
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Jesse Q. Sutanto and her novels

			
				“Jesse Q. Sutanto puts both the action and the comedy in this story at the forefront. One second, you’ll be worrying for Meddy’s life, and in the next second, you’ll be cracking up at a comment one of her aunties made. To put it simply, Jesse Q. Sutanto has a gift.”

			

			
				—Culturess

			
			
				“Following the success of Dial A for Aunties, Sutanto is back with another charmer…. [She] excels at skewering with affection, and an earnest hilarity shines through in this entertaining whodunit.”

			

			
				—The Washington Post

			
			
				“Sutanto pushes you to the edge of your seat with this suspenseful rom-com that infuses humor and heritage.”

			

			
				—USA Today

			
			
				“Jesse’s core strength is ultimately this: whatever she writes, she writes with passion and a lot of heart.”

			

			
				—The Jakarta Post

			
			
				“Sutanto brilliantly infuses comedy and culture into the unpredictable rom-com/murder-mystery mashup…. I laughed out loud and you will, too.”

			

			
				—PopSugar

			
			
				“Part thriller, part rom-com, Jesse Q. Sutanto’s Dial A for Aunties will give you the good laugh we could all use these days.”

			

			
				—Marie Claire

			
			
				“I blazed through Jesse Q. Sutanto’s I’m Not Done with You Yet, the sordid tale of a twisted friendship unlike any I’ve ever read about before…. It’s a twisted tale that will find you switching allegiances and who you believe. The person you end up rooting for in the end will surprise you.”

			

			
				—Glamour

			
			
				“Packed with humor, heart, and suspense, Sutanto proves once again that no crime—or nosy auntie—is too big to handle.”

			

			
				—The Seattle Times

			
			
				“Having established her credentials in YA fiction and gentle, albeit often manic comedy, Sutanto spins on a dime to show Meredith and Aspen dishing on each other with sublime and incandescent hatred…. Social media mavens will nod in recognition; everyone else will come away relieved that this could never happen to them.”

			

			
				—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			
			
				“Sutanto hits all the right notes in this cozy mystery, perfectly blending meddling, murder, and found family.”

			

			
				—BookPage (starred review)

			
			
				“A mystery with warmth, humor, and many descriptions of delicious teas and foods. Recommended for fans of Sutanto and of character-driven cozy mysteries.”

			

			
				—Library Journal (starred review)

			
			
				“Sutanto has devilish fun with her premise, lacquering the story’s well-executed twists with a satirical sheen that pokes wicked fun at internet celebrity. The result is a near-perfect beach read.”

			

			
				—Publishers Weekly

			
			
				“Prodigious Sutanto presents a second delicious serving of her Vera Wong mysteries…. Sutanto manages to craft another sumptuous, mysterious feast.”

			

			
				—Booklist
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			This book is,

			Unsurprisingly, dedicated to my girls.

			Life has more meaning because of you.

			I adore every speck of your
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Chapter 1

			IZZY

			Here’s the thing about the Chen clan. There are a lot of things we don’t seem to know how to do. We don’t know how to keep secrets. We don’t know how to handle conflict without resorting to passive aggression or emotional blackmail. And we don’t know how to tackle situations without first blowing them out of proportion.

			But one thing we do know is how to make an entrance. And the annual Chen family Chinese New Year celebration is the perfect time for spectacular entrances. Everyone is trying to one-up their rivals, and in my family, everybody has a rival.

			Everybody, that is, except me.

			Now don’t get me wrong, it’s not because I’m above all the strife and struggle that come with having to prove you’re at the top of the family hierarchy. It’s actually the opposite. I’m the misfit. The black sheep. And everybody knows it. There is no glory to be made by proving yourself better than me. To have a rivalry with me is akin to having a rivalry with a stink bug, or the lint on your clothes—what’s the point?

			I know my place. At the bottom. In the farthest corner. And this particular family gathering is no different. As always, while every member of my incredibly huge and loud family makes their entrance in the hugest and loudest possible way, I skitter in unnoticed—my head bowed low and my shoulders rounded—and head directly for the darkest section of the restaurant.

			We don’t do things by half measures, so for tonight’s celebrations, we’ve booked an entire Michelin-starred restaurant—the first Chinese restaurant in Jakarta to receive a star—just for our family. The staff, dressed in qipaos, glide around with trays of Chinese New Year–themed cocktails and hors d’oeuvres, but I ignore even them, steadfastly burying my nose in my book. Not that I’m absorbing a single word; I’ve read the same paragraph three times in the last five minutes, and I still couldn’t tell you what it’s about. Every few minutes or so, there’s a chorus of oohs and aahs, and I know that yet another cousin or aunt or uncle has arrived, looking even more fabulous than usual. I don’t think my family knows how to look anything aside from fabulous, though that gene has unfortunately not expressed itself in my DNA. Not that I’m bitter or anything.

