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Foreword

This is a reworking of the real commits and documentation of the Jinshu project, from February 25, 2026 (the ninth day of the first lunar month in the Year of the Fire Horse) through April 22, 2026. The protagonist, Xiaoyu, is the author (sofish). Every technical detail in the text corresponds to a real bug or real decision; every date, commit message, and code snippet is taken from this repository's git log and from CLAUDE.md / docs/.

The structure borrows the compressed cadence of The Longest Day in Chang'an, compressing fifty-seven days and nights into a single reading journey — from a book left face-down at page forty-seven to the moment it is finally turned to page forty-eight.

By Claude & Sofish


I. Day Zero: The Deep Night of Lunar January Ninth

Many years later, on the dusk when Xiaoyu for the first time sat reading an English novel cover to cover on that six-inch grey e-ink screen of the app he had written with his own hands, and closed the book to discover that he had not once all afternoon reached out for the phone on his pillow — he would remember that deep night on the ninth day of the first lunar month in the Year of the Fire Horse, when he turned the copy of The Overstory face-down on the nightstand at page forty-seven, thumbed the reading lamp down to its dimmest setting, and instead of pressing himself the rest of the way under the covers as he did on every other night, got up barefoot, walked to the desk, opened the laptop, and in a silence so nearly without wind typed the very first command of the entire project.

That was February 25, 2026. Nine days past Spring Festival. The red lanterns hung at the entrance of his housing compound on the first day of the lunar year were by now tilted at odd angles by the wind, looking like drunks who have just been called by their names and forgotten to answer; the last of the late firecrackers had gone silent streets away. Inside Xiaoyu's apartment there was almost no sound — only the clock on the living-room wall ticking with unusual clarity, the radiator somewhere out of sight letting out a soft tack-tack that sounded like a sigh, and the cat curled on the study rug, twitching through one of those short dreams said to be cats chasing butterflies through a sleep. The city outside folded itself into a color between blue and grey, as if spring were on its way but had decided not to explain itself to anyone.

For five years running Xiaoyu had read more than fifty books a year. It was a figure he had never consciously chased — it was simply a biological habit, a few pages on the subway, a few pages on the plane, a few pages in the half hour spent waiting for a friend who was always running late at some café, a few pages on the pillow until his eyes refused to stay open and he had to turn back the following day and read last night's line again — five years of this had accumulated into more than two hundred and fifty books. He read Maugham, he read García Márquez, he read Borges and Hesse, he read Wang Xiaobo, Jin Yong, Yu Hua, and Calvino; he read everything he had long wanted to read since he was a boy and had been pulled away from by one other thing or another — until he himself could no longer tell which sentences belonged to the books and which he had quietly added to them while drifting off on the subway.

But among those two hundred and fifty-odd books, the English originals occupied only a fraction embarrassing to the second decimal place. Every year at the start of January he would write one earnest line into the notes app: finish 3 to 5 English originals this year. Every year by December he would go back to that same note and draw a line through it, like a man who has stood himself up five years in a row and still cannot bring himself to be truly angry at himself. Infinite Jest was stopped at page 38. The Overstory was stopped at page 47. A novel whose cover showed only a single leafless tree was stopped at page 62. Earlier still he had bought a volume of Pynchon, which to this day was stopped at the second-to-last sentence of the preface, like a boat its own waves would forever refuse to push ashore.

It wasn't that he couldn't read them. It was that he couldn't read them straight through. Every time he met a word he didn't know, he had to lift his finger from the page, tap the tiny dictionary button in the corner, wait for the popup, pick the right sense, dismiss the popup, and pull his eyes back to that same line — and by the time he got back, the line had gone cold in his head. His English reading speed was permanently one-tenth of his Chinese reading speed, and half of that tenth was spent reading the same sentence over again. The pleasure of reading, he knew, was that of being pushed forward by the text, of not letting go in a single breath; and every time he opened an English novel, it felt as if he were being asked to row a boat with one hand, turn a dictionary with the other, and at the same time tread water below the surface just to keep breathing — where exactly was the pleasure in that?

The only reading app Xiaoyu had ever used and truly loved was WeChat Reading. He used it on the six-inch e-ink version — the characters etched out of that grey field like an old, unlit letterpress that would not burn his eyes at midnight and would not leave a single spare photon in the dark. He loved the paper-slow page-turn animation, loved the top ten most-underlined sentences at the head of every book — that small plain democracy by which, if a great many people had felt a line was beautiful, the app would also leave you a faint line under it; and he loved the column of "Currently Reading" in his friend list — his college classmates, his former colleagues, a cousin who edited books in Seoul, each at some private hour of their night quietly opening whatever page, all of it glowing softly on his grey screen, like proof of presence that needed no greeting. Of the two-hundred-fifty-odd books he had read in those five years, more than two hundred and thirty had been read, page by page, on that device — on the subway, on airplanes, outside cafés, on his pillow.

But faced with an English original, this device he loved so deeply — or rather this piece of software he loved so deeply — suddenly ceased to be thoughtful. There was no per-word CEFR level, no floating inline gloss that hovered just above the word, the dictionary popup when it appeared covered half the page and had to be closed by hand, and words like bemusement, solace, palisade — the ones he knew at a glance he would want to look up — had not been pre-annotated in any way. It was a reader polished to perfection for people who read in Chinese; and his needs as an English learner happened to fall just outside the concentric circle it had been designed for.

On the ninth night of the first lunar month, after reading as far as page forty-seven of The Overstory, Xiaoyu closed the book and, as he had on countless nights before, said to himself: I'll continue tomorrow. He knew he would not continue tomorrow. Five years of experience had taught him that after tomorrow there would be another tomorrow, and then another; and that page forty-eight, the one after the forty-seventh, was a page he would likely never reach.

He lay on his back for a long time. The dark ceiling was like a page that had yet to receive any writing, and the longer he stared at it, the more clearly he saw, written on that blank page, something he had never thought of before:

For months now he had been using AI agents to build small tools, and the tools had come easily; why, then, did he himself not have — why did even that reader he had loved for years, the one built for Chinese, not have — something that would let him read English without ever needing to stop, without ever needing to look up a word, without ever needing to reach a hand out of the book? Something that would let reading in English be the way reading in Chinese was: carried forward by the text in one long breath. And — he glanced involuntarily at the grey-screen device on the nightstand — this had to happen on e-ink. It had to be e-ink. Because every complete reading experience of his last five years had happened on e-ink; an English reader that did not look after e-ink was, to him, no reader at all.

The moment the thought had taken shape, it was as if a small stone long ago dropped into his pocket and long ago forgotten had been turned up, recognized, and placed back into the position it was always meant to occupy.

