy. Ceiling light and cupboard reflected on the flat surface; my body 
disappeared. 
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I hung out on Tinder and Bumble; I messaged an engineer from France and a software 
developer from Massachusetts. Someone else worked in ‘defense’. The way he put it made 
it sound like a good thing. I was Lola, Billie or Mailing. A tourist. A local art student. Neither. 
By that point the excitement had worn off, and I was prepared for the disappointment that 
followed. I wasn’t me, and nothing meant anything. Who would have thought it could be so 
easy to walk away from a stable relationship with concrete plans for the future? I just wanna 
fuck. I got a sweat-smile emoji and nothing more from Massachusetts. I got an address from 
defense guy. 
 
I got off at the Taipei City Hall stop. I walked the rest of the way. It wasn’t just the 
skyscrapers with their glass facades, the number of luxury hotels and the oversized, 
omnipresent iPhone 16 ads that gave you the feeling Xinyi was a wealthy neighbourhood; 
more than anything it was the ground. In other parts of the city, the pavements, if they 
existed, appeared to belong not to the city but to the individual buildings, which resulted in 
different types of surface and steps between each section. They weren’t always linked by 
ramps. The ground was constantly intruding. Looking down was only very rarely rewarding; 
you might see a mosaic or colourful, smooth stone surfaces. But in Xinyi, it was all level. 
 I stopped at a fountain. Golden cubes spinning at different speeds as soon as water 
fell on them. I tried to make out a pattern, before a security guard slowly came up to me. 
 An avenue of palm trees led straight to the shopping district, where several mall 
complexes were connected by footbridges. I liked the apartment blocks with their forbidding 
facades, the lights of the non-stop ads; liked the anonymity that made an endless Liúlàng 
possible, a word from my childhood that I’d never looked up so it could retain the meaning it 
had for me.  
 Google Maps led me to an apartment block on a four-lane road. Next to it a café. 
Through the window I could see people with their heads resting on their arms, asleep in 
front of their iced matcha lattes. Others sat at their MacBooks. I saw no one talking to 
anyone else. 
 Before I went in, I checked the address on Bumble again. He was online. His lobby 
didn’t look dissimilar to mine. A concierge was reading a magazine with a dancer biting a 
violin bow on the cover. Artificial blood at the corner of her mouth. Drops on the white tulle. 
The concierge asked if he could help me. I gave him the name. He put down the magazine, 
picked up the phone and rang him.  
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After the morning meeting, two female students introduced themselves; they would be 
joining the ward as part of their block placement from now on. No one ever wanted 
students. The days at the hospital were long and the routine was constantly interrupted by 
last-minute transfers and unannounced new admissions. Most of the time we were 
firefighting. Reacting to emergencies we’d seen coming well in advance but couldn’t prevent 
from happening. 
 Yaling ran her fingers through her sleek ponytail, made eye contact with the 
consultant and nodded to the students. She always offered to help with things like that. I 
wasn’t sure if she found it fun or if it was about giving a good impression. With her, I 
couldn’t tell the difference between diligence and ambition. Or maybe it was both. Unlike 
me, she was carrying out research alongside her clinical work. It made her a better doctor, in 
the eyes of her superiors. The study phase was finished, and she wasn’t given time off to 
analyse the data and write the paper. As a rule, she was on the ward before I was and she 
stayed longer; sometimes she even slept there when she wasn’t on duty. 
 
