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What should I do once this story is told? Where should I go? I could go to the police and confess. I could visit a priest and confess. I ate a person. Is that a sin?
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Praise for Hunger


‘A feast for the literary senses.’


Anton Hur, judge of the International Booker Prize


‘Mesmerising. Inject it into my veins again.’


Irenosen Okojie, author of Butterfly Fish


‘Hunger cuts to the heart. Read at your own peril.’


Frances Cha, author of If I Had Your Face


‘A book as slender as it is profound. I was enraptured.’


Ling Ling Huang, author of Natural Beauty


‘A gutting, unforgettable ode to doomed love. Which is to say, all love.’


Henry Hoke, author of Open Throat


‘Hunger will consume you as you consume it.’


Dean Atta, author of The Black Flamingo


‘Hunger glistens with raw and primal romance. I could not put it down.’


Jade Song, author of Chlorine


‘A hefty work of creative genius.’


Barbara Zitwer, author of The Korean Book of Happiness
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HUNGER
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Will humanity last another thousand years?

If anyone reads this, I hope it’s a thousand years from the time of writing.
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I must live for an extraordinarily long time, long enough to witness the end of humanity – which is to say, I want to be the last human alive. That is my only wish.
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I wonder what will shock humans in a thousand years. What will they hate, fear, find humiliating? What will they criticise and mock? Who will they label crazy? Which stories will resonate with them? What will they desire? How will they define beauty and ugliness in a millennium? What about good and evil? Will money still rule the world? What will they eat? What will ‘humane’ evolve to mean? I want to believe that in a thousand years, humanity will be unrecognisable. No, I hope that in a thousand years, there will be no one left to read or write. Yes, I wish to be the last. That is how long I must hold out.
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How long ago was the Bible written? It’s been around two thousand years, right? Some are still comforted, moved, even enraptured by these ancient texts. And so they believe. They believe in stories of a child born without sexual intercourse and of a dead man coming back to life, tales that far surpass the wonders of rain falling for forty days or the sea parting in two … Faith is the key to grasping absurdity. The ultimate test happens when you’re faced with something that makes you want to cry out, But that doesn’t make any sense at all!

Have faith, and sense will follow.
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What I need is a resurrection, an immaculate conception. A miracle beyond the bounds of science and ethics. A thousand-year leap through time. I need Armageddon or eternal life. I need to lose my head. I don’t need to be human – I just need you.

Faith is what I need.
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What should I do once this story is told? What could I possibly do? Where should I go? I could go to the police and confess. I could visit a priest and confess. I ate a person. A human being. Is that a sin? They’ll do with me as they see fit. I could say whatever they tell me to say, go wherever they tell me to go.


To tell this story, and to live on: that is all I want.
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Gu died on the street.

He looked no different from a passed-out drunk.

I sat there, cradling him in my arms, waiting for dawn.

The wind carried the scent of new clothes.

My mind tossed and turned like an insomniac in the dead of night.

It’s going to rain.

What do I do?

Rain would be good.

No, not yet …

I stroked Gu’s hair, brittle and unruly down to his collarbones. A clump came loose. I examined it in my hand, rolled it into a ball and swallowed it whole. I couldn’t bear to lose any part of him. The night stretched on without a drop of rain. I did not cry; Gu did not breathe. Even with his lifeless weight in my arms, I couldn’t comprehend that he was truly gone. His physicality and the notion of death seemed to repel each other, like poles of a magnet. Had I imagined it all? Nothing felt real, even weeks after dragging his stiffening body back home.
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I knew you’d come.

I knew you would, and I waited for you. But I couldn’t decide when I wanted you to get here – before or after my end. You always complained that I never knew what I wanted, making you decide for me. And here I was, face to face with death and still figuring myself out.

I decided you shouldn’t have to watch me die. I didn’t want to leave you with a wound more painful and permanent than my absence. Besides, I had nothing more to say. Or so I thought. I convinced myself that, over the years, I had said everything I needed to. Even if I’d missed something, there was no need to speak it now. Some things are better left unsaid. I thought you knew me well enough to understand. But was I right? Had I really said everything I needed to say? No, who am I kidding? You should have been here, by my side. With my last breath, I realised what I had wanted all along.

