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Nostalgia as a pathology was first defined in 1688 by the Swiss physician Johannes Hofer, who, as a young medical student at the University of Basel, observed its prevalence among Swiss mercenaries serving in the lowlands of France and Italy. For these hired guns, the condition manifested as fever, fainting, anxiety, insomnia, stomach pain, cardiac arrhythmia, and death, among other symptoms. The disease was taken so seriously that whistling one particular milking song called “Khue-Reyen” became punishable by death. So, for a while the disease came to be known as mal du Suisse.

These days I often find myself thinking about Hofer’s mercenaries, stalking through the lowlands with a permanent whistle in their ears. I like to imagine them as an army of Werther’s, yellow-panted and blue-jacketed, each clutching an identical, damp notebook in their breast pockets. When I first learned about Hofer’s study in my freshman year of college, I used to think that a band of hired guns was a strange sample to select for the scientific study of homesickness. Now, nearly a decade later, I think I understand. Only a mercenary could contract such a fatal heartache, because he is further from home than a regular soldier. He has cut himself off from the heart.

Since I relocated to Sydney three months ago, I have experienced many symptoms of chronic nostalgia. At night I lie awake listening to NPR podcasts. I have lost weight, which I am secretly thrilled about. I have become obsessed with, consumed by, the news in America.

Nostalgia also torments me during my waking hours. Sydney is perpetually flooded with sunshine, a cultural export of California. If I close my eyes while walking through the farmers’ market in Pyrmont Bay Park, the scent of strawberries and saltwater teleports me to the San Francisco Ferry Building Marketplace. Like a famous ex-girlfriend, America is everywhere I look, in the form of movie trailers, advertising jingles, franchise restaurants, and cereal boxes. Here is what I have learned: as an ex-American, nostalgia is as inescapable as gravity—not a perfect analogy, I am aware, since an American flag flies on the moon.

To protect myself from inflammation, most days I just stick to my apartment. For those of you familiar with Sydney, I live on the nineteenth floor of a new development called Opera Residences in Bennelong Point. The place came fully furnished after the taste of someone I knew well. It’s not uncommon for me to spend the whole day here in the living room looking out into the harbor, making coffee, and aimlessly jotting things down, like I’m doing today.



It’s not that I can’t go back to America, or that there’d be men in uniform waiting for me at the airport if I returned. It’s just that I no longer have anything there to go back to. To be clear, I’m not in Sydney to hide. In fact, I’m actively putting myself in harm’s way by being here because this is one of the only places in the world people know to look for me. But I promised myself I would stay until I finished this book and hopefully cured myself of nostalgia.

I say “cure” because the warmth of these feelings toward a country that never embraced me strikes me as suspect. How can you feel nostalgic for a place or person you knowingly betrayed? I’ve learned recently that my feelings, in general, should not be trusted. I started to wonder if this sudden flare-up of nostalgia was masking a more chronic condition, something deeply rooted I haven’t come to terms with yet. That’s when I realized that in order to cure myself of this disease, I needed to investigate its etiology.

To begin, here is something that you must know about California. Its allure is simple. For centuries, gold has drawn the Chinese to California like mayflies to lamplight. Like iron shavings to a magnet. We flooded into the ports of Jiu Jin Shan (Old Gold Mountain—what the Chinese called Herb Caen’s Baghdad by the Bay) first on barges, then on planes. After gold, steel. After steel, silicon. That brings us to the present. Remember: we’ve always been looking for gold in San Francisco.
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I don’t consider myself to be particularly spiritually attuned, but one thing I do know is this: if you want to really disappear, move into an ethnic enclave.

My adult home in San Francisco was at the corner of Stockton and Clay, in the upstairs loft of a Chinese restaurant called Club Mandarin. From the street, the Club Mandarin looked like an abandoned temple, with its portal-like moon gate and sloping double-eave rooftop resting on chipped red plaster pillars three stories tall. On the inside, twenty-five tables draped in faded white tablecloths dotted the vast dining room, ringed in by an ornate mezzanine on the second floor. There were usually no more than two or three families seated for dinner when I came home from work every day. Black-and-white San Francisco Chronicle clippings from the Mandarin’s golden era hung on the walls, evoking bygone days where the tables were pushed out to the perimeter to make space for a dance floor, and a band was stationed on the mezzanine. A tight spiral staircase tucked away in the back corner of the kitchen led to my loft, a nine-hundred-square-foot space with sweeping ocean views through five bay windows that I almost always blocked out with thick, light-proof blinds.

I don’t think it would’ve been an overstatement to call myself discerning. I subscribed to four different furniture magazines. I could (and did) spend two, three hours at a store in a single afternoon contemplating the slight difference between two nearly identical coffee tables. When it came to décor, I did not believe there were inconsequential decisions.