On her rounds, the consultant led the students to each incubator, passing nurses, dieticians, 
occupational therapists and physiotherapists, and sometimes the parents as well. How often 
our patients had visits varied. There were parents who stayed around the clock; others 
hardly showed their faces. There were many reasons. Yaling and I took turns presenting the 
patients. Yaling went first. Lǐ Bóhàn was a classic case of respiratory distress syndrome in 
premature infants. He’d been born at 29 weeks, was now 7 days old, birthweight 1050 g, 
currently 1200 g. He was being given surfactant to help his lungs mature and was on CPAP 
ventilation; his oxygen saturation levels were stable, although he was showing signs of mild 
acidosis. The consultant interrupted Yaling to ask about the pathomechanism. Then she 
explained the ventilator settings. The importance of positive end-expiratory pressure and of 
the oxygen content of the air inhaled. What were the indications? Both the students were 
on remarkable form. They answered quickly, as if they’d just learned it off by heart. 
Preventing a collapsed lung or individual lung sections collapsing. Improved oxygen intake. 
What about complications? Now the response was more hesitant, but they complemented 
each other well. Lung damage caused by volume and pressure. Impaired cardiovascular 
system and kidney function. Lung, retinal and brain damage caused by oxygen toxicity. 
 The consultant nodded with satisfaction. The theory was easy to explain, but actually 
fine-tuning all these elements was considerably more complex, as countless other factors 
came into play alongside the issue of breathing. She explained that the latest ventilators 
incorporate machine learning to minimise lung damage, and that the hospital planned to 
invest in them. Their algorithms were significantly more precise than years of doctors’ 
clinical experience. 
 The nurse then took over. She was closer to the patients than we were. It was all a 
matter of managing secretions, she said, their ongoing nutrition and weight changes. 
Everyone was making a point of reporting carefully and in great detail this morning.  
 We went to the next incubator. A casual question on the way. Did the students know 
what the monitoring of Lǐ Bóhàn should look like now? They didn’t. Yaling took on the task of 
telling them. I looked at the time. Twenty minutes had already passed, on a straightforward 
case. One of the students asked why the next blood gas analysis would be done in six hours 
rather than five or seven. 
 ‘Línchuáng jīngyàn,’ I said. It sounded more impatient than I’d intended. I presented 
the next patient: Huáng Bīnyi. Binbin, as he was called on the ward, was one of my long-term 
patients. He was one of twins from a pregnancy cut short by premature labour and the 
waters breaking. He’d weighed 620g at birth; now he was just under 800g. His brother had 



 
© 2026 Luchterhand, a division of Penguin Random House Verlagsgruppe GmbH 9 
 

weighed 900g at birth, and was now in the intermediate care unit and in a stable condition. I 
listed Binbin’s complications, keeping it brief: respiratory distress syndrome. A brain 
haemorrhage detected by ultrasound, with no neurological symptoms so far. Developmental 
delays. A fever caused by an unidentified infection.  
 One of the students audibly drew in a breath. 
 ‘He’d fit in the palm of your hand,’ she said, her eyes wide. 
 Some people smirked at her exclamation. Then came a detailed question and answer 
session on the individual clinical symptoms. I saw my colleagues shifting their weight from 
one leg to the other. I saw the consultant noticing and carrying on regardless. When asked, 
she explained the SNSS2, a skin condition assessment score. It was particularly important for 
premature babies. Their epidermis was so thin it could scarcely protect them from 
infections. The little patients often had problems regulating their temperature and 
maintaining electrolyte and fluid balance. The student had a hand over her mouth. She was 
still preoccupied with how tiny this new person was. I wanted to follow my colleagues’ 
example and give a condescending smirk. We dealt with this on a daily basis, after all. By 
now it was gone nine. I estimated how long the rounds would take if we discussed 
everything in this much detail: twelve patients, twenty minutes each. Three hours was 
considered the absolute maximum for the rounds, and that included time for talking to 
parents.  
 We carried on. The students were now getting more confident with their questions. 
Back in Cologne, I would have been grateful to have a consultant like that. In my head I 
worked out how much longer I’d have to spend at the hospital today. Went through my to-
do list, cut short my lunch break. A half past eight finish sounded fairly realistic. As long as 
nothing came up. 
 ‘Novana.’ 
 The ward manager waved through the window. I made eye contact with Yaling and 
the consultant. It should actually have been Yaling’s turn. We had the same number of 
patients, but my cases were more complex. Neither the consultant nor Yaling responded to 
my unspoken request. We’d heard about the transfer at the morning meeting. From Ward 
14. An Australian baby. Emergency caesarean at 26 weeks. They always picked me for white 
patients. Yet I wasn’t even the best on the ward at English. 
 ‘Novana!’ 
 I smiled apologetically at everyone. 
 ‘I’m coming!’ 
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In Taiwan my name sounded softer, ‘uo’ instead of ‘o’, an English ‘w’ instead of a voiced ‘v’. 
‘Nuò wǎ nà,’ they said. ‘Novana,’ I corrected them, but the clarity between the syllables 
became indistinct when it was said out loud.  
 Novana, like the mid-section of a crossbow. 
 Novana, like a Finnish company producing vanadium, an alloying additive for steel 
and essential for forming colour pigments in coral tissue. 
 Novana, like travertine-effect tiles. 
 Novana, like white satin bed sheets. 
 