I wanted to see you.

Not the old, weathered payphone, not some stubborn weed pushing through the grimy pavement. Not a lonesome cross piercing the foggy dusk. You were what I wanted to see. Do you even know that? Or can you not know because I never told you? The thought of you not knowing kills me. I died with thoughts of you, but without glimpsing you one last time. You should’ve come a little sooner. My final vision of this world should’ve been you.

I noticed the light pooled beneath a street lamp at the head of the alley.

I looked at it until my eyes drifted shut.

Dam will be here any moment now.

That light looks so inviting, so warm.

Warm like Dam.
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It’s not that I’d never thought about it before. Gu was always on the run, sometimes disappearing for days at a time. The nights he was with me, Gu collapsed from exhaustion like a withered chrysanthemum. An unspoken question hung in the air.

What if he dies first?

I resolved that, if it came to that, I would follow him. But what would become of our bodies, I wondered. Who would tend to us? A public servant would probably collect and dispose of us without giving a second thought to the kind of lives we led, what we meant to each other, the memories etched into our skin. They’d simply burn us like roadkill. Gone – just like that. I could accept this end for myself, but not for Gu. I would have to hide his body before taking my own life; that was my revised plan.

I refused to dwell on these dark thoughts. Then one day, when we hid in an abandoned house, scarred and split like an old oak struck by lightning, Gu broached the subject of death. Lying on his side, he pulled me close.

— Are you hungry?

I shook my head.

— Are you tired?

I nodded.

— Did you weep at your aunt’s funeral?

I held my tongue.

— Do you want to visit her?

Gu hadn’t been around when she passed away. I resented him for this, but ultimately decided against holding a grudge. Let bygones be bygones, I resolved.

— What will you do when I die?

The question alone made me want to cry. How cruel of him to ask.

— I’ll leave you enough money to cremate or bury me. Turns out even dying’s expensive. But you’ll have to keep it on the down-low, or else the fuckers will sell off my corpse.

I sat up to take a better look at him. His gentle eyes and handsome nose, his cute ears. His dry, flaky skin that I longed to lick clean. His sad pecs, nice bum and rail-thin legs. I caressed him all over. How could I ever burn or bury such a beautiful body? How could I let that happen?

— I won’t be able to do it, so please don’t die before me.

— I feel the same, Dam. But it will happen one day. Should I just disappear and die by myself? Would that be better?

— That’s the worst thing you could do. Why don’t we shelve this conversation and focus on everything we want to do together while we’re still here? Once we’re feeling better, we’ll joke about the morbid stuff and laugh off death like it’s nothing.

As I lay back down, Gu spoke again.

— If you die before me, I will eat you.
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I take back what I said about hiding his body before killing myself. A ridiculous idea that could only make sense while Gu was still alive. Hide him where? I couldn’t even keep him safe in life. And suicide? Idiotic. No, I have a better plan.

I will eat you, Gu.

I will eat you and live for an extraordinarily long time. I will outlive those who treated us as less than human. Even as they grow old, fall ill, die – until they are long forgotten and their bodies disintegrate into nothingness – I will live. I will carry your remains with me to the very end of time. You will die only when I die. I won’t follow you into death; I will have you follow me.

I won’t watch you disappear.

I will live.

I will live to remember you.
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Before I met my aunt, I lived with my grandfather. When he passed away, she gave up her life as a Buddhist nun in a mountain-top temple and came down to meet me. Neither of us knew of the other’s existence; his death brought us together.

So the aunt hadn’t known she was an aunt, and the niece hadn’t known she was a niece.

Auntie had no idea how I came into the world, or how I ended up living with my grandfather. Neither did I. Grandpa took his secret to the grave. I think he had meant to say something to someone, but death took him by surprise. So both Auntie and I remained in the dark. We got by on our wits, without knowing the basic facts and oblivious to our own ignorance. Some secrets are better left undiscovered. Thinking too much only messes with you and brings on headaches. You might end up questioning your entire existence.

After leaving the temple, Auntie got a job assembling products in buildings made from shipping containers.

— What did you make today?

— I made sounds.

This meant she’d made speakers.

— What about today?

— Scents.

Air-fresheners, obviously.

— And today?

— I made beauty.

Hand mirrors. It took me a while to get that one.

— What about this time?

— I made darkness.

Light bulbs. This one too I didn’t understand. I pressed her about this ‘darkness’, wanting to know what she meant, until she finally snapped at me. I burst into tears.

— Is it so sinful to not know something?

— Sometimes what you need is time, not an easy answer. The things you don’t understand now will start to make sense in time. Ignorance isn’t a sin, but impatience can be.

Stunned, I fired back:

— What if I dropped dead right this second? I’d die without knowing!

Her eyes widened in shock. We fell into a loud silence, probably thinking of Grandpa who symbolised death for us.

— Let’s not do this, Dam.

She sighed and turned away, but I wanted to keep talking. Conversation was my only outlet and means of expressing my love for her.

Back then, Auntie was the only person I loved. I poured all my affection into her hoping for the same in return, but she was always working. Putting food on the table was how she expressed her love.
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To suffer is to experience physical or emotional pain.

There can be no love without suffering.

Gu and I were in the same class for two years. I have no memory of our first year together, but when we turned nine, Gu began bullying me. He would steal my backpack, pull my hair, fling my school slippers across the classroom, scribble all over my notebooks and kick my chair. The torment was all physical; he never said a single word. If our paths crossed on the days I got a maths problem wrong or got left out, the days I watched the clouds bloom like flowers across a clear blue sky, I would quietly let a few tears fall. One day, Gu caught me crying and scowled. He fixed his gaze on me or something behind me, who knows, and then muttered something indecipherable. Was it ‘fuck off’, ‘for real’, ‘stop it’, or ‘sorry’? I spent the entire day micro-analysing those two syllables.

I didn’t hate Gu, my little tormentor.

I was just a little resentful.

A part of me longed to say something, but I could scarcely meet his eyes, let alone say his name. When he pulled my hair, I looked at him from the corner of my eye; when he flicked my eraser off the desk, I stole another glance; and when he kicked my chair, I simply watched him walk away. We turned ten without having ever called each other by name.

Gu lived less than ten minutes from me, meaning that we walked the same streets, swung on the same swings, soaked at the same bathhouse. Yet we rarely crossed paths outside of school. Still, I would look around, hoping to see him, only to feel an unfamiliar disappointment gnawing at my heart. One afternoon, by some twist of fate, I called in sick on the very day he too decided to skip school. We finally ran into each other in an empty alley, stopping in our tracks and smiling awkwardly.

— Why are you here?

— Why are you here?

Despite the interrogation, we were secretly thrilled.

Of course, this wasn’t our first encounter.

Neither of us recalled how we first met at eight years old, but we treasured our memory of the first time we called each other by name. I remember every detail: the languid sunlight of midday, the lilac-laced breeze swirling around us, Gu’s blue work jacket smelling faintly of coal briquettes. Why are you here? he had asked, wiping his palms on his trousers and kicking the ground as if trying to unearth my answer.

From then on, I found room in my heart for Gu and began to love him just as I loved Auntie. And they loved sharing my love.

Back then Auntie was making summer. I remember her telling me so.

What summer meant, I’ve forgotten.
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We became inseparable, indulging in sugar together day and night.

I went to Dam’s house almost every day after school. Without the pocket money to fund an afternoon snack, she would retrieve a bag of white sugar from the cupboard and carefully tip some into my cupped hands. Then we would sit against the kitchen sink, licking sugar off the tips of our moistened index fingers.

— What if your aunt finds out?

— Just say we got the hiccups.

Dam always had an answer.

Again and again we dipped our fingers into the sugar, until the day Dam bought us ice cream with money she’d found in her aunt’s trouser pocket. I didn’t ask if she had permission to go through her aunt’s closet. I instinctively knew we were stealing and didn’t want to embarrass her, but what if her aunt eventually caught on? Should I confess my part, or play dumb? I felt sick just thinking about it, and I didn’t have the heart to stop Dam. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel bad. Dam wasn’t a bad kid. She was my favourite person in the world, and I loved spending time with her. I wanted to do whatever she did, go wherever she went. I wanted us to be together without the labels of ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ – without deciding who was the better person.