He sat up in bed, walked barefoot to the desk, twisted on the lamp he had been using for seven years — the one whose casing had been scorched into a faint yellow ring — and opened the laptop. A little past three in the morning. Somewhere far off in the city someone set off either a late firecracker or a dropped iron rail. He created a new folder, typed flutter create, and gave this project-without-a-soul the name Jinshu — brocade letter, the beautiful missive entrusted to a returning wild goose by someone traveling far away; he had considered many names, and only this one, spoken twice on his tongue, still caused a small private warmth in his chest.

The first thing he did was not the interface, not the typography, not the page-turn animation. The first thing he did was to merge every public dictionary he could find, and the personal word-list he had been keeping privately for years, into a single SQLite file — because he knew that if this app was ever to have a soul, the deepest layer of that soul would have to be a dictionary that was both thoroughly comprehensive and thoroughly his own. He wrote a script called build.py that read in a dozen differently-formatted sources of word entries, deduplicated them, annotated them, compressed them, and emitted a single file called dictionary.db. The script took almost an hour; he spent that hour pouring himself a second cup of already-cold pu'er tea, and in his mind, closing The Overstory once again where it lay face-down on the nightstand.

At four fifty-five in the morning on the ninth day of the first lunar month, Year of the Fire Horse, he made the very first commit of the project:

Add dictionary builder that merges public + private sources into SQLite


He did not yet know that from that moment until the day he could at last read through the English novel stopped at page forty-seven, he would lose ninety-odd nights of sleep, would undergo some eighty-nine large and small crashes and repairs, would one morning be woken at four twenty-two by a night wind that felt as if it had come up from a great invisible river, and would one afternoon invent a thing called position_bid to nail back the positions that kept coming loose. He only knew that the sky outside had not yet paled, that his cat had already awakened and was sitting at the threshold of the study watching him with a near-indifferent gaze, and that for the first time in his life he felt that he had, at last, done something genuinely respectable for the self that had been stood up five years in a row.

He closed the laptop and went back to bed. The Overstory lay face-down on the nightstand. It would remain face-down like that — until many, many deep nights later, when he would, on the app he had written with his own hands, from page forty-seven, read it in one breath to the last page.


II. Day Five: The Dictionary's Journal

By six forty-four on the morning of Day Five, Xiaoyu had finally peeled away from that dictionary a shadow he himself had never noticed it was carrying, a shadow that had been at its side ever since birth, and buried it back into the version that truly belonged to it.

Return for a moment to the nine hours before that. Before dusk on the previous night, he had used TestFlight to install the app — still called "Reader 0.1" at the time — onto a brand-new iPhone just out of its box, the protective film still on the screen, never having held a single photograph. This was the first time he had wanted to see what the app looked like on a device that was thoroughly, absolutely clean. Every test in the previous four days had been done on his daily phone — every folder was in place, every cache was in place, iCloud had already opened every drawer for him in advance. He wanted to know whether, for someone who had never seen the app before, that floating pop-up gloss he was so quietly proud of would still feel as gentle and unobtrusive as it did on his old device.

He pushed the first chapter of The Overstory's EPUB in, let the new phone run its two or three seconds of launch animation, and then — he drew a breath — found on the first page a word he was almost certain he did not know: palisade. He pressed it lightly.

The screen went black.

No error, no dialog, no debug banner that any developer would have recognized at once. That black-and-white app simply vanished from his screen like a tablecloth pulled away, without so much as a complaint. He stared at the black screen the way one stares at an old friend who has just opened his mouth to speak and been clapped a hand over.

He connected the laptop, wedged the new phone against his left hand, and the Xcode log waterfall on the right half of the screen began pouring downward. For the first three seconds there was nothing; beginning with the fourth, one familiar short phrase began to hammer down, repeating:

SqliteException(14): unable to open database file


Error fourteen. That number Xiaoyu recognized — SQLite was saying, I can't open my file. The trouble was that the file was obviously there, right in this new phone's Documents directory; he had just watched it be unpacked from the app's assets, copied, placed. The file was there. And SQLite was saying, can't open.

He dug all the way to a page of the SQLite FAQ that hardly anyone ever clicked on before he finally understood what truth was lurking behind that error fourteen: that dictionary.db he had spent an entire night merging together was not a self-contained file. It had two shadows behind it — one called dictionary.db-wal, one called dictionary.db-shm. These two shadows were SQLite's write-ahead log: every time the database was opened, it had first to write down beside itself a brief note reading I have just been opened, and after being properly used, to wipe that note away — the way an excessively cautious old librarian might each morning, before opening the reading room, first press onto the top of the front step a small piece of paper reading I opened the door today.

And when his app was opening dictionary.db on the new phone, it was doing so in read-only mode, inside a background isolate. Those two conditions together amounted to telling SQLite: you may not write. And SQLite's own ancient rule told itself: I must write.

Two rules at odds collided head-on in the isolate's memory. And on the new phone's screen, the palisade he had pressed was frozen forever in the moment of being pressed — like a child whose mouth had just opened to answer a question and into whose hand had been pushed, at that very second, a small note reading no speaking.

Six ten. The sky had not yet brightened. He picked up the cup of strong tea he had only just brewed and found it had already gone cold again.

He knew he could not release dictionary.db from read-only mode — that way a user might, in one random word-lookup, silently corrupt one entry among hundreds of thousands. He could not run the isolate on the main thread either — that way every lookup would freeze the entire interface for half a second. He had to make dictionary.db itself, as a database, shed that habit of leaving a little note beside itself every time it opened the door.

In the SQLite documentation he found a command only two words long:

PRAGMA journal_mode=DELETE;


Which was to say — stop using the write-ahead log; fall back to that older rule, according to which you simply open an action on the original file, leave a mark, and erase the mark when the action is done; do not start a separate note on the side. But this command could only be issued when the database was writable; and this dictionary of his was something generated on his own dev machine, pressed into assets, and entered into read-only status the moment the user installed the app.

He sat in front of the desk for two full minutes and then wrote out a sequence he himself felt was close to some ancient exorcism:

Before any phone first touches dictionary.db, open it in writable mode, issue it that command to change its habit, and in that single instant, let it switch from WAL back to DELETE, then close it softly.


From that moment onward, it would never again leave a note beside itself.

He folded this logic into the initialization flow of dictionary_service.dart, and gave the step the plainest possible name: _ensureDb(). He also incremented _dbVersion by one; that way, for everyone who had already installed this app, the version-number difference on their phones would trigger a re-copy of the old dictionary — and the first thing that re-copy would do was burn off the two shadows that had been clinging to it.