			“Izzy,” someone hisses.

			The sound of my mother’s voice makes my jaw clench instinctively. I keep my eyes set on the pages in front of me.

			“Izzy, you’re being rude,” Mama says.

			What else is new? I want to say to her. But the thing about being a spineless coward in a family of boisterous extroverts is you rarely say what you really want to. While my family has perfected the art of passive aggression (or in some cases aggressive aggression), my speed is more passive…passivity?

			So I round my shoulders even more and let my head droop even lower. Maybe if I make myself as small as humanly possible, my mother might forget that I exist. Be distracted by something shiny. Like my cousin Florie, who looks like a human disco ball. I’m not saying that to be catty, by the way. She is literally wearing a disco ball, and you know what? She looks fucking fantastic. I utter a short prayer for Florie to strut over here so she can dazzle Mama. Or irritate Mama into whispering about her. I would be okay with either option.

			“You’re sixteen, not five. Can you please be normal and wish your elders Happy New Year?” Mama says.

			This time, I do manage a comeback. “You shouldn’t say stuff like ‘be normal,’ ” I mumble. I’m doing Mama a favor. Our family company is expressly built on not saying stuff like “be normal.” Nainai, my grandmother, hates it whenever Mama says things like that. Apparently, they used to be close when Mama was little, but over the years they drifted apart, and nowadays they butt heads more often than not.

			Mama’s mouth squeezes into a thin line. “You know what I mean, Izzy. Look at your brother.”

			I look. Troy is wearing a suit the color of “crushed burgundy,” whatever that means. I’d said, “I don’t think you can crush burgundy. It’s not crushable. Do you mean crushed rose petals, maybe?” And he’d sighed and said, “Lil’ Sis, you’ll get it one day.” Then he’d given me a very pointed once-over and added, “Maybe.”

			Right now, he’s chatting with his usual easy charm to Uncle Thomas and a couple in their forties who I don’t recognize. Probably Uncle Thomas’s friends that he invited to show off our lavish celebration. The Chen clan’s Chinese New Year dinners are known in our circles for being the celebration to earn an invite to. Everyone has brought friends and friends of friends. There are over a hundred guests here tonight, each of them dressed to the nines, and if this isn’t hell, I don’t know what is. It doesn’t help that this year is the year of the green wood pig. I was born sixteen years ago, which makes me a white metal monkey. Incompatible in every way with this year. It’s going to be a very unlucky year for me, I just know it.

			“Why can’t you be more like Troy?” Mama sighs.

			“You really shouldn’t say that,” I say. Mumble mumble. I bet she can’t even hear me above the din. She really should know better. We pride ourselves on being the premier family-oriented mental health facility in the country, and all the stuff Mama is saying to me is very much not sanctioned by the company’s philosophy. Not that she gives a crap. Or maybe she’s just desperate, because she and Papa have tried all the methods our certified therapists swear by, and none of them have worked on me. I am method-proof. So she’s had to revert to good old Asian parenting. Guilt trips. Humiliation. Comparison. According to Mama, these are tried-and-true methods every Chinese parent is familiar with.

			I hope I’m not coming across as a bratty teen. I mean, I’m sixteen, and that is a hideous age to be, but I’m not awful. Or at least, I don’t want to be. I don’t mean to be a rebel; I think to be a rebel, you need to believe in a cause. But I don’t believe in any causes. Is that a terrible thing to admit? I know I’m supposed to be filled with a righteous flame. I should be hungry to make a difference in the world. My classmates are always passionate about something. Climate change, human rights, women’s rights. I think they’re all important, but I just can’t summon up the passion for anything, aside from wanting to be left alone. Because the thing is, I am ashamed of who I am. I’m not even sure what it is I am, exactly, but I know beyond all doubt that there isn’t a place for me here.

			Mama doesn’t reply, and at first, I assume it’s because she hasn’t heard me. It’s not an uncommon occurrence for my voice to go unheard in my family. Everyone else is so loud, and I am so mousy that, more often than not, I could mutter some nonsensical answer and they’d nod, their gazes somewhere over my shoulder, and go, “Uh-huh, okay, great talk,” before brushing past me. On the rare occasion that my relatives notice my existence, they’re more likely to talk about me (“Can we not enroll her in one of our mental health programs? There are over seventeen different ones, for god’s sake!”) than to me.