Here are some of the things that I had: a high-end Italian road bicycle I never rode, suspended perilously on the wall; a metallic, miniature replica of a Chinese scholar’s rock; three shelves of books from college; a GameCube; two different coffee tables; an aqua-blue Egg Chair designed by Arne Jacobsen for the Radisson SAS in Copenhagen; tarot cards; a brown leather Danish mid-century modernist sofa; an Indian tapestry; an ultra-high-performance La Marzocco GS3 espresso machine; a desk made from a single piece of California redwood.

The landlady, Madame Suyi, leased this apartment to me at $2,500 a month. The space, I am told, used to board eight or nine restless, hungry, fresh-off-the-boat kitchen workers at any given time back in the restaurant’s prime, before city officials shut the practice down. Unlike them, I’d arrived at the Club Mandarin’s doorstep not from the Port of Guangzhou, but Newark Liberty. This was my first and only home in San Francisco since I moved from New Jersey nearly five years ago. I remember how confused my friends and relatives were when they found out where I had signed my lease. Based on their collective grimace, they probably thought of me as some destitute street urchin from an Amy Tan novel. What they didn’t understand is my reasons for choosing to live in Chinatown were as conventional as could be. In real estate, people paid millions for vast lots and privacy hedges that protected them from wandering eyes and ears. In my view, it was much easier to simply pick a place where people wouldn’t be looking for you.



My usual Sunday routine involved pulling a double shot, putting on my sand-colored Bang & Olufsen over-ears, and booting up Samarkand.

Samarkand was the world’s most sophisticated online marketplace for hackers and those who needed their services. What set Samarkand apart was that all of the freelancers on the site had to pass a difficult timed coding challenge to register an account, and the challenge was constantly modified by an algorithm so there was no way to cheat. This weeded out the amateurs and obviated the need for bias-ridden human processes like job interviews. Statistically, it was actually harder to get approved to work on Samarkand than to get hired at Google. As a result, the user base was probably ninety percent psychos from the Indian Institute of Technology. All activity was completely anonymized, so you never knew who you were working for (or who was working for you). The site used a reputation system based on customer feedback, and an algorithm aggregated those reviews to set your hourly rate. I had accumulated a high enough reputation score to bill my time out at $150/hour, which was in the 99th percentile of all users. And since I worked approximately fifteen hours per week, my activities on Samarkand allowed me to effectively double my yearly income.

Not that I saved any of it. I was a single, twenty-six-year-old college graduate with no desire to own an apartment or start a family in the foreseeable future. So I spent as quickly as I earned—on DoorDash omakase; premium productivity-enhancing adaptogenic mushroom powder marketed on Instagram; a nine-piece Le Creuset kitchen set, even though I didn’t know how to cook; and a small but growing family of Bearbrick figurines in various sizes and skins that lived in my bedroom. I found a masochistic pleasure in depleting myself and refuting the frugality that had been drilled into me throughout my childhood.

This, of course, gets us to the question of why I didn’t just quit my day job and freelance full-time. I still haven’t sorted that one out. I’m sure it had something to do with American notions of maturity, Protestant work ethic, and whatnot. Maybe I was just keeping up appearances, something I’ve more recently discovered I have a talent for. Just the other day, I was reading about this guy from Los Angeles who is the face of a movement called Nomadic Lifestyle Design. He’s this twenty-nine-year-old white dude who “quit his boring corporate job” to run a twenty-hour-a-week “internet business” that gives him the flexibility and funds to shuttle between sandy Southeast Asian beaches drinking rum cocktails and bedding local women. I realized with a shock that in financial terms, I could easily manage a move like that these days. In fact, many similarly exotic isles were only a short flight from Sydney. But something about it—maybe just the decadence and escapism of it all—triggered my disdain reflex. As a principle, I believe it’s best not to run from reality. Unless it chases you.

Usually when I was “on the clock,” so to speak, I was wired because I found the work highly engaging. The night all of this started, I was working on a cryptography project for what I guessed was a prop trading firm. The job was intellectually complex, but the implementation was simple; once I figured out the broad strokes, it only took me an hour or two to get the code working. After I sent in the deliverable, I got a cold Trumer Pils from the fridge, put a record on, and waited. A few minutes later, the familiar Samarkand notification tone sounded from my laptop, accompanied by a five-star review and a credit in my Bitcoin wallet. I took a deeply satisfying swig.

That was one thing I liked about Samarkand. It was disruptive in this pure, almost utopian way—capitalism without the capitalists. There was no obnoxious tech monopoly looming over it collecting rents. Everything was decentralized so that the platform’s take rate–the gap between what the customer paid and what you got paid—was essentially a rounding error, just enough to cover the platform’s AWS costs. The work that would’ve once occupied the entire week (forty hours at approximately $60/hour) of a complacent, second-rate engineer was now compressed into a couple of hours and reallocated to a hungrier, more talented, and deserving candidate. This wasn’t even some problematic outsourcing arrangement like those mega call centers in Delhi and Mumbai where you were exploiting people for pennies on the dollar. Samarkand was a pure meritocracy—equal pay for equal work, and competition on the basis of quality and efficiency.