‘Why am I called that?’ I’d asked M., and she told me about a dream she had before she was 
even pregnant with me.  
 She told me about a piece of paper someone had pressed into her hand at a large 
station, surrounded by approaching trains.  
 Once she said quite casually, ‘I couldn’t think of anything. I saw you and I just strung 
syllables together at random. You didn’t remind me of anything.’ 
 
‘Nova,’ Sihan said; she pronounced it the English way, the ‘o’ drawn out: a name that began 
with a ‘no’. 
 Sihan. 
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Sihan had also been in the underground Taipei mall where the bright image of M.’s larger-
than-life body leapt out at me amidst the streams of people and the densely packed shops. It 
had been Sihan who held me together, Sihan who caught me with her body as I was falling 
apart, and watched as I became a child again. 
 
We’d only met a few hours earlier in a karaoke bar. Yaling had invited me. Apart from two 
colleagues at the hospital, I didn’t know anyone.  
 The walls of the box they’d hired had thick padding. Pink LED strip lighting ran around 
the edges of the room. The bench seats were covered in beige faux leather. Open bottles of 
beer and lemonade and a bowl of popcorn remains were on a glass table. Behind the low 
stage there was a screen where the music videos were projected. I felt neither excluded nor 
particularly involved and didn’t intend to sing myself. 
 ‘Hey.’ 
 The woman who sat down beside me was the only one in the room with dyed hair, a 
rich caramel. She was wearing glasses, a black jacket with little animal ears on the hood, and 
underneath, a low-cut top. 
 ‘Wǒ shì Sihan.’ She stretched out a hand to me. ‘Tīng shuō nǐ shì xīn lái de tóngshì?’ 
 I wasn’t that new here anymore, but I didn’t correct her.  
 She said she’d been a friend of Yaling’s for a long time. 
 I looked for my colleague in the group. She’d just picked up a microphone and passed 
the other one to Ben, who worked on the neonatal ward one floor below us. Sihan slid closer 
to me as people sat down next to her on the sofa. Soft teddy fleece against my upper arm. 
 ‘Tiger beer?’ 
 ‘Yeah.’ 
 She passed me her bottle and laughed when I hesitated. As she went to stand up, I 
took a big mouthful, even though I hardly ever drank. 
 Yaling and Ben looked great on the stage. They seemed to be enjoying it. I looked 
around the room; most people were singing along. Mandopop. Sihan was moving her lips 
too. Everyone clapped enthusiastically at the end, while the next song was starting. On the 
screen, dancers were being engulfed in a storm of silver confetti. Spotlights. Sihan stood up 
and went over to the stage; the lights were changing with the beat: purple, blue, red, pink; 
she missed her cue, laughed and nodded in time to the music, improvising moves from the 
video. It looked like she was having fun. Her voice was clear and steady, and sounded as 
though she was used to singing. Sihan smiled at me. 
 Afterwards she asked me if I’d liked it. And then the next song began; the transitions 
were seamless, and as quick as the previous one. I leaned in towards her so I could hear her 
better. Sihan wanted to know what sort of music I listened to. I started listing various singers 
and bands I’d used to like. As I was talking, I realised how long ago it had been. 
 I told her I simply didn’t have time for it anymore. She looked at me, and then I told 
her more than I wanted to. Said things I hadn’t thought for a long time, but which, in that 
moment, quite naturally took shape as words. 
 ‘Are you self-taught?’ 
 ‘Nǐ shì shénme yìsi?’ 
 ‘Well…’ she laughed. ‘Some things you say don’t quite sound natural.’ She looked at 
me questioningly for a moment. 
 She said that probably no one dared to correct me. 
 I didn’t react. 
 ‘I’m sorry.’ 
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 I was blindsided by her directness. I wondered whether I might actually have a weird 
way of talking and whether my colleagues were simply tolerating it rather than bringing it 
up. I’d spoken Mandarin with M. The rest I’d taught myself. Language isn’t something that 
just happens.  
 Sihan said she’d tried to learn a language by herself too, and it hadn’t gone nearly as 
well as it had for me. 
 ‘Nǐ de favourite song shì nǎ yī shǒu?’ she asked.  
 ‘Wǒ bù zhīdào.’ 
 ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ 
 She threatened to pick a song at random if I didn’t choose one, and she signed us 
both up for the slot after the next. 
 
I was feeling really warm as I stood there at the front. There was no reason to be nervous, 
but I was, all the same. I like the way you kiss me, I can tell you miss me, I can tell it hits, hits, 
hits, hits. The song was way too fast, my voice sounded thin, and the microphone barely 
picked it up. I looked over at Sihan. She didn’t know the lyrics but was singing louder than 
me. She hummed anything that was too quick for her. Not tryna be romantic, I’ll hit it from 
the back, Just so you don’t get attached. Sihan laughed and told me to sing louder. I 
managed to stay more or less in time by the third chorus, at long last. No one cared how well 
or badly I sang. By the time I’d finally got over my fear of looking ridiculous, it was all over. 
Afterwards, everyone clapped just as enthusiastically as they’d done for all the others. 
 
Later, I pretended I had to go in the same direction as her. On our way to the nearest metro 
station, we walked along the main boulevard of the NTU campus. It smelled of food being 
cooked and sold by the roadside. Sihan told me she’d studied political science there, very 
much against her mother’s wishes. 
 On either side were trees that looked as if they were entangled in their own roots. 
Sihan met my gaze. 
 Banyan trees, she said, and she told me that as well as the aerial roots there was an 
extensive root system underground that grew both outwards and downwards. I wondered if 
it was because those trees had experienced earthquakes. 
 When she was a student, Sihan said, she’d set up the magazine Táiwān zhī shēng. 
Formosan Voice. She’d loved the editorial work, even though it had mainly been unpaid. 
She’d liked the freedom, as well as the blend of culture and politics. But later on, she’d had 
the feeling that her resources should be put to better use. 
 ‘Kàn yīxià.’ 
 I stopped as she held out a picture to me. 
 A drawing of a blue bird with walnut-brown belly plumage against a mint-green 
background, surrounded by the magazine’s name arranged in a circle. 
 ‘Cute.’ 
 Her girlfriend at the time had designed the logo. Unfortunately, Taiwan didn’t have 
any good PR animals, she said, no pandas or koalas. It might have made certain diplomatic 
relations easier. 
 
The night market began beyond the campus. Sihan and I got some sweet potato balls, hers 
with chocolate sauce and mine without toppings. We ate them as we walked. 
 Sihan said I already knew her mother. 
 The rain started without any warning. Single drops that quickly became a downpour. 
We squeezed under the narrow canopy of a shop selling cuddly animal hats. People were 
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hurrying past us. Some covered themselves with bags. One man was holding a box over his 
head. The scent of wet tarmac and sugar. I skewered my last sweet potato ball. It was only a 
few metres to the station. Sihan ran off before I could ask what she meant. 
 
The display was counting down the last twenty seconds. I didn’t want to say goodbye, so I 
decided to keep going a little further with Sihan. 
 We were packed together in the metro carriage. Sihan let go of her handgrip to make 
space for someone else and she held my arm tight. Her hand on my skin. 
 Sihan’s mother was my consultant. I had to laugh when I heard that. Somehow, I 
couldn’t picture the two of them together. 
 ‘So I have to watch out what I say?’ 
 I couldn’t read her expression. 
 ‘Maybe.’ 
 The next stop was announced. Three more stations until Sihan had to get off. I picked 
up the conversation again and asked her about her work. Sihan was an editor for an NGO 
dedicated to factchecking. Taiwan, she said, was more exposed than any other democracy to 
foreign disinformation campaigns aimed at dividing society and undermining confidence in 
the democratic system – something which, by the way, was also happening in the West at 
the moment. 
 When the next station was announced, she asked me if I’d ever been to Ximen. I 
shook my head. I only knew Ximen as a place synonymous with nightlife and subculture. 
 ‘We could go there together?’ 
 She smiled, but said nothing. I changed the subject. It was easier to let her talk about 
her work and ask brief questions whenever there was a lull in the conversation. Her role 
involved constantly networking, promoting and publicising their service constantly, as well 
as prioritising all the posts on a daily basis. They didn’t have much time to research and put 
together a counterstatement. Ideally, the time between a post and its correction should be 
one hour; any later and it would be dramatically less effective. 
 Běimén zhàn. Beimen Station. 
 Sihan let go of my arm and made her way through the crowd. I followed her. Her hair 
was tied up loosely. At her nape there was the outline of a tattoo that disappeared beneath 
her jacket. She took the escalator on the left and, as she went up, reached out a hand to me 
without turning round. I didn’t have the nerve to reach out to her. We arrived at the 
mezzanine level, which merged seamlessly into the underground mall. It smelled of 
coriander, cinnamon and roasted meat. 
 Constant deadlines and lots of social media was how Sihan summed up her work. 
 ‘I’m not really a social media person.’ 
 ‘Well,’ she said, ‘can’t leave the platforms to the enemies.’ 
 ‘Enemies?’ 
 The front line had long since shifted, she said. You didn’t need bombs to start a war. 
Yet this war was so dangerous precisely because we could hardly see or feel it. Narratives 
and images that embodied a particular worldview were spreading across every online 
medium and denigrating anything that was Taiwanese. 
 Sihan had imperceptibly sped up. I had to take care not to lose her in the crowd. 
Restaurants were lined up together; most of them were full. 
 Bots were churning out fake news faster than people could process or question it, 
Sihan said. She sounded breathless. Not to mention cyberwarfare. 
 As Sihan spoke, there was an urgency in her eyes that felt as though she was 
referring to me personally. I looked away because I couldn’t bear their intensity. 
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 And then I saw M. 
 
‘Everything alright?’ Sihan asked, as we stood facing each other again once the hug was 
over, just an arm’s length apart. 
 The next moment, M. had vanished again. Her gaze, directed out to the world, 
conveyed a question. 
 Dì èr dāo. Táiběi Shìlì Měishùguǎn. 
 I couldn’t unsee the white writing across her body. 
 The Second Cut. Taipei Fine Arts Museum. 
 The exhibition was on until the end of April. 
 I blinked. An ad for a skin-lightening day cream, a young model’s face like cold 
porcelain. People on their phones walked past me. A few metres further on, dancers were 
practising their routines in front of a large mirror. 
 Just under three months left. 
 ‘Everything alright?’ 
 Sihan held me until I could stand on my own again. Until I could feel the world again, 
the force of gravity, the noise. 
 ‘Talk to me.’ 
 She waited. I shook my head. 
 ‘Wǒmen zài jiànmiàn ba.’ She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek; her lips were cool. 
 ‘Zàijiàn.’ 
 See you soon. 
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