			And when I finally lift my eyes from the book I’m clutching, I realize Mama is no longer looking at me. She’s staring into the distance, but the expression on her face gives me pause, because when she wears that expression of distaste, it’s usually directed at me. It’s about now that I realize that the entire room has fallen silent. I follow Mama’s gaze to the entrance, where Nainai, the undisputed matriarch of the Chen family, has finally deigned to make an appearance.

			At seventy-three years of age, Nainai still cuts a formidable figure. Her posture would bring supermodels to shame, and she exudes the confidence of every mediocre white male who has managed to fail upward in life. Her hair and makeup are flawless, and her taste in clothes and accessories is exquisite. Tonight, she is wearing a figure-hugging qipao in red. Not an off-red, not “crushed burgundy” or maroon or whatever other muted, apologetic version of red there is, but a true red. The kind that appears in nature as a sign of ripeness. Or of danger. The kind of red that makes you stop and stare. Embroidered around the qipao is a showstopping silken phoenix, its head at the bosom, its body curling around the torso, its tail cascading down in a glimmering waterfall. Nainai’s expertly painted lips match her qipao, and on her arm is a golden Kelly handbag. She is a sight to behold.

			But everyone knows what my grandmother looks like. We’re used to her impeccable appearance, her outlandish outfits. So as impressive as they are, the qipao and the makeup and the bag are not the reason everyone is shocked. No, the reason why Mama and the rest of the family are openly aghast, and why I feel as though the world has tilted, like all of the molecules in the air suddenly decided to spin the other way, is because Nainai’s other arm—the one without a stunning Kelly bag—is linked to the arm of a woman.

			A striking Caucasian woman with icy silver hair. From this distance, I can’t quite make out the color of her eyes, but I get the sense that they’re pale, maybe blue or gray. She wears a beautiful emerald-green pantsuit and towers over Nainai, and there’s something about the way they’re standing, the way their bodies are ever so slightly angled toward each other, and the way this stranger is gazing at Nainai—like she’s the only person worth looking at—that leaves no room for interpretation.

			In Indonesia, casual physical contact between friends and family isn’t really a thing. We don’t go for hugs much, especially with the opposite sex. With one exception—girls are often touchy-feely with one another. Especially straight girls. They’re always linking arms or holding hands or looping a casual arm around each other’s shoulders. Laughing so hard they fall easily into each other’s embrace. Crying so hard they bury their heads in each other’s shoulders. And nobody bats an eyelid. It’s just something straight girls do here. And so when people see two girls walking hand in hand‚ it’s easy to brush it off as: “Oh, they’re besties!” Straight girls must have it so easy.

			But something about the way Nainai and this woman are standing screams, We are not just friends! I can’t quite put a finger on it. And as I take this impossible sight in, an icy finger trails down my spine, electrifying my entire body. It’s as though I’ve been wrenched from a slow-moving dreamworld and plunged into an ice bath. I cannot tear my eyes away from them.

			“What does she think she’s doing?” Mama whispers, her voice a mix of horror and shock and disgust and rage and probably all sorts of other emotions that someone with a stake in a mental health company shouldn’t be feeling.

			A few paces away from me, I hear Auntie Lily hiss, “What the fuck? What would Papa say?”

			Uncle Thomas replies, “I don’t understand. What’s going on? She’s still in love with Papa.”

			“She talks to him for hours every day!” someone else says.

			The murmurs continue rising, a disquieting susurration like a cold breeze going through the trees. Everyone is practically squirming with discomfort, nobody wanting to be the first to acknowledge Nainai’s surprise guest.

			“She’s going to destroy the family name,” Mama says. I have no idea if she’s still talking to me, or to someone else or just to the universe in general.

			One corner of Nainai’s bright red lips quirks up into a mischievous smile, and somehow, though I know it’s next to impossible in the dim restaurant, with so many people around her, I swear that for a moment, her gaze locks with mine. There’s that sensation again of being shaken awake, whether I want to remain asleep or not. Nainai winks. My mouth turns dry. Then, as we all watch, she turns to the woman, lifts her chin, stands on tiptoe‚ and gives her a romantic Hollywood kiss straight on the lips.
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Chapter 2

			IZZY

			Mama is incandescent with rage the whole drive home from the restaurant. Papa is silent, which is somehow worse. His silences are sharp, a cruel slice scything through the air, killing all conversation. But since Mama and Papa are both angry about the same thing, his silence doesn’t bother her. She rails nonstop during the twenty-minute journey.

			“Why would she do this tonight? Right now? At Chinese New Year?” Mama hisses, her hands balling into fists. “What was she thinking? There were business partners there. Clients! Investors!”