Which was all great. But Samarkand also maintained an active community forum for its freelancers, called SamarChat. Imagine Reddit meets Stack Exchange. Usually after I finished my contracting work, I spent the rest of the night wandering in and out of threads. There was a fair bit of “talking shop,” and I’d say about forty percent of the posts were about arcane topics such as how to write an optimal search algorithm or generate a topographical analysis. As a mod, I contributed frequently to these technical discussions. But I’ll let you guess what the most common topic of discussion was.

That’s right: dating. Perhaps because of the total anonymity offered by the platform, there was nothing that the average Samarkite loved to fixate on more than his (and I do mean his) relationships, or, more accurately, lack thereof. Page after page of agonizingly detailed personal narratives describing a pivotal moment in a Samarkite’s budding romantic life, tales of anxious struggle and epic humiliation. I loved consuming these narratives, for reasons I’d rather not spell out but that should already be obvious to the reader.

That night, I was reading a long post by a user called Soren387 titled “Why Asian Women Won’t Date Men from Their Own Race.” In a pithy thirty thousand words, Soren387 laid out his argument as follows: because Asian men were emasculated by the American mainstream and Asian women were hypersexualized, the latter often abandoned the former to climb the social ladder by dating white guys. Questionable stuff (and totally unoriginal), but the post was climbing to the top of the “popular” page. Suddenly, a ton of users I had interacted with previously started to comment on this thread, critiquing and praising the framework. I had never seen such a frenzy of activity on the forum before.

After a few minutes, the dopamine rush from my espressos and Samarkand sesh wore off. I suddenly realized it was only eight o’clock and I still had about six more hours to kill until I could fall asleep. I was thinking about boiling some water to make instant noodles when my laptop made a familiar sound. It was a Samarkand DM from someone I didn’t recognize, a user named viv798.


viv798: I think it’s about time for us to meet. Don’t you agree?



I clicked into viv798’s profile. There was no profile picture, just a status message that said, “On the run.” The account had approximately two years of activity associated with it—they’d been liking threads (including some of my own) dating as far back as 2016, but hadn’t made any posts of their own. I saw that viv798’s status bubble was green and sent a quick reply.


Who are you?

viv798: My name is Vivian. Do you believe in the possibility of a psychic connection?

What do you mean?

viv798: Through your work. I feel like I have known you for a long time. The way you think, the way you write, are beautiful.



Seemed sketchy. I took another swig of beer and responded.


What do you want?



The ellipses graphic showing that the other user was typing appeared, then disappeared, on the chat window. And then:


viv798: To talk. In person, as soon as you are able.

viv798: 415-910-7352. Leave me a voicemail. I want to know what your voice sounds like first.



Then she (or he, who knew) signed off. I stared at the screen for another couple seconds, then got a second beer from the fridge. I reread the conversation three times. Something about the cadence of the messages made me think of a blinking Morse code transmitter. Without fully understanding why, I saved the number into my phone.

I decided to go for a smoke. I floated through the restaurant dining room as invisibly as possible and slipped through the moon gate into the chilly evening. Turning at the corner into my usual spot, I ran into the same group of waiters from earlier taking a smoke break. They had their sleeves rolled up and bowties undone, the two flaps resting carelessly across the fronts of their shirts. Three of them were leaning back against the alley wall, the other two curled down in that particular squat position that seemed natural to many men of East Asian descent. From my position fifteen feet away I could make out the low murmur of Cantonese. The tallest man, Daniel, spotted me and nodded in my direction. I took my place in the alleyway and Daniel offered me a crumpled Lucky Strike. I lit up and inhaled.

My first ever cigarette was with these guys, about a month after I moved in. I ran into them by accident at the end of a long, lonesome walk around Sutter Street—I hadn’t really spoken to anyone since graduation—and after a split second of awkwardness, Daniel, whose name I didn’t yet know, held a single cigarette out toward me wordlessly in the alley light. I accepted it like a rescue line.

Now that I had joined them the linguistic register of the conversation shifted slightly from pure Cantonese to Chinglish. I didn’t know Cantonese—Chinese schools in Bergen County only taught in Mandarin—so I missed a lot, but the conversation, which unfolded over four or five cigarettes, seemed to be about how much each of the men had saved to send to their extended families in Guangdong, which American movie stars they would cut off a finger to have sex with (Halle Berry, Uma Thurman), Daniel’s plans of buying a motorcycle, Tony’s problems with his bingliang (ice cold) girlfriend, and Jeffrey’s idea to open a BBQ shop on Grant Avenue.

