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Asymptote

There used to be a correct answer for mathematics. But this time, I failed to put you
into the uncontrollable factor. The x I could never find. They say numbers are the
universe’s purest language, and for years, I believed them. I thought love, too, could be

solved.

Back when I was six, the sports field was huge like grassland. It was surrounded by the
four grey teaching buildings and covered with colorful rubber granules to build up that
vivid fake grass-like green and our school emblem. The school emblem was at the
center of the sports field, a red circle of granules with white and worn-out blue filled in
the circle. The blue filled the gaps of the white with the school’s name and a night with
four stars at each of the directions. The blue disc and the four stars were the boundless

universe, a bold vision, unreachably glittering in the sky.

I used to chase a boy around that emblem, day after day, sometimes even twice a day.
His name was Abel, my dear friend and classmate since my first year of primary school.
Behind his sleek, blue-framed glasses, his eyes remained bright, and his buzz cut
softened the shape of his head, giving it a gentle, rounded shape. Chasing him was never
easy. I’d gasp for air, legs burning, but I never lost him. Abel’s leathered shoes created
a distinct, crisp fap-tap-tap on the pavement, like tiny bells were tied around his ankles.
He would call out my most-hated nickname, “Aunty Autumn!” during lunch or recess,
irritating me and we were ready to go. We’d dash through tiled corridors, down concrete

stairwells, and burst onto the field, my desperate shouts mixing with his clear laughter.
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But Abel was not a naughty kid. He was the student teacher, and his desk was
surrounded by classmates asking what homework had been assigned or how to do that
short question. He was also the one who got invited to every afterschool volleyball
game, as his legs were as reliable as his logic. Among everyone vying for his time, I
held the singular, inexplicable honor of his recess. Why he chose to spend it fleeing
from me, and why he called me by that ridiculous name, was the sort of question you’d
find in a math textbook with no answer key in the back. I never solved it. I used to take

it all as evidence of something like love.

The rules of this “catch-me-if-you-can” game between me and him was easy: No white
area, but the blues chips were fair ground. We would tiptoe around the emblem and the
four stars were the trickiest for our little feet and the round-headed leather shoes. He
darted ahead, arms swinging wildly. His shoes knocked away tiny granules and bits of
rubber with every hurried turn. All I knew in those moments was the desperate need to
catch him, to reclaim my dignity from that teasing nickname. Or, more simply, just to

catch him. I had not yet learned to distinguish between the two.

“Opps, you can’t catch me even if I slip!” he said. He pretended to trip, skidding to a
stop and grinning mischievously. It was a simple game, but that was the only one |

remembered about my childhood school life.

We had just finished another round of our breath-taking chase around the school
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emblem and collapsed onto the vivid colors of the rubber granules. I expected to see
the canvas of pure blue stretching endlessly above us, but the sunlight was so bright

that we had to use our palms to shield our eyes from its glare.

“I bet I could catch one if I jumped high enough! Ha!” Abel said, pointing at a slow-
moving cloud. We both lay there with our uniform crumpled and stained with bits of
dirty rubber granules. They left their marks on my white dress and in my heart. The

gritty texture pressed against my back. My shoulder touched his on the field.

“You can’t catch a cloud, It’s just water vapor,” I said.
“Maybe,” he said, “but that’s why I like math. I could count them all and announce
they’re mine, just like that businessman in 7The Little Prince who counts the stars. You

can own anything if you can count them. Anything at all.”

“Then I’ve counted you. One. So, that means you’re mine now,” I said.

“Okay,” he said and giggled, “you’re my zero then. You plus me is still you.”

There was a time when we got caught together laying on the school anthem. Through
the third-floor window of the Discipline Office, our Head of Discipline, Ms. Chan found
us. “Hey!” she shouted. Her voice was merely noticeable down there for us. But soon
she assigned two senior prefects to come and pick us up to her office. “Oh no, we’re in

trouble. I’'m causing Abel troubles,” I thought.
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As we reached the office, Ms. Chan stood with her arms crossed.
“Are you two feeling unwell?” she asked.

“No, Ms. Chan,” we said.

“Then why are you on the ground? Both of you? Your shoes would stain the granules,
and you should behave appropriately when you’re wearing uniform. Never run on the

field in your leather shoes again.”

She looked at Abel. “Wait. I know you. You’re Abel from 1A, right? Your class teacher

talked about you before. I trust you know better. Never again. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Ms. Chan. Thank you,” he said.

As we walked away, he smiled at me and said, “Ms. Chan forgives us, that’s unusually

kind of her. ”

“Your name saved us. She knows you. I was about to get punished,” I said.

“You’re so silly. We’re gonna be fine,” he said. “But Ms. Chan said we can’t run
anymore... maybe next time you should chase me through a math problem, right? You’d

better run faster, because I do math faster than I run.”

Looking up, I saw a halo around the sun. It was only formed through the crystals in the
clouds, reflecting the sunlight. At a specific angle, it would reflect all the colors of the
light and hence creates a radiant rainbow. [ wanted that to be my crown. If I was a cloud,

he would be the sun. I would gather myself just to reflect his light.
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Mathematics was not fun until I met him. When there were fixed steps to solve a
problem, I used to get mad because life was never the same every day, yet I had to do
the same topic of division every day with the same ten digits. Boring. But Abel brought
me challenges. He did his math exercises in class at least one chapter ahead of the
teacher. Whenever I lost my way and spent all my time only to reach the wrong answer,

I pushed myself to chase him until I gasped for air and my brain burned.

Abel started loving math after he got his first perfect score on an exam. His name stayed
proudly on the blackboard for a month, and I longed to see mine there too. I sat near
the back, by the window, while Abel sat two rows in front of me. His posture was
straight and assured as he got ready for the lesson. I watched him from my desk when

I thought no one was looking.

Our competition became a silent language. When the teacher wrote an equation on the
board, Abel would turn around and catch my eye from across the room. While the rest
of the class practiced the day’s lesson, we would both sneak our notebooks to the side

and begin the next chapter, a sacred letter written in numbers.

Abel flipped the textbook loudly once he had finished a page. My head jerked up, and
I found him already looking at me, one eyebrow raised in a silent question. Are you
finished? 1 turned back to my own work aiming to get it done faster than him. We were
building a hidden world within the classroom. We talked through our shared glance. We

would check answers with each other during recess. All the ticks he marked with a
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pencil on my notes were badges of honor I had won.

In one recess, he found me. He didn’t shout my nickname this time. “Autumn, I have a
vision,” he said. “One day, we’ll both be up there, representing Hong Kong. You and

me. Autumn and Abel. It sounds good to me.”

“Representing Hong Kong? That’s impossible! For me, at least,” I said.

“Do you know about the Olympiad Mathematics? There’s a preliminary round for all
senior primary school students. We still have a few years to work on that,” he said. I

saw the light in his eyes. He trusted us. It felt like a promise.

At the age of ten, I believed I became the halo for him. It was the prize presentation in
between the assembly of the assembly in primary five. Walking up the stairs onto the
stage, I still couldn’t help my palm shaking. I won my first “Diligent Award in
Mathematics”, in honor of improving the most among my classmates. “Mathematics
brought us here! You belong here, Autumn,” Abel said, tapping me on the shoulder on
the stage. There were only two mathematic awards in our school. The Diligent Award
and the Excellence Award. It was his fifth year getting the Excellence Award and my
first year stepping onto this stage. In truth, it was Abel who had brought me to this
moment. Chasing him was never easy for me. But he made Mathematics easier. He
taught me how to find hints in the properties of specific numbers. All the epiphany
moments of “Aha! Now I know how to solve it!” that we shared together were pure joy.
I couldn’t help but imagine that maybe he was just as excited to be on stage with me as

I was to be with him.
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I stepped forward on the stage. There he was, standing beside me, smiling and looking
at me. At that moment at least, I felt like I was closer with him. He was the smart one,
the center of attention, while I was a girl who had chased after him. The more I liked
him, the more I felt I didn’t deserve to be the girl next to him. I glanced up at the

overhead lightbulb, its harsh glow was blinding.

I saw the way her brow would furrow when she faced a difficult question. There was
something endearing about her determination. There s light in her eyes. I appreciated
how hard she worked. She should love everything she achieved. I could never improve

so quickly. If I score well, maybe she will come ask me how to do that hard question.

But I could sense her hesitation, the way she seemed to shrink back, as if she never
needed any of my attention. She was a girl who once chased after me, now aiming high

and we can never go back to be that naive.

The award brought me to the Olympiad math afterschool class. Those days were
challenging. I didn’t even know what the questions meant at first. But the class was so
intense that it made it fun. Especially the questions that asked for proof. It was like
drawing a map of logic, guiding one step at a time, and I was the tour guide. There were
mock competitions biweekly to test us. Abel and I usually scored first and second, but
as time went on when we got into primary six, the positions fluctuated between us. Abel

usually sat beside me, but he was so focused on the questions that he filled every
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moment with practice, notes instead of talking to me. I wanted to share my joy of getting
the best in class with him sometime, but he was so busy at his problem-solving and

didn’t bother to look up. He’s so determined to get into the Hong Kong team, I thought.

One quiet afternoon, as we graphed functions in the margins of our mock tests, Abel

pointed to a curve he’d drawn.

“See this?” he said. “That is a fixed line. And this other line gets infinitely close to that

is the asymptote, but it never actually touches it. No matter how far you go.”

I watched his pencil tracing the line, the curve forever approaching the straight line but

never meeting it.

“So they’re destined never to meet?” I asked.

“Not destined. It’s just how the function is defined. The relationship is the whole point.”
He paused, and for a moment his focus seemed to drift from the paper to the air between
us. “Sometimes, two things can be forever linked by that kind of closeness. Infinite

closeness. Even if they don’t intersect.”

I looked down at my own page. “That sounds lonely,” I said.

“Maybe. To be the thing the other moves toward but unable to change or get closer.”
He didn’t look at me then. The conversation stopped abruptly, and we just let the graph,

or the atmosphere hang in the air.

Math was a part of his life, but I made it my entire existence, hoping it would lead me

to him. I tried to reshape myself into a person who could stand in his light. Night after
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night, I filled notebooks alone, sustained by the promise I saw in his eyes. We belonged
there. He spoke about us, yet beyond pre-competition lunches, he never invited me into
his life. He invited me into mathematics, where numbers became graphs and shapes in
geometry, and I was able to prove that the function intersected at finite points rather

than approaching an asymptote.

It was our first and last chance to be together in a team for Hong Kong through this
Olympiad Mathematics competition. I believed it was my chance to stretch beyond
friends or study partner. Abel failed once last year, but he was quite confident for a
second time return. We discussed every question side-by-side. I imagined us training

together or going overseas, if only we made it to the team.

Sitting in the hall and flipping through the question paper, I was surprised that I could
finally understand all of the questions, knowing how to move from one step to another.
I was guiding the algebra from one side of the inequality to the other, proving that [ was

no less than the other candidates in the competition.

A few weeks later, the result of the preliminary round of the Olympiad Mathematics
was released to the teachers. I couldn’t find Abel that day. My name was finally called
during the morning assembly as the sole selection from our school. I had achieved the
highest score. This was it. Wherever he was meant to go, I could finally follow. Wait.

The sole selection. I was the only one selected from our school. How about Abel?
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Little did I know this was a race I had constructed in my mind. Love wasn’t a sprint
around a field or a competition on a stage. I tried to find him but failed everywhere. I
looked for him afterward and found him hidden in an empty corridor. He had lost. When
I approached, he was crying hard. “I should never have helped you, if I'd known you’d
become such a huge competitor. Why you? I worked for this. And now you’re joining
the team and I’'m not? You were just supposed to be... a friend. A partner-in-crime. A
girl who once asked me what an asymptote means! It was never supposed to be you

instead of me... Why?” he said. I stood frozen.

What? That rage blast was not expected. I had drafted entire proofs of his affection,
which I defall the attention and promises. But his attention wasn’t affection. It was
investment. I was a peer in his academic universe, a rival who’s never stronger than
him. I understood his sadness and anger, but he should never look down on me. I
thought he had faith in me that’s why I strived so hard. It turned out that faith was
always from and within me only. And in surpassing him, I hadn’t won his heart. I had

violated the presumption of the equation.

I never knew how to love. I mistranslated mathematic proofs into sparks and love. I
thought 1 was chasing love, but in fact, I was chasing my worth, my sense of
achievement and validations. I chased it because deep down, I wanted to prove that I

could achieve something great. He guided me to a whole new world without him.
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Later that month, I sat for the final competition in a vast, cold hall. He didn’t message
or talk to me those few weeks. He was hiding from me. In the hall, before me lay the
final paper, the last one of my school life, and beside it, nothing but my own draft sheet
and a spare pencil. He was not two seats in front of me. I had finally reached the place
we dreamed of, this peak we were meant to share, only to find it was just a quiet, hollow

room.

In these three hours of trying to prove the equation was an asymptote, I found our
relationship in that equation. Clear and complete. I had loved the wrong way. My
passion had never been for him, not truly. I couldn’t recall a single longing to hold his
hand or share a secret touch, but I remembered us both chanting, “Yes! That’s the right

'79

step!” or getting excited over, “this is challenging. We have to get this right.” What I
had called intimacy was just the meeting of two minds over a shared proof. I had been
intimated with mathematics, and I had mistaken his brilliant reflection of that light for

a warmth of its own. We were the asymptote, I tried to get infinitely close to his path

but could never actually touch his heart.

No companion was necessary for knowledge. It was a path only meant for one. Abel
was never the love I wanted, but the spark that first lit the fire. We were never meant

for each other. We were both, simply, meant for math.

I turned to the last question on the paper. The numbers arranged themselves before me,

a final problem to solve. I could see a vision of lines and graphs beyond the algebras.
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My pencil moved, not toward him, but toward a larger stage that had ever been waiting

for me.