			I stare out of the car window as we pass by skyscraper after skyscraper, not really taking in any of the scenery. To be honest, I pretty much have the same questions that Mama is asking, though perhaps without the rage. Next to me, Troy is busy typing on his phone. I glance at the screen and see that he’s on the cousins’ group chat. I slide my phone out of my pocket and open up the chat group. As expected, everyone is basically echoing Mama’s tirade. I tuck the phone back into my pocket. I don’t have anything to say to my cousins. I rarely do.

			When Papa finally speaks, his voice is quiet, almost a whisper. “It might be time for us to call for a board meeting to discuss succession.”

			Mama stops mid-sentence. There’s a pregnant pause. She takes in a sharp breath. “I…”

			“Her behavior is becoming erratic. And for a company like ours, that isn’t a good look.”

			My stomach twists at Papa’s words. Words I have grown up hearing over and over. For a company like ours…You must think about the family name…You can’t behave like this…

			For years, I’d wished that Troy or one of my cousins would misbehave. Plenty of them went through their own rebellious phases, but they did so in more socially acceptable ways. The kind of rebellion that my aunts and uncles could laugh about and be secretly proud of. “He got caught smoking at school!” “She led a whole protest!” They were reprimanded once or twice, but my generation on the whole is well adjusted. With the exception of myself.

			Now that I’m hearing these words being muttered about someone other than me, I don’t feel any of the joy and vindication I’d always imagined I would. All I feel is my chest tightening, like my rib cage is closing into a fist. I love Nainai, and I don’t know what is going on, and I’m so scared about Papa being right. That her behavior is erratic, and that maybe it’s indicative of a bigger problem. What if this is the beginning of the end, her mind deteriorating to the point where she no longer knows her own name? Tears sting my eyes and I take in a shuddery breath as quietly as I can manage.

			“I’ll set up a family meeting,” Mama says quietly, and somehow, the heavy sorrow in her voice is worse than her blazing tirade.

			

			• • •

			Once I’m in my room, I peel off my unforgiving qipao and underwear and toss them onto a chair before stepping into the shower. I stand under the scalding stream of water for a long time, hoping the heat will mellow out my mind. But even as my muscles relax, my thoughts continue scurrying around in my head. Flashes of the celebration tonight—everybody freezing when Nainai kissed the woman, most of them looking shocked, but a few of them appearing openly revolted. Uncle Chase and his wife, Auntie Lin. My cousin Kadence. There must’ve been more, but when I saw the look on Kadence’s face, something inside me shattered and I ran for the bathroom. I vaguely heard Nainai saying something, probably introducing the woman, but I didn’t catch the actual words. They were quickly drowned out by the scandalized whispers anyway. Me splashing cold water on my face, avoiding my own reflection in the mirror. My ragged breaths. My anger. And shame. I wasn’t sure why I was angry.

			I’m still not sure, right now, but I can still feel it, that anger pulsing hot and slow deep in my chest. I’ve never liked Kadence. But I’m also inexplicably angry at Nainai. Sighing, I turn off the shower and step out. I groan into the towel as I dry myself. The shower has done nothing to calm me. I shouldn’t be surprised; when I’m filled with anxious, frenetic energy like this, the only thing that works is a long walk. It’s been this way since I was ten and realized I wanted to kiss my best friend Natalie on the lips. But the past year or so, it’s gotten worse. I don’t know if the walks are going to cut it for much longer, because there’s a part of me that whispers, Keep walking. Walk out of the housing complex and keep going. Walk until they can’t find you.

			I try to shake off the thoughts as I shrug on a shirt and pants. I press my ear to the door. The soft thumping of music from Troy’s room and nothing from Mama and Papa’s, which means they’ve gone to bed. The coast is clear. Still, I never liked to go through the front door at times like these, even though no one would know. There’s just something about climbing out of my window and slithering down the drainpipe that adds a whole other layer of “This is mine, and mine alone.” One of these days, I’ll slip and break an arm, or a leg, but even that risk is worth taking for this feeling alone.

			Before my feet even reach the ground, there’s the familiar surge of relief. I swear even the cells in my body are expanding, collectively releasing their nervous choke hold on me. I take a deep breath, fill my lungs with the cool night air.

			“There you are,” someone says.

			I sputter for a second or two. Because of course I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s the voice I’ve grown up with. My nainai. I’m supposed to say something. Greet her. She’s still my elder after all. But nothing comes out. All I can do is stare dumbly as she detaches herself from the shadows and beckons at me.

			“Come, mensheng, walk with me.”

			I half frown, half smile at her. “Mensheng?”

			“It means ‘protégé.’ ” She starts strolling down the street, so I’m left with no choice but to scamper after her.