After about twenty minutes, Jeffrey snuck a bottle of house red out of the kitchen and we started passing it between the six of us. As the conversation flowed, my mind wandered back to the strange message I had received half an hour ago. I wondered if it was possible. During all the isolated hours I had spent writing code and posting it on the Samarkand message boards, I had always hoped that hidden somewhere in that digital vortex of upvotes and downvotes was a spark of genuine human connection. Hear me out. At the fundamental level, writing code is not so different from, say, building a cabinet or writing a poem. The creation bears the signature of its maker. So it was a craft, and thus like any craft, a foundation for human connection. The darkness of the alleyway and my waxing intoxication put my spirit in an expansive state. Did I believe in the possibility of a psychic connection? I certainly wanted to. I fixated on the 798 at the end of her username and pondered the mystery of those three numbers. An area code? I googled it: somewhere in Illinois. I imagined a blinking computer terminal hidden away in a darkened corn silo. I exhaled, and the smoke gave form to my resignation. For me, Illinois was as far as China. What I needed was proof or a sign.

The staff and I were on our sixth or seventh smoke of the night when my ex-girlfriend Jessica and her boyfriend Nick walked by. I had hoped that they wouldn’t notice me, but they did.

“Michael?” Jessica’s shrill voice rang out from across the street. I waved back awkwardly, hoping they’d sense my energy and just keep walking. Unfortunately she was now crossing to my side, dragging Nick with her.

“Michael, oh my God! I haven’t seen you, since, like, Lawn Parties my junior year! What are you up to?” Her face was tomato-colored, which usually happened after one or two drinks.

“Just working,” I said.

“Ha ha, do you work at a Chinese restaurant?”

“No, but I live in one,” I replied. Fuck. That didn’t sound as cool as I thought it would. Jessica frowned for a second and gave Nick a look, as if to say, is this some kind of joke?

“So yeah, what’s new with you?” I continued.

“I just started a new job! Was getting kind of sick of New York and wanted something more relaxed. Seriously, though, do you work here? Who are these guys?”

“No, of course not,” I said, taking a step away from my friends. “Actually, I’m working on developing cutting-edge autonomous driving technology.”

“Ooh! Self-driving cars! Love it. So where are you working these days? Google? Uber?”

“No, General Motors,” I said.

Immediately Jessica started laughing as if I had just told a hilarious joke, then stopped abruptly when she realized I wasn’t kidding. “Michael, you remember Nick, right?” she asked.

I looked at Nick for the first time since they came over. He was in my freshman dorm at Princeton and had put on a few pounds since his days on the lacrosse team but still looked tall and broad, powerful, and, above all, very proportional in his dark wool coat. Of course I remembered Nick, but I was equally certain he didn’t have the faintest idea who I was.

“No, actually, I don’t think we ever got to meet,” I said. I extended a hand.

“So, Michael,” Nick began. His voice had an annoyingly friendly, almost patronizing ring to it. “Do you really live here?”

“I do. In a loft on top of the restaurant.”

“That’s awesome, man! You know, San Francisco has such a big problem with gentrification. All those big tech companies just gobbling up all the land, putting Blue Bottle Coffees on every block. It’s really hard to find an ethnic neighborhood as authentic as this one just about anywhere anymore.”

Perhaps out of instinct I looked back at Daniel, Tony, and Jeffrey, who were still dressed in their authentic waiter uniforms, leaning against the cracked brick wall, covered in authentic graffiti. For some reason, they had put out their cigarettes.

“Hey, these are my friends Dan, Tony, and Jeff,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I shortened their names; they never did. Daniel gave them a short, awkward wave while Tony and Jeffrey settled for a stiff nod.

“Oh, cool. Nick is a social entrepreneur,” Jessica gushed. “His company provides microloans to low-income entrepreneurs in Oakland, the Tenderloin, and Bayview.” I hummed my approval in what I hoped was a slightly but not overbearingly condescending way—like “oh, how wonderful, good for you.” It pleased me that Nick’s social prowess at Princeton hadn’t translated to eminence in the real world; now he was a nonprofit nobody who’d resorted to “social entrepreneurship” as a sort of consolation prize.

“And he’s going to Stanford next year! Graduate School of Business. Which worked out so perfectly for us,” she added. An involuntary pang of envy flashed across my face before I could catch it.

“Anyway!” Jessica said. “Unfortunately we have to run, meeting some friends in the Marina. Jordan and Karim? Maybe you remember them, they were at Princeton too. In Cap and Gown. Actually, do you wanna join us?”

“No thanks. Work’s piling up,” I lied. A split-second frown rippled across her features, and I remembered how bad Jessica had always been at hiding her emotions.

“Well, how about dinner in the next couple weeks?” she asked, softening a bit. “With me and Nick, our place. I can cook.”

So they were living together.

“I don’t know, maybe. I’ve got so much on my plate these days…”

“Okay, okay. Just call me, alright?”

I nodded and Jessica came in with one of those awkward half hugs, her nose wrinkling a bit at the smell of cigs as she got close to me. Then Nick wrapped his arm around her waist and they walked off together. I turned around, ready to explain the whole thing to my friends, but when I looked back they were already gone, so I had a smoke by myself. Then I took out my phone, which was still on the screen with Vivian’s number saved, and hesitated. My thumb lingered over the CALL button, but then I put the phone back in my pocket.

So much for a sign.
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I just want to preface this by saying that I have no problem with brutally honest feedback. I’ve always thought of myself as someone who puts his craft above his ego. In fact, as I’ve already mentioned, I make a habit of uploading my work to online communities of credible experts and actively soliciting criticism. What does irk me, though, is when people who have no idea what they’re doing dismiss my work without engaging with it.

The morning after my run-in with Jessica, I waited outside my boss’s office for an important meeting. This was four days after our head of research, Alan, quit to go teach high school math in his hometown of Toledo. So now the position was open and I was, by any standard, his clear successor.

My boss, Lucas, was the junior VP overseeing the tiny twenty-person division of General Motors that employed me. Ours was a moonshot team working on the very early prototype (though “prototype” might be generous) of what was to be GM’s first self-driving car, and we called ourselves GMX, a code name so cringeworthy I’m embarrassed to repeat it here. Autonomous driving—it was the holy grail of engineering, the grandest worldwide technological competition since the space race. Every advanced economy in the world had a national champion in the arena—Google, Tesla, Baidu, BMW, Toyota, and us. General Fucking Motors. The Sick Man of Detroit.

Here are some numbers. In 2014 Google invested two billion dollars into a driverless car research center staffed by two hundred of the world’s brightest engineers. Baidu was backed by government money and had access to a pipeline of talent from the best universities in China. BMW had opened new research centers in Munich and Berlin, each with hundreds of employees.

Meanwhile, at General Motors, twenty of us sat in a second-tier corporate center in SoMa. Our shitty “SF office” was sublet from a much sexier, equity-rich(er) start-up, and we only had half of one floor; there was no escaping the penny-pinching Rust Belt ethic in our company DNA. There were no zero-gravity nap pods, shuffleboard tables, afternoon yoga classes, in-office massages, catered lunches, or any of the other amenities my generation of yuppies has come to expect from their high-tech employers. We still worked in cubicles. The odds were immensely against us, but in my mind (at least when I started) that was exactly the reason why we would eventually prevail and the foundation of my once-indefatigable hope. Like the Shire versus Mordor.

Only even Frodo had a Samwise to appreciate him, administer emotional support, and even help out with a few low-level tasks. At GM, I had no one. Obviously with the level of HR competition in the Bay Area, GMX had a difficult time attracting anything close to top-tier talent. The other engineers on my team were complacent, bumbling amateurs who’d struggle to assemble a LEGO Mindstorms set without supervision. They were a truly homogeneous, vanilla tribe—all married with families, each at least five years out of the Zone of Optimal Creativity and Disruptive Potential. I had always wondered how such ordinary people found their way out to the technology center of the world, until one day I heard that they had actually all been stationed out here, more or less voluntold for the new division, by Detroit. I imagined them somberly packing up their neat, midwestern lives in caravans and riding the Oregon Trail out to the Wild West.

Lucas: thirty-three years old, UC Irvine undergrad, Kellogg Business School. A four-year stint selling snake oil at one of those boutique consulting firms before latching onto the underbelly of the bloated whale that is General Motors upper-middle management like a lamprey eel. Lucas was one of those guys who looked like they learned how to dress from an article called “How to Make a Good First Impression” on eHow.com—the same cheap gray suit every day, a needy, brightly-colored tie, sometimes even a pocket square. His current role leading GMX in the remote satellite of San Francisco was to be his proving ground before being inducted into the corporate pantheon of the imperial capital in Detroit, like when the Chinese Communist Party sent Xi Jinping to govern the rural backwater of Fujian Province. To see if he could make something out of nothing.

As I paced in front of Lucas’s office, I couldn’t help but notice that my hands were shaking. The final push of preparation for this meeting had cost me three straight nights of sleep. My shirt was badly wrinkled and my hair was in even worse shape.

Still, I was more excited than nervous. I had delivered—via email, at four thirty that morning—what I had been working toward single-mindedly for the past year: a module that solved (more or less) one of the most difficult technical problems relating to how self-driving cars “see.” The module, my magnum opus, existed in the form of roughly 100,000 lines of heavily commented code, in a secure folder on the General Motors cloud. But because I knew that Lucas was, as they called it, a “nontechnical,” I had also included in the body of the email a three-thousand-word manifesto outlining my vision for the implementation of the program and the possibilities (technological, commercial, civic) that it opened up. No doubt Lucas was carefully studying the contents at that very moment. I thought it was pretty clear that my breakthrough would win him glory from the higher-ups and guarantee my own position.

I knocked on the door. “You may enter,” he said.

When I let myself in I found Lucas leaning back in his chair, hands folded across his lap, staring intently at a brand-new Newton’s cradle that he had acquired for his desk like some caricature of a corporate philosopher-king. He pretended not to see me, so we both watched the balls at the end of the cradle knock each other back and forth for an agonizing five seconds.

“Michael,” he said. “Thanks for coming in. Let’s get started.” He pulled a manila folder with my name on it from his drawer and reviewed the contents privately for about thirty seconds. Then, with a sigh, he put the folder back in the drawer, which made me tense up a little.

“The team appreciates your contributions this year and we’re excited to see what you come up with next,” Lucas said. “You are a reliable engineer who gets the job done. And like I’ve often said, Lord knows you work hard.”

I nodded, eagerly awaiting the next words.

“Alan mentioned before he left that he thought the stuff you were working on was going well. So, that’s good. Now, onto development areas.” Lucas took his steel-colored Oakley glasses off and leaned back in his chair. “Michael, do you know what the secret to GM’s success is?”

“Technology,” I said.

“No,” Lucas said, lifting his index finger. “No, Michael. Not technology. Culture. Values, a way of being with each other. That’s what sustains our success.”

I stared blankly while he kept his finger hanging for a dramatic pause. “You know, Michael, when I hired you out of college—Princeton, right?—four years ago, I knew you were something special. Smart as hell. I mean, you’re the only engineer in this office without a graduate degree. But at some point, Michael, you’ve got to realize that around here it’s not really about this computer stuff at all. To be a leader at this company, you have to live and breathe the culture.” Lucas got up from his seat, walked over to the whiteboard, and wrote CULTURE + TALENT = SUCCESS.

“This is something they taught me at Kellogg,” he said, pausing a little to let the hallowed name sink in, “and I wanted to share it with you. Now, what does culture mean? Let’s break this down.” He picked the marker back up and wrote CULTURE = LEADERSHIP + TEAMWORK + RELATIONSHIPS.

“Culture equals leadership plus teamwork plus relationships, Michael. Brainstorm with me for a minute on how you can improve in those areas.”

At this point he sort of paused, but I couldn’t tell whether it was one of those rhetorical pauses or if he actually expected me to say something. I didn’t know what to say. All of this babble about culture and leadership I thought was just HR boilerplate from the first week. It wasn’t real, like my code. So I said nothing.

“Okay. One aspect of your performance we think you can improve on is leadership,” Michael said. “For example, during our Monday morning check-ins, your voice is often missing from the discussion. I’ll bet you have some great ideas, so why not speak up more?”

“I think it could just be a matter of working style,” I said. “I see myself as having more independent work habits, which means—”

“Ah, but that’s just the thing, Michael,” Lucas cut in. “Actually, this gets me to my next point.” He tapped the word TEAMWORK with his marker. “We really need you to be more of a team player. We hardly see you during the day, but then we find out you’ve been here all night. I spoke with the other guys around here, and some of them don’t even know what you’re working on,” he said.

“Oh, I put it all in my memo to you this morning,” I said, “I’ve been developing a cloud protocol that combines input from existing vehicle-mounted cameras to create a highly accurate 3D map that outperforms LIDAR, all using 5G technology that should be readily available within—”

“Michael. Let’s not dwell on the computer stuff here, focus on the big picture with me for one second. Where do you see yourself in five years?”

I stared at the Newton’s cradle, which was now inert. “As a leader at GMX,” I lied.

“Ah,” Lucas said. “But you’ve got to realize, GM isn’t just a company, it’s a family. And what do families do?”

“Spend time together,” I regurgitated. Lucas nodded and tapped the word RELATIONSHIPS.

“That’s right. Let me tell you something, Michael, take it from someone just a few years older than yourself, succeeding here at this company is all about relationships. The little things matter. Friday happy hour. Playing in the fantasy football league. That’s where you nourish the relationships that are the foundation of your success.”

I imagined myself at the office happy hour interjecting with a comment that implied I didn’t fully grasp the mechanics of a fantasy football bracket. Before I could bring up the module again, Lucas sat back down and looked at me with his hands folded on the table.

“Alright then, it looks like I’ve given you a lot to think about. That’s about it, I believe. Do you have any questions for me at this point?”

I had to ask. I couldn’t just walk out of there without having asked, I could never forgive myself for that.

“Yes, sir,” I began. “I know that since Alan left at the end of last week, the Head of Research position is open.”

I waited. Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Yes, and?”

“I just wanted to put my name in the hat for that,” I stammered. “I’m not sure if you’ve had the chance to review the memo I sent you this morning, but what it contains is significant to the eventual resolution of what we identified as a big problem…”

Lucas interrupted me with a groan. “Michael, I like you, but you’ve got to get more serious with me. You’ve only been out of college for four years and now you want to be Head of Research? You don’t even have a graduate degree! This is General Motors, not seed-round Facebook. We have a way of doing things here. Besides, the position has already been filled—Sanjay will be taking over Monday morning.”

I opened my mouth to make an objection, but the words didn’t come to me.

“You know what,” Lucas added, a little more softly. “You should feel free to take the rest of the day off. Get some rest.”
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Later that evening, I waited in the Y Hotel’s cocktail lounge for Lawrence, my only friend from Princeton in the city, who was running late. After twenty minutes of sitting alone I started to feel self-conscious, then I noticed the “paintings” on the walls—high-resolution, low-luminosity LED screens that displayed digital oil portraits with subtly animated eyes that blinked and seemed to follow you around the room. Suddenly I remembered reading about this place in one of my interior design magazines. Even though sitting alone in busy social spaces always made me feel conspicuous and anxious, being able to attribute the cause of that feeling to something concrete in the environment somehow made me feel calmer on the inside.

At half past nine o’clock, Lawrence finally showed up. He squeezed my shoulder, recited some apology about a client meeting that ran over, and ordered us Negronis without asking what I wanted. The bartender seemed to know him. Then he started talking, about what exactly I can’t quite remember. It hardly mattered. Lawrence was an excellent talker and came from a long line of prominent lawyers in Hong Kong. He had that elusive thing called “polish,” a certain social and verbal finesse that made people enjoy conversing with him.

“I hope you don’t mind me saying you look a bit glum, Michael. What’s the matter?”

I weighed my desire for emotional support against my desire for Lawrence’s approval. “It’s nothing. Just some shit going on at work,” I said.

“I see. Stressful project? An important deadline coming up?”

“No, it’s not that. The thing is I feel a little underappreciated.”

“Now that I can relate to. Say more.”

I told Lawrence what happened at my review with Lucas and he listened with grave concern. When I finished, he ordered me another drink.

“Michael,” he said, “during your studies, did you ever learn the history of the transcontinental railroad?”

“Sort of—the one that the Chinese worked on, right?”

“Yes, that one. In the mid-1860s, during the aftermath of the bloody Taiping Rebellion, between ten and fifteen thousand Chinese workers from Guangdong Province set sail to California to work on the transcontinental railroad. The job was treacherous. The Chinese were often lowered down cliffs in man-sized baskets packed with explosives to blow tunnels into the mountain. Many died, but at $28 a month, life was cheap—and plentiful. The Central Pacific Railroad Company sent ships to Guangdong to scoop thousands more desperate young men straight off the dock. In the end, the railroad company saved about one third of the cost of a white laborer for each Chinaman they brought on…”

I noticed that Lawrence used the word Chinaman without flinching, even though he himself was Korean.

“And then they lampooned us in the newspapers, called us chinks and mongrels and the ‘yellow horde,’ forbade us from bringing our women into the country with us, eventually banned us from coming at all after we had served our purpose. Would you like to hear the punchline, Michael? The punchline is that we didn’t learn our lesson. Only now instead of Central Pacific, it’s Intel, Siemens, Microsoft, and Hewlett-Packard. Nothing’s changed, only this time what the Chinese who come to California are giving away for pennies on the dollar is the work of their minds, not their limbs. How many Asian guys you know were raised by brilliant, spineless deaf-mutes? Dad comes over with a suitcase and a foreign PhD in hard science. Lands right in an R&D lab and convinces himself that science is his only love, toils for thirty years with no promotions, no raises, keeps his head down, and never, ever asks to eat at the table. Does that sound familiar?”

I nodded discreetly as certain memories of my father that I hadn’t revisited in a long time flickered into consciousness.

“I’m an IP lawyer, Michael. I’ve had the opportunity to observe this phenomenon in the field. I can tell you the patents these humble scientists crank out are often worth tens, sometimes hundreds of millions of dollars. And they know it too, but they’ll never say a thing. So tell me, Michael, what kind of a Chinaman would you have been, if you had been born a century and a half earlier? A railroad Chinaman, or a gold field Chinaman?”

I scanned the room to see if anyone was listening, since Lawrence was being pretty loud. “Dude, what the fuck?”

“You heard me. Would you have panned under risk of life and limb for the white man’s gold, or quietly poured your sweat over his railroad? Would you have taken what you deserved or what you were given?”