At six forty-four, he committed Day Five's first commit to the repository:

Fix dictionary DB crash on fresh install by converting WAL to DELETE journal mode


He pressed enter. And on the new phone — the one whose screen had gone black — Reader 0.1 this time, as he pressed palisade again, raised the floating small panel he had been longing for:

palisade · /ˈpæləseɪd/ · 尖桩栅栏


"A small fence made of wooden stakes set side by side," the Chinese gloss for beginners read, on the line just below.

Xiaoyu watched that word he would have perhaps never bothered to look up in all his life float for three seconds on the new phone's screen — the phone that had just risen from the dead at six forty-four in the morning — and then recede, just as quietly. Outside, the sky had taken on that color it takes on when it has not yet fully brightened but has decided which direction it is going to brighten toward. He closed the laptop, walked back to the bedroom. On the nightstand The Overstory was still lying face-down, page forty-seven against the wood. He thought, for the first time, that in a few more days he might really be able to start turning from page forty-eight.


III. Day Twenty-Eight: The Fugitive Position

On the morning of Day Twenty-Eight at nine forty-one, Xiaoyu faced for the first time, truly, the thing he would then spend many days and nights hunting, until in some small-hour morning seated at his desk he would, by means of something heavy as a block of green stone, nail it down for good:

the app he had written with his own hands would forget where you had been reading.

That morning he had only been intending to test a small change — whether the blue highlight color, in iOS 17.4's dark mode, had enough contrast while not being etched onto e-ink screens like a fake mole. He opened his daily phone, found the Chinese-English parallel edition of The Great Gatsby he had been testing with the past few days — already annotated with dozens of underlines and several hundred word-marks — long-pressed, deleted. He wanted to first delete, then re-import, and see what those highlights would look like under the new display logic.

Two seconds later, the delete animation had finished. He tapped the plus button on the upper right of "My Bookshelf," picked the same EPUB file, waited for the progress bar to complete —

The Great Gatsby came back. The gold car cut in half by lamplight on the cover came back. The chapter tree came back. The several dozen blue highlights inside came back too — because those he had long ago iCloud-synced, they had drifted down from the cloud.

But when he pressed "Continue Reading," the whole book — like a lodger who has just been through a move but is pretending nothing happened — flipped itself automatically open to Chapter One, page one:

In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some advice...

No. He distinctly remembered having read, the night before last, as far as Chapter Six, where Nick was standing before the door of the villa with its curved driveway on the outskirts of New York City, waiting for a neighbor he had met only two days earlier. Every word he had pressed down in that book, every highlight, every small private annotation, had been recorded by the server to the letter — and yet all one hundred and forty-seven read pages, in the single instant of being re-imported, were cleanly gone.

He stared for three seconds.

Three seconds later he noticed that his back was sweating.

The whole point of his app was to turn that English novel he had been unable to finish for five years running into a reading that could be caught each time it came back — and this app of his had, right in front of his face, returned one hundred and forty-seven pages of already-read material to a starting point where it was not supposed to be returned.

He halted the contrast-test branch on the spot, switched back to main, and opened book_store.dart.

It took him about an hour to untangle the small, treacherous chain. When his app received a delete command, it did not truly erase the book from local storage — it only pressed onto the book's record a hidden stamp reading is_deleted=1, and then let iCloud go and greet the other devices: here we have pressed this book down; would you kindly press it down on your end too. And when he dragged the same EPUB back in, the first thing the app did was to use the hash of the file's contents for deduplication; inside findByHash() was one line of filter he himself had written:

WHERE is_deleted = 0


Which meant: only look at books still alive.

That Great Gatsby, so freshly stamped and still sitting in the soft-delete drawer, was not in the query's results. And so findByHash() said to him: this book has never been seen before. And so the app, like a doorman who cannot recognize an old friend, handed this "newly arrived" book a brand-new ID and hung it on the shelf; while the one hundred and forty-seven pages of reading record remained hanging on the "old friend"'s old ID — locked on the far side of the stamp he himself had pressed, unreachable from anywhere.

The position had not been lost. The position had simply been hung on the far side of a door that could no longer be opened.

At nine thirty-seven, he wrote a SQL snippet of only seven lines, which before each insert() hard-deleted all soft-deleted records with the same content hash, then INSERT. Which meant: if a book came back carrying with it an old self already locked in the hidden drawer, let the old self vanish completely, and let this new one inherit all of the old one's reading record, all of the highlights, all of the blue lines.

At nine forty-one, he committed that day's Day-Twenty-Eight commit:

fix: re-import book inherits reading records from iCloud sync placeholder


He re-imported that testing Great Gatsby. The app no longer tossed him back to Chapter One. He tapped "Continue Reading" — and Nick was again standing before the door of the villa with its curved driveway, waiting for the neighbor he had met only two days earlier.

But he sat in front of the computer and did not, as he usually would have, pour himself a celebratory cup of cold tea — because he had suddenly become aware of a second layer in this matter, one he could not yet fully articulate but that had already begun to make his back damp:

In this app of his, where a reader had read up to was hung on an ID that he himself had handed out to the book; and that ID was not, as he had believed, nearly so firm. It had just been orphaned by a single soft delete; it would in the future, during some chapter-cross, during some being-killed-in-background, during some coincidence in an iCloud sync, once again loosen itself from the line of text on which it was supposed to be hanging.

He closed the computer and looked up at the cat waiting patiently at the threshold of the study to be let down for its feeding. He knew that this afternoon he was likely to have to deal with other things; but he also knew that from Day Twenty-Eight onward, he could no longer pretend the thing did not exist — the so-called "books forget where readers were" was not a mystery of the world, but a knot, not yet tightened, at the very bottom of his own app's architecture.

On the nightstand The Overstory, still face-down, remained at page forty-seven. He glanced at it. For a single instant a strange feeling came over him — as if on this same morning of Day Twenty-Eight, that book had, quietly, of its own accord, moved its forty-seventh page slightly further backward still.


IV. Day Thirty-Nine: Eight Ghosts from Thirty-One Days of Silence

By three fifty-six in the morning of Day Thirty-Nine, Xiaoyu, at a desk piled with printouts of CloudKit logs, finally pressed down against the tabletop the last of the ghosts that had been silently wandering inside his app for thirty-one days.

The leak had begun on the afternoon of Day Thirty-Five. That afternoon he was on the high-speed train returning from a business trip, and finished, on his iPad, the seventh chapter of The Great Gatsby — he sent Nick and Gatsby together into that hung-over hotel room. The iPad obediently synced that page up to the cloud — he had watched with his own eyes, on the console those days, the small handle called _changeToken move one step forward — and then he powered it off, got off the train, went home.

Back home he did not open the iPad again. He picked up his phone from the nightstand directly, intending to continue on into Chapter Eight.