			When I catch up, I give her a look. “I think it’s clear by now that whatever I am, it’s definitely not your protégé.”

			She returns the look with her own arched eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

			“Uh, let’s see…” I hold up a thumb. “One, you’re a badass boss bitch and I’m not.”

			She chuckles.

			I hold out my index finger. “Two, everyone knows Laura’s going to be your successor.”

			“Yes. So?”

			“Isn’t that the very definition of ‘protégé’?”

			Nainai frowns. “Is it? I suppose if you’re thinking about it specifically in terms of the company, but that wasn’t what I was thinking of.”

			“Oh.” Well, now I feel stupid, which makes me feel defensive. “But why wouldn’t it be about the family company? Everything revolves around the family company. Everything.”

			“Yes, the company has a tendency of doing that, doesn’t it? I never meant for it to get so big and overwhelm everything else,” she says, and there’s a surprising note of wistfulness in her voice.

			I can’t help but give her a wry smile. “Oh yes, poor you, you accidentally built an empire.”

			She laughs. “There’s the spark I know and love. I haven’t seen it in a while.”

			That wipes any traces of a smile off my face. I cast my gaze down and focus on my feet. Left, right. One step at a time.

			After a long, heavy silence, Nainai says, “So. What did you think of my girlfriend?”

			I snort.

			“You didn’t like her?” There’s no admonishment in her voice, only pure curiosity.

			I manage a shrug, and I know I’m being the stereotypical surly teen, but really, what does she expect me to say?

			“Well, I like her very much, and I hope that you—”

			“You can’t have a girlfriend, Nainai!” I burst out, and the amount of venom I put into the word “girlfriend” takes even me by surprise.

			Nainai, as usual, remains unflappable. Sometimes, I wonder if she came out of the womb unfazed, blinking out at the world and thinking to herself: Oh, is this what all the fuss is about? Now she raises her eyebrows at me and says, so innocently, “Why not?”

			I am the literal opposite of unflappable as I flap my arms. “Because! You—you’re old!”

			“That’s ageist.”

			“You know what I mean! I—you—you’re a grandmother.”

			“And grandmothers can’t have girlfriends?”

			“No!” I cry. Then I realize how stupid it sounds. “I don’t know. Just. You have nine grandkids and one of them is about to have a baby, so you’re about to be a great-grandmother—”

			“Still ageist. Really, Izzy, I expected more from you.”

			“Argh! You know what I mean.” I hate how petulant I sound.

			“Yes.” She smiles at me. “I know what you mean. It’s unexpected from someone like me. Unsettling.”

			I nod.

			“But who made these rules, anyway? Who decided that women in their seventies don’t get to have girlfriends?”

			“I don’t know. Society?”

			Nainai gives a mirthless laugh. “Society. I think I’ve had enough of pleasing societal demands, haven’t you? You know, I always tried so hard to raise your mother to have that same attitude, but…I guess peer pressure’s a hell of a thing. Maybe it’s her way of rebelling against me. But I have a feeling that, like me, you’re sick of trying to meet societal expectations, am I right?”

			God, what the hell do I say to that? I’m so nervous, feel so exposed, that I might actually throw up. My mind races through all possible answers and settles on: Answer the question with another question! Brilliant. Yes. Turn it around, make it all about her. Deflect, then go on the offense. “What do you know about living your life according to societal demands? You’ve always done whatever the hell you wanted to do.”

			“Is that really what you think?”

			“Uh, yeah! And it’s not even just tonight. Mama always told me that whatever you wanted, you got, and to hell with what other people might say.” I wonder if the envy is coming out painfully clear in my voice.

			For a split second, I wonder if I’ve finally hurt my grandmother. Did I go too far? Is she going to tell me I’m a spoiled, unfilial grandchild and she’s cutting me out of her will or whatever?

			But then Nainai throws her head back and laughs, a deep, throaty sound. The kind of laugh that doesn’t give a shit whether anyone hears it or not. “Oh, Izzy. Well, I’m glad you think that. It means I’ve done some things right, after all. But believe it or not, I wasn’t always like that. In fact, when I was your age, I was…” She takes a long, slow breath and turns her eyes up at the shimmering sea of stars above us.

			Sixteen years ago, the entire world finally managed to get down to zero emissions. Without tons of carbon being chugged into the air, the stars have become so achingly clear again. It’s one of the reasons why I love my nighttime walks. Some nights, when it all gets to be too much, when I feel the weight of my family and culture and everything crushing down on me, I like to look at the stars and imagine myself swimming among them, a tiny speck in the endless multitude of possibility. I like feeling minuscule. It’s a good reminder that my problems don’t matter. Not really. