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Late afternoon sun lanced through the windscreen, dazzling
him as the car careened off the crash barrier with a screech of
tortured metal. Lionel squinted, raising a hand to shield his eyes
from the glare. The steering wheel span through his fingers, the
scene strobing as light flashed through the superstructure of the
bridge. With a sickening lurch, the car veered back across the
carriageway and into oncoming traffic. He was suddenly surrounded
by a swerving, Doppler-shifted orchestra of blaring horns and
squealing brakes, and furious, terrified, frozen faces, scattering
before him as he slid.

*

As always, it was the dormitory lights flickering to life
that woke him up. The plugs of cotton wool he stuffed in his ears
to drown out the sounds of snoring, farting, and furtive, nocturnal
masturbation, meant he couldn’t rely on an alarm. Morning in the
factory began when the lights said it did. He cracked an eyelid,
saw some of his colleagues already trotting to the shower, and,
reluctant to commit himself to the day, let it close
again.

*

Onrushing yellow—a giant, steel stanchion studded with rivets
juddering towards him. I’m going to be
that guy everybody hates, he
thought. The asshole who crashes his car
and closes the 10th Street Bridge during rush
hour. It was the last thing to cross his
mind before the airbag punched him in the face.

*

Lionel woke up again, properly this time, as Lin Wei’s giant
foot made his mattress bounce. “Fang Jie! Wake up! I need to borrow
your phone! Fang Jie! I need to ring Li Yang!”

He hated having other peoples’ bare feet touch his
bedding—especially the giant, sweaty feet of Lin Wei. The fat
Hunanese carried on jogging the bunk up and down. “Fang Jie, where
is your phone?”

Lionel always slept with his phone underneath the pillow.
Theft was rife in the dormitories—as were requests to borrow
phones, made by men whose own numbers had been blocked by girls or
potential employers. Lin Wei had not been blocked though, Lionel
knew; he had just lost his, for perhaps the tenth time.

“Take your giant foot off my bed!” he demanded, groping under
the pillow for the handset. He waved it at the pudgy giant,
swatting away his thanks, and trying not to listen as the number
was dialled and a conversation began.

Closing his eyes again would be too risky. Besides, he
couldn't relax without his phone safely back in his possession.
Rubbing his face, he swung his legs out of bed and forced himself
to stand.

The room was full of tired, grimy men standing in line for
the trickling shower. Eight of them shared this cramped dormitory
room, and even without central heating it was unpleasantly warm.
The beige paint on the walls was speckled with mould and running
with condensation. Lionel opened the door into the corridor to
admit some fresh air.

The corridor, too, was crammed with men, most returning from
overnight shifts, filing, exhausted, to bed. The plant ran
twenty-four hours a day, divided into two shifts, with half of
every Sunday devoted to maintenance and cleaning. Lionel looked
forward to the cleaning shifts. Although gruelling, they were at
least a different flavour of monotony.

He joined the queue for the shower and took his turn under
the cold, splattering water. The fat droplets falling on his face
sluiced away the last traces of sleep and made him grateful for the
hot fug of the dormitory when he had finished. The factory bosses
did not want workers luxuriating in the showers, so they kept them
unpleasantly tepid.

In twenty minutes, it would be time to take his place on the
line. Some of the men would go in search of breakfast. He would
not. Breakfast cost money. Breakfast was an indulgence. The
super-living man had no need of breakfast, according to Doctor
Wang. Denial was an investment, and its dividend was success.
Instead of going to eat, he took his copy of The Super-living Man out of his bag
and sat down to read.

Super-living men cherished hard work, he read. To not take
pleasure in labour was to condemn oneself to either misery or
poverty. The super-thinking mind could find beauty and interest in
the mundane, indeed, benefited from the absence of superficial
distractions. Super-thinking workers were destined to
excel.

He thought ahead to his day on the line, and tried to summon
up some super-living enthusiasm. It was hard. It was impossible. He
put the book away. Maybe he should enrol for Professor Xhe's
Business Success Advantage Course instead. Cheng Li was a student
of his. Last time Lionel had met her, at a noodle bar midway
between their factories, she had taught him how to shake hands like
a professional, and how to tell for sure if a girl was interested
in him. According to her system, none of them were.

The five minute bell began to drone, leaving him scant time
to take his place on the line. Lionel was terrified of being late.
Not because of the hour's wages he would be docked for each
unpunctual minute—although that would sting—but because of the
humiliation of being singled out for chastisement in front of his
colleagues. Boss Shao Sung took latecomers off the line and recited
their shortcomings above the thunder of the machinery for all to
hear. Lionel knew the secret pleasure he took in overhearing others
punished in this way, but lived in dread of being subjected to it
himself.

Curious, then, he thought, as he scuttled down the concrete
stairs of the men's wing, how late he always left the dormitory.
The thrill of shame, of risking his reputation and his prospects,
of being at the centre of his co-workers’ attention while the
litany of his dysfunctions was read, was tantalizingly awful. Not
the outlook of a super-thinking mind, he suspected—not a symptom of
predestined business success.

He followed the green line painted on the dusty floor. Greens
were the lowest tier of staff at the plant, assigned to the
simplest roles and restricted to the green routes. Even Lionel
dared not fantasize of taking the gold or red corridors, not until
he achieved promotion to red grade, at least. Once he had proven
himself in assembly, he could apply for a red job on the main
manufacturing line. A red job, with a red dormitory, on red pay.
That would never happen if he got a reputation for being
un-punctual, though. He quickened his pace.

Two hundred people worked in his area making charging
cradles, and there were four other areas all making the same thing.
The glasses were made in Buildings One and Two. As a green line
worker in Building Four, Fang Jie was as junior as it was possible
to be. He pulled on blue plastic overalls and a face mask and took
his place on the line. As always, he was careful only to rest
against his stool, not sit on it. The Westerners had insisted the
line workers be given stools, but Boss Shao Sung would discipline
any who sat. Sitting made you lazy, as he liked to tell them. There
had been no stools when he had started on the line, so clearly
there was no need for them. A worker who sat would be fined and
probably slapped.

In front of Fang Jie was a half-assembled charging cradle,
left behind by a night worker. In one of the other rooms they
milled aluminium for the luxury chargers and carrying cases—the
worst job in the factory—but Fang Jie worked only on the standard,
plastic ones. A white bone of resin, elegantly rounded, with
discrete metal contacts on the top surface, this one still needed
to be wired to a plug, but looked otherwise complete.

Lionel was wary. Boss Shao Sung made them test each charger
in the socket by their benches. Some people in the quality
department had supposedly been electrocuted by badly made chargers,
in the past. Boss Shao Sung found that to be unjust. If anyone was
to be electrocuted by their products, he said, it should be the
idiot who made them. Lionel had not made this one, though. He did
not know whether to trust the internal wiring work of some
exhausted night shift worker, or take it apart and rewire it
himself.

The other workers were already busy, wielding screwdrivers
and pliers, snapping finished cradles together and tossing them
into the boxes to go for quality testing. This was the best part of
the shift, before feet began to ache and it got too hot, and the
air became so stale and humid it was exhausting even to breathe.
Lionel decided to chance it.

Quickly stripping wires with one hand, he assembled one of
the strange, American plugs with the other, the way he had been
taught. Feeding the bare wires into place and screwing the plug
together only took his experienced fingers a moment. Gripping the
charger in one hand, he slammed the new plug into the wall and
flicked the switch.

*

"… out of it. Query cranial trauma; facial contusions, minor
lacerations, no penetrating injuries. Blood pressure one-twenty
over eighty-five."

"Hey, he's awake. Mr Schultz? Can you hear me?"

Smell of plastic.

Taste of blood.

*

Ozone and burning hair.

He opened his eyes. Lin Wei was standing over him, shaking
his head with a grave expression on his jowly face.

"Never grip it, Fang Jie," he said. "Use your knuckles. If
you grip it, you can't let go. You are lucky. You flew back so far,
you pulled it out of the socket."

Lionel groaned and curled into a ball. Every muscle in his
body groaned with him. People would be staring at him, but he
didn't care. It hurt. He wanted to go back to bed.

Boss Shao Sung had other ideas. His days were spent circling
the factory floor like a vulture, looking for the sick and the
lame. Now, attracted by either the commotion or the sudden drop in
productivity, his preposterous, imitation-crocodile-hide cowboy
boots were crossing the workshop towards Lionel.

"Idiot fucker!" he shrieked, as soon as he was close enough
to guarantee being heard above the machinery. "What are you doing?
Are you trying to fry? Fry yourself on your own time, stupid idiot!
Fang Jie cannot wire a charger." he announced more generally, to
the others working at the bench. "Fang Jie has a child's brain. If
you want to be useless and an idiot, be like Fang Jie!"

He aimed a mild, frustrated kick at Lionel's midriff,
catching him on the back of the hand with the tip of his grotesque,
pointy boot.

"Get up, idiot! Two hours!"

Lionel rolled reluctantly onto all fours and struggled to his
feet as Boss Shao Sung marched away. So, he thought, as his
colleagues turned back to their benches: that was how it felt to be
the centre of attention. It was less of a thrill than he'd hoped.
To have two hours’ wages garnished was a high price to pay, as
well.

He threw away the defective charger he had inherited and set
to work assembling a new one. It was not difficult, but demanded
just enough concentration to keep him from a pleasant reverie. The
outer, moulded plastic parts arrived in boxes, and clipped together
to form the housings. Fitting of the contacts, ports, LEDs and
electrical components was done by hand, and involved solder and
screws. Lionel loved the smell of soldering, almost as much as he
loved the greasy aroma from the hot glue guns. Lin Wei had started
a rumour that the fumes could cause brain damage, which had made
Boss Shao Sung furious when he heard it. "You were already an idiot
long before you started work here, Lin Wei!" he had cried. "Perhaps
your mother soldered that foolish tongue into your
head!"

Lionel assembled sixteen charging cradles every hour.
Officially, it was expected that each technician, as they were
grandly known, would assemble 190 each day without overtime.
Unofficially, anything less than 200 was considered unsatisfactory.
Lionel used to worry that other people might steal completed
cradles from his output box. It was only later he reached the same
conclusion as everyone else: there was no point in cheating
yourself out of work because there was nothing else to do with your
time on the line.

Many of his colleagues listened to mp3 players while they
toiled. This was allowed. At least half of them would be listening
to some kind of English tuition. Workers who could speak or read
English had real career prospects in Wuhan. Lionel knew that few of
those trying would achieve any degree of fluency. English was hard.
He had tried to learn it himself and had been appalled by the alien
syllables and childish, minimalist notation.

The hours passed with only a short break for food: a cup of
noodles and an apple from the stall by the factory gates, eaten
alone in a crowd of chattering workers. The fresh air was more
welcome than the food or the company. Overhead, the sun glared down
at them, curdling the emissions of Wuhan's hundreds of factories
into a dense, brown photochemical smog, but for a few minutes the
faint breeze was restorative, and he was reluctant to trudge back
through the yawning doors of the plant.

Each charging cradle was an identical puzzle to be slotted
together, wired and fastened, the task almost, but not quite, at
the level of muscle memory. His mind could wander from the job at
hand, but it could not wander far. If being a super-living man
meant having to enjoy this woeful tedium, he finally decided,
Doctor Wang could fuck a horse's fart.

The hours passed: dismal, infuriating, and inescapable. The
passage of time was measured in completed chargers, at intervals of
two hundred excruciating seconds each. By the time the shift change
warning droned through the factory's vaults, his fingers were sore,
he was tired, thirsty, and bored to the point of
sedation.

He queued in the canteen for cold, soggy dumplings, then
stretched out on his bunk, intending to read. It was three more
days until he got paid, and he had no money to do anything else. He
tried to think of things to do with his few hours of freedom that
wouldn't cost anything. He could sleep, he thought, letting the
book tumble from his fingers. That, at least, didn't cost anything.
No matter how poor you were, there was always sleep.

*

The scrape of a chair woke him up. He lay quite still, and
listened: footsteps and muffled phones in the distance, gentle
murmuring closer to hand. He concentrated on the murmuring until he
could distinguish individual voices.

"… nice if you could spend more time worrying about your
father, and less time playing with your Viewgles."

"What? Why? The doctor said he's just sleeping. These are so
cool!"

"Well, I hope they were worth your Dad being in hospital and
his car being trashed. If you hadn't pestered him so much, he
might—"

"Come off it, Mom. I told him ages ago I wanted these. He
knew when they were coming out. He should have reserved
some."

"Or you could have saved up and bought them yourself. Did
that ever occur to you?"

"Oh, what, am I not even allowed birthday presents
now?"

It seemed like a good time to wake up and defuse the imminent
row. He groaned, to let them know he was awake and opened his
eyes.

The room swam into focus. White and peppermint green: not his
bedroom, then, a hospital room.

His heart was tracing repetitive doodles on the readout of an
ECG, vertiginous squiggles that at least looked encouragingly
consistent. The anxious face of his wife bobbed into his line of
sight—no, his ex-wife, he woozily corrected himself. His ex-wife
was peering at him with a touching expression of concern on her
face.

"Lionel? You're awake," she informed him. "How do you feel?
Want me to get a nurse?"

He tried to reply but managed only a guttural croak. She
frowned and poured him a glass of water from a carafe on the
bedside table.

"Here, drink this. Sam, go and get the nurse."

She raised the glass to his lips so he could drink while his
daughter left the room in search of staff.

"Just tell me you hadn’t been to Jordache's," she
demanded.

Jordache's was their favourite bar—had been their favourite bar, he
corrected himself again. Lisa had surrendered Jordache and its
regulars when they got divorced, not too reluctantly, since the
amount of time they spent there was one of her reasons for moving
out.

He shook his head and attempted again to talk.
"No. I was downtown to get Sam those glasses she
wanted. Had to go to five different stores before I found ‘em in
stock. Ah crap, I hope they aren't broken."

"They aren't. She's got them on now. They were by your bed
when we came in. The police must have brought them. Your car
doesn't look too great, though."

"What time is it?" He struggled into a more upright position
and wondered what the etiquette for this situation was. Could he
ask his ex-wife to get him coffee?

"Just gone eight. Sam wanted to drop by before school. We
were here last night, too, but you just slept through."

The door opened, and a young Filipino nurse swept into the
room.

"You're awake," he announced unnecessarily, grabbing Lionel’s
wrist and staring at the watch pinned to his chest, feeling for a
pulse. Lionel lay limp and obedient, like a kitten in its mother's
jaws. "I'll tell the doctor," the nurse
said, letting Lionel's hand drop and scribbling something on his
chart. "She'll be round soon. You're fine," he added as an
afterthought, closing the door behind him.

Lionel looked to his ex-wife for clarification.

"You're fine," reiterated Lisa. "Don't look so worried. Few
bumps and bruises where your head cracked the side window is all.
They thought you might have a concussion so they just let you sleep
all night."

"Mom…" Sam fidgeted and pulled a meaningful face.

"All right, darling, I know." Her mother sighed. "Sam has to
get to school," she explained. "I'll come back later."

"You don't need to do that."

She ignored his protests. "Well, you can't drive yourself
home. Your car's a write-off. I'll phone the ward
later."

"Thank you for my Viewgles, Daddy. They're completely sick."
His daughter bent down and kissed his stubbled cheek. "I hope you
get well soon."

Lionel found himself abruptly alone. He wondered if he was
supposed to just stay in bed until the nurse came back and decided
he was. He'd never actually spent a night in hospital
before.

He felt fine. Exploring his head with his fingertips, he
found a strip of missing hair centred on a row of knobbly stitches.
His hair was so thin these days he doubted he would miss it all
that much. His Steelers hat would cover it, anyway.

When he tried to recall the accident, he could remember the
car spinning out of control—the looming, yellow stanchion—but not
much else.

It had happened on the 10th Street Bridge. He’d driven all
over Pittsburgh trying to find the damned Viewgles Sammy wanted for
her birthday. The augmented reality glasses were excruciatingly
fashionable, their virtues extolled by breathless celebrity shills
and acres of overwrought advertorial commentary. Availability was
limited, so demand was stratospheric. As was their price, he
reflected. Worth it, though, for that kiss from his
daughter.

Had he fallen asleep at the wheel? He had a vague memory of
suddenly fighting to stay awake, of flashing lights and
then…blackness. His dream, as well, had been the most vivid he’d
ever had.

The most vivid and the most boring, he thought. Hours on end
spent putting together Viewgle chargers. It could only be some kind
of psychological hangover from the argument he'd had in the shop
when he went to buy Sam's. Some smarmy student journalist had
pushed a microphone into his chest and asked him to comment on
exploitative Chinese labour practices, and yelled something after
him when he pushed past. Having secured one of the last Viewgle
boxes from behind the store counter, Lionel had gone back to
him.

"I'll tell you what I think of exploitative Chinese labour
practices," Lionel had snarled, interrupting the kid's piece to
camera. "I think you and your friends could use some of them,
instead of spending all day harassing people in shops. Why don't
you ask your friend where his fancy-ass camera was made,
huh?"

He'd stalked out of the shop with his head held high, but he
felt pretty dumb about it in retrospect. That clip was probably
already on YouTube. He hoped Sam wouldn't see it.

The doctor showed up a few minutes later, glanced at his
chart, and shone a penlight in his eyes. After asking him questions
about headaches and flashing lights, she declared he needed an
EEG.

"The one we did last night showed some peculiarities. No
seizure activity that we found, but I'd like to see if it’s
returned to baseline. Then you can go home. I'll get someone to
bring you some breakfast."

He stayed in bed until the afternoon, waiting for his EEG
slot, replaying the accident in his mind. The idea of how much
worse it could have been was just starting to sink in. He
entertained a succession of morbid death fantasies, and spent some
time imagining his own funeral. Would Lisa cry, he wondered? Yes.
He was pretty sure she would, in spite of everything. Sammy would
have cried, for sure. He was going through the crowd from
Jordache’s, trying to work out who would show up and who wouldn’t,
when the porter came to collect him.

The EEG was a boring experience that lasted an hour. Lionel
hoped his insurance would cover it. Lights were periodically
flashed in his eyes while his brain scribbled arcane hieroglyphs on
a computer screen. In the end, they told him it looked fine and
that there was nothing to worry about.

Lisa was waiting for him when he returned to the ward. She
hated being kept waiting, and Lionel found himself apologising,
even though, for perhaps the first time ever, he actually had a
reasonable excuse for not being where she expected. She brushed it
off through gritted teeth, and waited for him to get
dressed.

It felt strange to be getting into the same clothes he'd been
wearing during the crash. He would have liked a shower, and a
chance to wash the dried blood out of his thinning hair, but that
would have to wait until he got home.

The journey back to his apartment took place mostly in
silence. Lisa wasn't in a communicative mood, now, without Sam
around, seeming more intent on driving at an unnecessarily
snail-like pace. Lionel realised it was a veiled,
passive-aggressive criticism. She obviously thought he must have
crashed due to his own recklessness. She would deny it though, if
he said anything. Deny it and give him that withering, pitying look
that made him feel like a child.

His post-divorce apartment was not far from the hospital, in
Shadyside, an affluent, artsy area of pleasant, Victorian avenues
on the East side. Lisa dropped him off at the door and sped off,
heading back to the family home—now a half-family home—in
Morningside, to the north.

He let himself in and headed straight for the shower to
sluice away the blood and grime. The seatbelt had left a bandolier
of livid bruises across his chest. He spent some time
experimentally prodding them, exploring the damage. It wasn't much,
he concluded. Not worth too much sympathy or attention from the
crew down at Jordache's.

Dressed in clean clothes and feeling altogether less like an
invalid, he put some coffee on to brew. Dealing with the insurance
company and the vehicle pound would take the rest of the afternoon,
he knew, and likely leave him tearing his hair out. He couldn't
face it just yet. Coffee first, and a little TV, he
thought.

A keening, full-throated scream filled the apartment, sending
him crashing to the floor.

*

He jerked instantly awake and lay petrified in his bunk as a
constellation of torches and mobile phone screens winked into life
around him. His earplugs were sufficient to keep out most ambient
noise, but not the anguished scream still echoing through the
residence block. He took them out to hear more clearly.

Some of his roommates were already rushing to the door, going
to investigate. There was no need. Lionel already knew what the
scream signified: another suicide, the third that month. At least,
by the sound of it, this one had died instantly. The last one had
survived his fall into the central atrium and lain there, screaming
piteously, for twenty minutes before succumbing.

Lionel had peered over the edge of the walkways himself, and
imagined launching himself into the void, dashing his body against
the concrete forty metres below. Safety nets were slung across the
gap, but it was evidently possible to climb across them and plummet
through the spaces in between.

Lin Wei had told him the suicides came in waves. "One person
kills himself and they start queuing up to copy him. It is as if
they are jealous of the dead." Lionel often wondered if their
ghosts walked the factory at night, murmuring ideas of death and
self-destruction into the ears of their former colleagues. The
thought made him pull his bedclothes higher, grateful he had
earplugs to keep out any such subliminal whispers.

Ghosts were not something Lionel took lightly. His
grandmother, back in Henan, had routinely terrified him with tales
of headless spirits and mogwai, of undead platoons of sadistic
Japanese infantrymen, and demons that could possess men’s souls.
She'd told him all about the restless souls of suicides and their
propensity for post-mortem revenge. The stories seemed faintly
ridiculous, there, in the heart of the city—but less so at
night.

The entire dormitory was awake, now, some people conversing
in whispers, speculating about who the suicide could have been,
others snapping at them to shut up and go back to sleep. Lin Wei
was rolling around above him, making the bunk squeak as he argued
with one of their neighbours.

“He must be dead. I don’t hear anything at all.”

“Maybe he got caught in the nets,” mumbled the neighbour, in a
voice thick with sleep.

“No. The scream went on too long. He definitely made it past
the nets. What do you think happens when you die?”
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