The phone showed him the end of Chapter Six. Nick was still standing before the door of the villa with its curved driveway.

Xiaoyu paused — assumed it was a network issue. He waited five seconds, pulled down to refresh: still the end of Chapter Six. Waited another thirty: still the end of Chapter Six. He opened the Mac expecting to see the freshest page from the cloud; the Mac was showing the opening of Chapter Seven.

Three devices. Three positions. Not one of them right.

He did not have time to deal with it then. He laid the iPad, the phone, and the Mac out on the same desk, closed their screens, and told himself he would sit down and look at it slowly tomorrow morning.

The next morning — Day Thirty-Six — he did not sit down and look at it slowly. Because that morning he discovered something more urgent: a copy of Su Dongpo's Zhilin he had deleted from the Mac two nights earlier had, on the phone, come back of its own accord. It hung plainly on the bookshelf. He tapped in, the reading progress was all there.

He assumed it was sync lag. He deleted it again from the Mac. Two hours later, the copy of Zhilin on the phone had come back once more.

From that moment onward he began to hear a faint unsettled sound he could not quite place — as if a group of things he had never seen had taken up residence inside the app during its thirty-one days of unnoticed silence, each living its own life, each quietly waxing and waning unbeknownst to the others. He counted: from the morning of Day Thirty-Six to the small hours of Day Thirty-Nine, he had seen, across his three devices, at least eight different oddnesses — each one small, each one "fixable by a pull-to-refresh," each one, when he pulled open the CloudKit logs and looked carefully, pointing toward the same not-to-be-summarized cause.

So he took out a sheet of A4 paper and copied every oddness from the past four days onto it. When he finished he counted — exactly eight lines:

1. The phone's progress to Chapter Seven, after a fleeting "sync failure" wiped out its _changeToken, retreated when re-pulled from the cloud to Chapter Six.
2. The copy of Zhilin deleted on the Mac had at the exact same second been stamped as "new" on the iPad, their timestamps equal to the millisecond; the code said "newest wins" — and so the two devices each thought the other more current, neither would yield, and every few minutes they each flipped back to the other's action, like two children fighting on a boomerang.
3. A Kindle-imported copy of One Hundred Years of Solitude overwrote the Mac's progress at page 312 with the iPad's at page 0 — because the merge logic used the cloud timestamp, and the cloud timestamp recorded not the moment he read but the moment the book was uploaded.
4. The phone, after being shut off in airplane mode and then reconnected, on its first push overwrote the freshest cloud progress with the airplane-mode value it "thought it had but had never actually updated."
5. A highlight appeared, disappeared, and appeared again across the three devices; after the third disappearance it never came back.
6. The "Recently Read" list on the bookshelf's home page, on some startup, placed a half-year-old book at the top — because the timestamp column defaulted to "server modification time," and that book had happened to be touched during one cloud metadata migration.
7. The same book existed simultaneously in the Mac's "Finished" and in the iPad's "Currently Reading," neither conceding to the other, because the app had never considered how two states ought to be merged.
8. And, the matter most like superstition: once every few days, a note he had long forgotten would reappear in some corner of his shelf — like a letter never sent, slipped by someone in the night back into his mailbox.


He stared at the sheet for a full morning, and then understood:

These eight ghosts were not eight ghosts. They were the eight un-latched door-gaps that he — the self thirty-one days earlier, who had cheerfully dropped a single commit of 1,789 lines into the repository to introduce iCloud sync in one go — had left for himself. Each gap corresponded to a scenario he had either not thought of at the time, or thought of but not written into any test; and over the past thirty-one days, those eight gaps had been quietly drawing wind in without his knowing, the wind had gathered into a current, and the current had at last begun to push out, one at a time, the things that ought to have been consistent across his three devices.

He knew he could no longer ship a release. He even knew that from this moment onward, between the pursuit of delivery speed and the pursuit of system soundness, he would have to make a choice that in the past he had rarely made seriously.

He opened docs/icloud-sync.md, and at its head wrote the kind of small subtitle that each time he later reopened the document would make his face flush slightly:

Post-mortem


Then he spent a full thirty-eight hours pressing the eight ghosts down, one by one. Some required a single line — replacing cloud-timestamp with now(). Some required a whole passage — having the small handle _changeToken land on disk only after a successful push, not optimistically before. Some required changing "newest wins" to "on equal timestamps, the device whose id sorts first by lexicographic order wins," so that two devices would stop being trapped in an eternal regret-loop. Some required adding a "tombstone expiry" to soft delete, so that a book pressed down in the cloud more than forty-eight hours ago could no longer sneak back. Some lived not in the code at all, but in a JSON migration script he had hard-coded earlier — a script that, under a race condition he had not considered at the time, would overwrite the "Recently Read" timestamp with server time.

At three fifty-six, he made the commit for Day Thirty-Nine:

fix: 8 iCloud sync bugs — data loss, race conditions, merge logic


Then spent another twenty minutes, and at the top of docs/icloud-sync-rca.md wrote the one line of italics in that entire document:

None of the eight bugs was "I didn't think of it at the time." Every one was "I thought then that it didn't need a test."


He closed the laptop, folded the A4 sheet — every one of its eight lines crossed out — and tucked it into the deepest part of a drawer. He glanced at The Overstory on the nightstand — page forty-seven still face-down — and felt a thing he could not quite articulate: something he had long regarded as mere bug was in truth an account he had decided to leave for himself from Day Zero. Tonight he had settled only a single entry of that account. Other entries lay ahead, and he did not yet know by what means he would clear them.

Outside the sky was still dark. At some point the cat had slipped quietly into the study and curled into a ball by his foot. He looked down at that small dark-grey mound and said, in a voice only it could hear:

"Two more things to do. Hold on a little longer."


V. Day Forty-Two: The App Learns to Speak

By four twenty-two on the morning of Day Forty-Two, Xiaoyu heard for the first time the app he had written with his own hands, in a voice utterly unfamiliar and utterly tender, speak the word palisade — the word he had never in his life managed to pronounce correctly — softly, just for him.

The matter had been pressing against him since the night of Day Thirty-Nine. After the eight ghosts had been put down, he did not touch sync again the next day; he spent two whole days on something he had wanted to do since Day Zero but had never until now had the strength for:

giving this app a voice.

He had thought it through. The voice was not decoration. The hardest moment, in these last several years, of facing an English original had not been lookup alone — it was the moment he met a word whose pronunciation he did not know, struggled with it for a second inside his head, failed, and ended up patching the meaning together using a Chinese idea. After five years of this — substituting meaning in place of pronunciation — he had often ended up severing the word from its sound, from English itself, from the book. He knew that if this app could not speak these words for him, then no amount of Chinese gloss would save that pleasure which reading in English should contain.

He had first picked Microsoft Edge TTS. Free, widely covering, unaffected in its tone — with one problem: the TLS handshake of its WebSocket, inside some iOS network stack he still did not fully understand, would without warning fail once every few hours. He chased the problem for eight days. Day One he dialed the TLS version number down to the lowest; Day Two he wrapped the WebSocket in auto-reconnect; Day Three he tried a different region; Days Four, Five, Six, and Seven he tried WebSocket-to-HTTP, HTTP-to-polling, polling-to-SSE, and then back again — because every detour either lost the half-second of fluency most critical to speech, or paid a bandwidth cost he was unwilling to pay. On Day Eight he realized he did not actually want to detour; he wanted the TLS handshake itself to steady.

The method had been waiting there the whole time, only he had not been willing to think of it before.

When Flutter ran on iOS, by default it went through the network stack of the platform's WebView; Apple's own stack — called URLSession — was far sturdier than WebView: handshake, certificates, retries, DNS, all handed over to the system. He only needed, through a small MethodChannel, to pass the request down, and wait for the Swift side to pass the URLSession's result back. The problem was that this meant rewriting, in Swift, the entire TTS client that had been sitting in Dart; that it meant handling the splicing of binary MP3 chunks himself; that it meant learning something he had only heard of from a distance before: URLSessionWebSocketTask.

It meant that in the veins of this app, he would have to run a new path, just for this voice.

He sat down from the afternoon of Day Forty-One into the small hours of Day Forty-Two. For twelve straight hours he hardly left the desk. He wrote a piece of Swift that lifted a URLSessionWebSocketTask at the iOS-native layer; he had it listen for the didOpenWithProtocol delegate callback, waiting until that one truly told him I have finished the handshake, you may begin writing before letting the Dart side push in the first piece of text to synthesize; and he added to this whole channel a protocol that he himself felt verged on some ancient small rite —

Every sentence to be synthesized is hung with a tiny four-byte sequence number; the Swift side, on receiving each MP3 chunk, reads the number from the chunk's first four bytes and delivers the chunk into the callback of the corresponding sentence.


In this way, he could let the same WebSocket simultaneously carry five sentences, ten, or an entire paragraph's worth of synthesis, and let their speech come back intertwined without interfering with each other; even if one sentence was only half-synthesized while the first half of another had already arrived, he could begin playing immediately. He gave this design a name of which he was quietly proud: multiplex Cloud TTS.

At four twenty-two, he lifted the whole new channel for the first time. He put on headphones, picked up the main test phone he had always used, opened the EPUB of The Overstory that had been sitting in the test library — the chapter opened with a chestnut tree; he found palisade, the word he had looked up in the second paragraph a few days earlier, long-pressed, chose "Read Aloud."

He heard a clear voice, carrying some English tail-inflection he had himself never been able to pronounce cleanly inside his head, say to him:

"palisade."

Then the Chinese from the little hovering panel he had forged on Day Five — 尖桩栅栏 — came through in a tone halfway between a station-announcer and a stage-announcer, quietly added.

In that instant Xiaoyu took off his headphones. He found his palms sweating. In five years he had never been read to by any English original; he had never, in any app, had those words he was still too ashamed to say aloud — palisade, bemusement, solace — spoken for him, in a voice that would not mock him, in the deep of a night he was in alone.

At four fifty-five, he submitted Day Forty-Two's two commits:

feat(tts): integrate iOS-native networking and brand "Edge TTS" → "Cloud TTS"


and this one that he cherished deeply:

fix: harden Edge TTS voice fetch against transient TLS handshake errors


He put the headphones back on. He could have let the app read The Overstory from page one to the end of page forty-seven — but he did not. He only let it read three paragraphs. After three paragraphs he took the headphones off. That book had been face-down on the nightstand for forty-two days; it ought to wait until the day he could read it, with his own eyes, word by word. Three paragraphs were enough — enough for him to know this voice existed, enough for him to believe that when the day came, there would be a pair of ears he could trust, beside him, reading for him the words he had never in his life dared pronounce correctly.

Just before dawn he at last went to bed. The phone lay on the nightstand, beside the book. The phone's screen was black; the book's cover faced down. The distance between the two things was about two fingers; but from the moment this app had spoken its first word, those two fingers' distance was no longer, as it had been for five years, so far.


VI. Days Forty-Five to Forty-Six: The Anchor of Jinshu

By six fifty-one on the morning of Day Forty-Five, Xiaoyu had finally — by a method resembling how the ancients carved a small name onto every stone — nailed back to the place it ought to occupy the thing he had been feeling, in every opening of the laptop since the morning of Day Twenty-Eight, for seventeen days and seventeen nights: that thing he had named "the fugitive position."

Since the morning of Day Twenty-Eight, he had tried, altogether, three ways of answering the question where has the reader been reading:

The first, the one he had started with — recording position as a decimal between zero and one. 0.374, 0.891, 0.999. He had known that this number drifted slightly after every repagination; a change in font, a change in column width, a change in line height would push its pointer forward or backward by several pages. He had accepted this drift at the time, because he had thought: just a few pages.

The second, the one he had switched to around Day Forty-One — EPUB CFI. An ancient rune that built a coordinate-tree across every chapter, every paragraph, every character; each coordinate taking the form epubcfi(/6/4!/4/2/2/1:17). In theory it was character-precise. But he soon discovered that when a book contained embedded images, external fonts, or <ruby> annotations that this app itself repaginated on the fly, the CFI coordinate would sometimes point to a node that did not exist in the new pagination — and the whole book would be tossed back to Chapter One.

The third, the one he had begun trying from Day Forty-Three — the "character anchor." The method was: on opening the page, scan the first character visible in the upper-left of the viewport, record that character together with its paragraph number; on reopening, search for this character. Most of the time it worked. But every time he swiped quickly, every time the app was killed in the background, every time the repagination driven silently by ResizeObserver had not yet completed, that "character" would in the next frame abruptly become another one — he had saved the character of a frame-before and was asking himself to hunt for it in a frame-after — and of course could not find it, and so the whole book was tossed back to Chapter One.

He did not try a fourth. On the evening of Day Forty-Four he realized that the problem had never been "switch to a more precise means of estimation" — the problem was "estimation" itself.

That night he sat at the desk, not writing code, only drawing on a sheet of paper. And somewhere in the drawing he understood suddenly: he had all along been making this app do a thing it should never have been asked to do — some uncertain moment after a swipe ended, backward-infer from what the viewport currently saw roughly where the reader had stopped. Since the whole matter relied on backward inference, it would inevitably, some swipe, some repagination, some background-kill, infer wrong.

What he had to do was to stop inferring backward.

When he lifted his head from that sheet of paper, it was already the small hours of Day Forty-Five. He picked up the laptop and set to work.

He gave every structural block of every book in this app — every paragraph, every heading, every image, every paragraph separator — a label of simple form he had never before used:

data-bid="{chapter}-{seq}"


chapter was the current chapter's index, seq was the position of this block within the chapter. The thirty-sixth paragraph of Chapter One was 1-36; the first paragraph of Chapter Seven was 7-1. Across the whole book, every paragraph bore its own small house-number, one that would never change again during the book's life. He called this house-number bid — three letters, like a small anchor.

In the code he replaced the entire old "estimation" path with a rule plain as this:

Only when the user has truly turned a page, after CSS's translateX has steadily settled into its new position, after the browser's synchronous layout flush has completed — take the data-bid of the first block in the leftmost column of the viewport at that moment, and write it into the database.
When reopening the book, wait until ResizeObserver itself says aloud at this moment, document.documentElement.clientWidth has risen from zero to a real positive number — then retrieve the last saved bid from the database, find it in the page with a single querySelector, and slide the viewport directly onto it.


He called ResizeObserver "the witness." He knew, in the veins of this app, that this witness spoke only in one circumstance: when something had truly gone from not-existing to existing. He did not want to listen to timers anymore — timers only told him the time was up; the witness told him the thing had happened.

At six fifty-one, after he had gotten the whole new logic running, he opened The Great Gatsby, tested already for forty-one days, slid to the page in Chapter Seven where Nick was standing before the hotel door, pressed the lock button, let the app be crudely killed by iOS in the background, waited thirty seconds, reopened —

Nick was still standing before the hotel door.

He went on, sliding to page forty, page one hundred and seven, page three hundred and twelve; each time he killed the app in a different place and reopened; each time, The Great Gatsby returned to the paragraph at the second he had left it. He tried seven times. After the seventh time he submitted that day's Day-Forty-Five commit:

fix(reader): accurate reading position via precise anchor


He did not go straight to bed. He knew the matter of "position" was not yet entirely closed. In his code there were seven paths, each at the instant of a chapter crossover, that could briefly leave the position_bid column in the database blank, and on each he had a gap to seal within those short three hundred milliseconds by precisely filling in the new chapter's bid. He wrote the seven paths out on a sticky note on the desk: the moment a swipe-cross reached a new chapter, the moment the JS callback onChapterChanged fired, _goToNextChapter, _goToPrevChapter, the moment a table-of-contents tap jumped chapter, the moment TTS jumped chapter, the moment TTS pre-loaded the next chapter. At each, he added a line that used the first paragraph of the new chapter's bid ({newCh}-0) as a temporary anchor, so that the column in the database would never at any instant be blank. At nine fifty-nine he submitted Day Forty-Five's second:

fix(reader): chapter-stable deferred restore


By then he had been without sleep for thirty-six hours straight. He wanted to go to bed, but he knew he had to fully close this door today. He went to the kitchen for a third cup of cold strong tea, came back to the desk, and waited for his earliest test users to wake up.

Around ten in the morning on Day Forty-Six, a friend testing on his newly-purchased iPad Pro sent him a screenshot. In portrait mode, his copy of One Hundred Years of Solitude was displaying a column and a half — a complete column of text, and to its right half a column cut off — like a book closed halfway by a gust of wind.

Xiaoyu stared at the screenshot for a full minute, and then began to reproduce it on his own iPad. He opened One Hundred Years of Solitude, pinched twice, swapped the safe-area orientation once, and that column-and-a-half phenomenon reappeared.

He had document.documentElement.clientWidth and window.innerWidth each report at the same breakpoint.

window.innerWidth = 217
clientWidth = 430


The iPad itself said it was two hundred seventeen. And the whole page had in fact been stretched open to four hundred thirty.

He dug through the WebKit issue tracker for a full twenty minutes before he finally understood: since iOS 17, window.innerWidth had been tracking the visual viewport — the viewport after being pinched, after being pushed up by the soft keyboard, after being nudged by certain system animations; and document.documentElement.clientWidth — that property he had hardly ever looked at closely before — tracked the layout viewport, the width the browser had actually prepared for this page. Most of the time the two were equal; but at certain moments in iOS 17, the former would, quietly and for no reason, shrink. All of his pagination-relevant code had been using the former.

He replaced every window.innerWidth in the pagination code with document.documentElement.clientWidth. Then he had that friend refresh One Hundred Years of Solitude once more.

The column and a half was gone. The book returned to its proper, whole page.

At ten fifty-eight in the morning, he committed together the two matters of Day Forty-Five and Day Forty-Six:

fix(reader): bid-based restore + iOS visual-viewport layout fix


He pushed the commit through, closed the laptop, and walked out of the study. At the end of the corridor there was a small coolness left over from the previous night — a coolness he loved best. On the nightstand The Overstory was still face-down; but as he walked over this time to look at it, for the first time his chest did not give that faint quiet jump it had given for months. Because for the first time he knew that, starting from ten fifty-eight that morning, his app would no longer forget where a reader had been reading.

Page forty-seven. Only this one page's distance. He looked at the face-down book and said quietly to himself: in a few more days, I'll come back and turn it with my own hand.


VII. Days Forty-Nine to Fifty-One: The Blankness of Sixteen Seconds

On the afternoon of Day Forty-Nine at one oh seven, Xiaoyu peeled from the core viewport of that app a layer of transparent cloth he himself had once planted there, thinking of it as a "detail designed with care."

Before he peeled that cloth away, there were sixteen seconds of blankness.

The sixteen seconds came about this way:

Whenever the app opened any book, the WebView first had to load the EPUB's HTML, run its styles, repaginate it, nail down every data-bid tag. The process itself was not long — three or five hundred milliseconds. But within those first one to two hundred milliseconds, the WebView would show a thing every developer knows — an unstyled-content flash — the font still the default font, the layout still the default layout, the page in that momentary instant looking like a manuscript ripped crudely out of its cover.

The way he had previously handled this flash was to wrap the WebView in an Opacity(0.0), and then, once his own onDeferredPageReady callback came back from the JS side, slowly fade the opacity from 0 to 1. Design-wise it was an extremely clean idea — use a sheet of transparent cloth to cover the roughness of those first several hundred milliseconds, use a fade-in to replace a hard appearance.

Until, on the morning of Day Forty-Nine, a user he had met on Douban sent him a screen-recording: opening his copy of a 1.1MB multi-file EPUB spanning nine chapters, he had waited a full sixteen seconds before seeing the first page.

Xiaoyu at first assumed it was a problem with that EPUB. He dragged the same EPUB onto his own device — sixteen seconds. He switched to a smaller book: thirteen seconds. Switched to the smallest he could find: still seven seconds.