Once a day we rifled through her aunt’s closet for loose cash. We were easily excited and easily disappointed. One time, I struck gold before Dam. She studied the note in my hand.

— Put it back. I’ll do it myself.

— It doesn’t matter who does it. It’s still stealing.

I’d never called it stealing before, and I instantly regretted it.

— Right. So don’t do it.

— Why?

— I just don’t want you to.

— So you can but I can’t?

We locked eyes.

— I’ll do it for us both.

— I don’t want you doing anything I shouldn’t do.

Dam snatched the banknote from my unsuspecting hand and returned it to the jacket. For a moment she glared at the pocket or sleeve, who knows. I wiped my sweaty palms on my thighs before awkwardly reaching for her hand.

We waited for nightfall lying side by side, our stomachs rumbling in protest. Before long, Dam’s aunt would return from work. Or my mum would call, summoning me back to my own home.
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The night came slowly, as if the last of the light was scrutinising us, putting us to the test.

We were in our twenties when I brought up our childhood habit of theft.

— Honestly, I hated lying to Auntie. I felt worse for acting innocent than the actual stealing.

Silence settled between us. Dam looked sad, probably remembering her aunt. My mind drifted to Noma. Maybe Dam was remembering him too. After Noma left us, we never spoke his name again. Maybe we just couldn’t. I wanted to ask Dam if she thought we were partly to blame. But had she asked me the question … I wouldn’t have known what to say. So I couldn’t bring myself to ask her.

Maybe, I thought, I’ll find out when I die.

Maybe all those questions will finally find answers.

But what do I know, really? Turns out we’re as clueless in death as in life. The only difference is the dead don’t agonise over the unknown. They know to leave some things alone. If Dam asked me now, about Noma, I’d tell her it wasn’t our fault. I’d try to ease her suffering.

The summer I turned nineteen, I stole again. A T-shirt from the neighbour’s clothes line. It was white, with the red Levi’s logo emblazoned across the chest, a stretched-out collar and yellowed armpits. I wanted it worn-in, to look like someone who had grown up in designer brands. I envied people who treated expensive clothes like leisurewear.

That was the only thing I ever stole.

Yet I somehow found myself buried in debt, owing money I’d never seen or touched.

I tried running and ended up here.

A realm of nothingness. A formless void without field, sea, sky – and yet, I can feel you. With every cell of me. I feel you, right here, but you are not here. Or maybe I’m not here? But I am. I am here, and so are you. And I am also not here, and neither are you.

Dam is here.

And here is a world without Dam.
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As the dark began to lift into the blue of dawn, I hailed a cab with Gu on my back. I kept an eye on the driver, making a show of attempting to wake Gu and sighing audibly. He played his part as a drunk passed out against me. I feared the driver might offer to help carry Gu to the front door, but naturally, he did not. After placing Gu inside our room, I set water to boil. I dragged a large plastic basin in from the backyard and scrubbed it clean. On colder days, Gu and I used to fill it with warm water and bathe together. We nestled, tenderly tracing each other’s backs and marvelling at the clouds of white steam blooming from our heads, shoulders and fingers.

— What if our bodies evaporate into thin air, like in that legend?

— There’s a legend like that?

— Isn’t there? Well, we can always make one.

The water would soon cool, leaving us shivering and our teeth chattering again.

Ever so gently, I undressed Gu and placed him in the basin. I, too, entered bare. Slowly, I washed him. And as I did, I held him. I feared I would scar him, with even the lightest touch dimpling his skin. I changed the water multiple times and rinsed him clean before patting him dry. I lay him flat and swabbed every inch of him with rubbing alcohol – the insides of his mouth, his nostrils, his belly button, all of it. I clipped his fingernails and toenails, and then swept the clippings into my mouth. I combed his hair and swallowed the strands that fell out. There was even less left of my little Gu now. I sat against the wall and looked at him. His body like a dimming candle.
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