“Of course I’m a fucking gold field Chinaman,” I whispered angrily. Instinctively, I looked around again; no one had heard me.

Lawrence gave me this amused yet somewhat approving smirk. “If that’s what you say. When’s the last time you were with an American woman?”

“I’m not sure, I can’t remember exactly—”

“We have our goal for tonight,” he said, directing my attention to two girls sitting on the other side of the lounge, a normal-looking brunette and an intimidatingly attractive redhead. They were about our age or younger, looking bored and sipping their espresso martinis. Lawrence led the way over and asked if we could join them. The brunette said yes immediately, while the redhead kept looking at her phone. We switched over to a four-person table and Lawrence ordered a bottle of Gusbourne Blanc de Blancs. Due to global warming, he said, the soil in certain parts of England is projected to become chemically similar to the soil in the Champagne region of France today, and in forty years we’ll all be drinking English champagne. For some reason the girls found this delightful and fascinating; even the redhead had stopped looking at her phone. It turns out the girls had been Alpha Phis at Rutgers and came to party at Princeton a few times every month when Lawrence and I were upperclassmen. “Where?” Lawrence asked, giving himself the opening to drop the name of the eating club he’d been a part of, which had its intended effect. When the brunette looked at me expectantly, I had no choice but to defer and felt my perceived relevancy drop. The girls and Lawrence continued to talk excitedly about parties they’d attended at Princeton—Gatsby at Cottage, Black and Yellow at Cap, Casino Night at Ivy—all of which I knew far too much about secondhand from Facebook pictures, which made it impossible for me to insert myself into the stories from a first-person perspective. Lawrence listened sympathetically as the brunette complained about the disrespectful “State night” party Tiger Inn threw in 2012, where they had everyone dress up in state school gear (she’d brought her entire sorority anyway), how mean and catty the Princeton girls had been to her sorority sisters even while they were all dressed in Rutgers hoodies and basketball shorts. I started to get the peculiar sense that although these girls knew that I went to Princeton, they didn’t consider me to be of Princeton in the same way that Lawrence was.

Lawrence was now focusing the entirety of his conversation on the redhead, forcing the brunette to reluctantly shift her attention toward me. When the bottle was finished, the suggestion to continue with a nightcap at Lawrence’s apartment in Pac Heights was floated and immediately accepted. He ushered us into an Uber Black that was somehow already right around the corner, me sitting shotgun, him with the two girls in the back. It faintly occurred to me as the unfamiliar intersections went by that this would actually be the first time, for the two years Lawrence and I had been friends in San Francisco together, that he invited me to his apartment.

The driver let us out in front of a wood-and-gold toned high-rise condominium at the end of a quiet street. Lawrence gave the doorman a discreet nod, marched us to the elevator, and pressed the PH button. The two girls were clearly excited that the PH button had been pressed and were now whispering to each other a bit too loudly. There was a ding and the elevators doors opened directly to the inside of Lawrence’s living room. We took our shoes off and changed into velvet house slippers, which changed the boisterous energy from the bar into something more subdued. I seethed with jealously at how exquisitely tasteful and Scandinavian his place looked. Nothing I’d never seen in a catalog; each piece of furniture seemed to have a distinct aura and personality. There were hundreds of books on shelves lining every wall as well as an impressive collection of contemporary East Asian paintings. During the tour, the redhead mentioned that she had studied art history in college, which pleased Lawrence immensely and set off a conversation about the John Singer Sargent exhibit at the de Young that apparently everyone except me had seen last week.

We reconvened on the couch in the living room. Lawrence disappeared to the kitchen and returned with four crystal glasses and a green bottle of Korean plum wine that the girls evidently found very exotic and charming. We all sat down on the couch and Lawrence started playing bossa nova, as if that was a normal thing to do. The redhead started talking about studying abroad in Barcelona and Lawrence responded with a well-received anecdote about the construction of the Sagrada Familia. Then, seemingly in the middle of a sentence, he took the redhead’s hand and they got up and started to slow dance. A total change had come over her previously lukewarm attitude. For a while I just stared at them; it was only a brief, annoyed look from Lawrence that made me turn back to the brunette, who was now anxiously sipping her drink and tapping furiously on her phone. I knew I had to ask her if she wanted to dance, or the mood would be spoiled for everyone.


OEBPS/e9781639366781/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		III


		IV


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236








OEBPS/e9781639366781/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366781/fonts/Creo-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781639366781/images/9781639366781.jpg
1/ A NOVEL






OEBPS/e9781639366781/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366781/images/title.jpg
THE
EXPAT

HANSEN SHI

EEEEEEEEEEEE
NNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/e9781639366781/fonts/Neutraface2Text-Demi.otf