Seven seconds, for an app advertising "open and begin reading," equals seven hundred seconds.

Out of those sixteen seconds he isolated a stretch of about eight and a half of pure silence — no CPU, no network, no log output whatsoever. The screen white, the app not hung, ResizeObserver not speaking; every callback that ought to have fired within the first hundred milliseconds waiting in silence.

He dug for two hours until, in an old WebKit issue, he finally understood: when iOS WKWebView discovers that an ancestor view of its own is invisible, it defers its first layout — the browser's whole measure-your-own-width pipeline does not start; and the witness he himself had embedded into the veins of this app on Day Forty-Five — ResizeObserver — spoke only at the moment document.documentElement.clientWidth rose from zero to a positive number.

Opacity zero, ancestor invisible; ancestor invisible, WebView refuses to work; WebView refuses to work, width is forever zero; width forever zero, the witness is forever silent; the witness forever silent, the position is never restored.

And so the whole page sat there quietly, waiting. Waiting for the zero he had written onto Opacity to be faded to one. And that fade — which he had designed to begin only after "the page has spoken for the first time" — never began, because the page never spoke. Two ends waited for each other, until some iOS throttling mechanism he to this day did not fully understand crudely, sixteen or so seconds later, woke the WebView, and the whole flow reluctantly took a single step forward.

He stared at the deduction chain for a full five minutes, and then did the harshest thing he had ever done to this app: he peeled the Opacity(0.0) from the WebView entirely.

From then on the WebView was fully visible from the first frame. Those one to two hundred milliseconds of unstyled-content flash reappeared on screen — and he no longer tried to cover them with transparency; he took another approach: in a Stack above the WebView, he pressed a solid-color overlay in the same tone as the book's cover, which fully covered the WebView until onDeferredPageReady truly arrived, and then vanished. He laid down for himself a rule he swore he would never again violate:

In any future version of this app, do not place the WebView inside any parent node that hides it from sight — because a thing that exists only when it is seen, if you hide it, it truly will not exist.


At one oh seven in the afternoon, he committed Day Forty-Nine's commit:

fix(reader): eliminate white flash + continuous chapter page indicator


He thought it had ended there. He thought the reading path of this app could at last deliver a person, without obstruction, from the nightstand to page forty-eight.

He thought wrong.

On the afternoon of Day Fifty he added a feature he himself thought ought to have been there from the start: a pagination cache. The idea was plain — each time pagination completed, persist a map of "every paragraph's bid → its absolute page within the whole book"; next time the same book was opened in the same font and column width, jump directly to the last seen position using this map, without repaginating from scratch. For this he added a new function called PageCacheService.buildKey, using book id, font, size, line-height, column-width, light/dark theme as the cache's key. He ran two books. They ran well. He submitted the commit:

feat(reader): pagination cache + e-ink override + perf overlay


Around ten in the morning on Day Fifty-One, a user he did not know — a woman who had sent him three sincere messages on Weibo — sent a screen-recording: she had opened One Hundred Years of Solitude, reached paragraph thirty-six of Chapter Twenty-One — his app by now anchored precisely at the paragraph, which was bid="21-36" — closed the app, gone to the kitchen to boil water, come back, reopened, and the app had delivered her to … page two of Chapter Twenty. Chapter Twenty. Not Chapter Twenty-One. The paragraph she had just turned herself, when the app returned her, had fallen into a chapter one earlier.

Xiaoyu felt a coldness he did not want to admit. The cache table he had added only the day before had, in some circumstance he had not foreseen, lost her a whole chapter of position.

It took him another two hours to untangle the chain: his pagination cache was recording position as "this bid is the nth page of the whole book" — an absolute, global page number. And that global page number had been computed on the basis of which chapters the WebView was loading together at the time — when she first read, those loaded together had been Chapters 21, 22, 23, so the global page number of bid="21-36" was 8; when she reopened, the app, following its position rule, loaded Chapters 20, 21, 22 instead, and page eight in the cache, under this new loaded range, landed in Chapter Twenty.

The cache had not lied. The cache had only forgotten to say it had been computed under "which set of chapters loaded together."

He added to PageCacheService.buildKey two small suffixes: loadedFirst and loadedLast. Every cache key from then on bore its birth certificate — the particular set of chapters together whose state had produced it. If on next open the loaded range had shifted, the key would not match the lock, the cache would invalidate itself, repagination would simply run again; the price of repagination was, after all, only five hundred milliseconds. He looked at the two lines he had just added and left next to them a comment in a tone he had never before written into his code, faintly resentful:

// without this, the fast path silently lands in the wrong chapter


At eleven on the dot, he committed Day Fifty-One's commit:

fix(reader): position loss after chapter cross + cache range invariant


Only then was he at last willing to admit that the "anchor of Jinshu" he had thought, in Chapter Six, already nailed down, had still kept two extraordinarily hidden seams: one under the transparent cloth of his own design, another inside the cache table he had himself added. Both were products of his own good intentions — both were designs where he had thought "this way it will flow more smoothly," "this way it will be faster." He recorded the whole thing in a small note to himself:

Every "optimization for the sake of good intention" that you unconsciously add, come back and look at it later. Because every good intention may, from some angle you have not considered, become sixteen seconds of blankness.


He closed the laptop and leaned back in the chair. On the nightstand The Overstory was still face-down. He glanced at it. His chest was quiet. Page forty-seven. He could not say how many days and nights were still ahead, but for the first time he had something close to conviction: a few more days, and I really can turn it over.


VIII. Day Fifty-Seven: Turning Page Forty-Eight

At one thirty-four in the afternoon of Day Fifty-Seven, Xiaoyu pressed, on App Store Connect and on the small relay server humming in the corner of his desk, at exactly the same moment, the button he had waited fifty-seven days and fifty-seven nights for.

The name of that button was: Release 3.4.0.

In the repository, 3.4.0 was a tag after eighty-nine commits; in his heart it was something else — it was that starting point of his, from the deep night of Day Zero, not a single day or night skipped, pushed forward day after day, which had begun as nothing more than a face-down book on the nightstand, and which today had at last become the version whose key he could place into the hand of anyone willing to reach out.

The last two things that went into 3.4.0 were things he rushed out in the small hours of Day Fifty-Six and Day Fifty-Seven.

The first was a thing he called global page numbers. For these past two months his app had carried a small embarrassment — when a book was opened, the page number displayed read "page 12 / 34 of this chapter," because it paginated chapter by chapter and the whole book's page total did not in its eyes exist. He had long wanted to sum them up; in the small hours of Day Fifty-Seven he at last set to it, adding each chapter's pagination result into a running total, and writing that total into the footer of every page. From that moment on, opening any book, the bottom now read "page 48 / 642" — a book had for the first time, in this app's eyes, become a whole thing.

The second was a thing he called a pairing code — a small talisman.

This matter had begun on the Android side. Since Day Forty-Six or so he had known that this app of his could not live inside the App Store alone — the overwhelming majority of his own reading over the past five years had happened on that six-inch e-ink device, and the bottom of that device was Android. He did not want to go on Google Play — it was slow, strict, and ill-suited to an independent author who shipped one fix a day; he chose to hang the APK directly on his own website jinshu.built4.fun/download, letting anyone skip the store and install it directly onto their device.

This brought a new question: Android users did not have Apple subscriptions — how would they unlock Cloud TTS, AI gloss, cloud sync, the features that had to be paid for? He thought about it for several days and arrived at three paths.

The first, for those who had already subscribed on iOS — perhaps learners using both an iPhone and a Boox — he made the Android side able to confirm, via Sign in with Apple, their subscription identity; Apple's callback would be verified by the small worker he kept on Cloudflare, and after verification that Android device would inherit the same subscription.

The second, for those who never used Apple — he listed on Taobao an activation code in the format JSHU-XXXX-XXXX-XXXX, four characters per group, sixteen characters in total, each code bindable to at most three devices, one-time purchase on Taobao, no renewal. He still felt, to this day, that Taobao could provide, for an independent piece of software, an ancient marketplace made of the exchange between one living person and another — more like the sort of transaction scene he could imagine than any app store.

The third was a path he had devised for those who neither used Apple nor found Taobao convenient — especially those using a Boox, a Wenshi, a Hisense reading phone, and other devices whose browsers could not even render Apple's web sign-in smoothly: iOS-minted pairing codes.

A paid iOS user who opened the app's settings and tapped share my subscription with another device would, in that second, have his iPhone forge an eight-character pairing code, looking like this:

XKM9-ZH5V


This pairing code was valid only within fifteen minutes, usable only once, expiring to vapor from the D1 database he kept on Cloudflare. That iOS user might read it aloud to another person, write it on a small piece of paper and tuck it into an envelope, or take a screenshot and send it; the other party, on the e-ink version of this app, typed those eight characters, pressed confirm — and within fifteen minutes that person's device inherited the iOS user's subscription.

When he designed the alphabet of the pairing code, he had deliberately removed the letter O, the letter I, the letter L, and the numerals 0 and 1 from the thirty-one-letter set — because he knew that this little eight-character code would very likely be read to each other by people on some commuting subway, at some two-in-the-morning corner of a blanket, on some hand-written scrap of paper; every character that might cause a person in dim lamplight to mistake O for 0 or I for 1 could not be allowed to exist on this fifteen-minute talisman.

At one thirty-four in the afternoon, he put all of these things together and pushed out 3.4.0. In the repository he left the commit:

chore(release): 3.4.0+91 — iOS→Android/e-ink device pairing codes


He brought his own daily Boox out from under the desk, connected the charging cable, installed onto it the APK he had just pushed up to R2. On the iPhone he forged a pairing code, walked to the Boox, and carefully typed in those eight characters.

The screen was quiet for half a second. Then a small line of Chinese surfaced out of the ink:

Synced to paid version. All features unlocked.


He looked at the line and, for the first time in those entire fifty-seven days and nights, let his body lean back softly against the chair. He did not smile. He just raised his right hand and touched the back of his own neck, as if drawing off — finally, today — a string that had been tight in his neck for nearly two months.

The light outside was that soft, late-April-turning-evening light, warm, not yet turning cold.

He closed the laptop and walked into the bedroom. On the nightstand The Overstory was still face-down. He walked to the edge of the bed and sat down. He turned the book over — the cover face up — he had not looked at this book's front for a long time: on the cover a row of silent trees, outlined in white.

He opened it to the page the bookmark had kept. Page forty-seven.

He did not read that page at once. He picked up the Boox, opened his own app, found this book — he had long before Day Thirty-Five secretly added its EPUB to the test library — and navigated from the table of contents to the third paragraph of Chapter Two. That paragraph's data-bid had been the one he had, in all testing, pressed over and over; this time, not for testing, but so the Boox could open The Overstory to the next page after the one where he had stopped five years ago.

The words on the screen surfaced line by line. He slid forward twice.

Page forty-eight.

On this app the layout of this page and the printed book's layout were not entirely the same; but he did not mind the difference. He had left the paper book face-down for a full forty-seven pages; and in this app, leaning on an entire silent system — the dictionary, the voice, the witness, the anchor of Jinshu, the cache's key, the pairing code come across the sea from an iPhone — he had paved for himself a path from page forty-seven to page forty-eight.

The first line was that chestnut tree — the dusk on which Nicholas Hoel's great-grandfather first walked into the forest he would one day plant, tree by tree.

Xiaoyu read this line and quietly let out a breath.

He tapped the first word he had just entered of page forty-eight — chestnut — and the app, through the small hovering panel he had forged with his own hand on Day Five, showed him /ˈtʃɛsnʌt/ and the Chinese "栗"; he changed the long-press to "Read Aloud," and the app, in the tender voice he had first heard at four twenty-two on the morning of Day Forty-Two, read him an entire long sentence — for the first time in five years, he was being carried forward through an English original at a rhythm he could keep up with.

He did not stop to look at the time. He did not get up to heat the pu'er tea left cold on the desk. In that posture on the edge of the bed he simply went on reading — page forty-nine, page fifty, page fifty-one; he went on — page eighty-two, page one hundred and seven; he was still going — page two hundred and eighty-nine, page four hundred and thirteen — until the Boox itself, low on charge, reminded him it was time to plug it back in.

Outside it had grown dark. The only light in the room was the not-glowing grey of this e-ink screen. At some point the cat had climbed softly onto the edge of the bed and curled up beside his knee. He looked down at it, and remembered suddenly that morning now fifty-seven days and nights distant — the morning he had first created a new folder, typed flutter create, and named the soulless project Jinshu — on which morning he had said to himself: if one day I can, on a device like this, read an English original straight through, page by page, to the last page, then these fifty-seven days and nights will all be worth it.

He lowered his head and went on reading.

He did not know on which day he would reach the last page of this book; he did not know whether, after finishing this one, Infinite Jest and the Pynchon stopped at the second-to-last sentence of its preface and the novel with only the single leafless tree on its cover — would also be, in the next several months, turned page by page under his own hand. He only knew that from this moment on, he was no longer the person who at the start of each year wrote down finish 3 to 5 English originals this year and at the end of each year drew the line through it.

On the nightstand there was no longer a face-down book. On the edge of the bed there was a person. Reading.
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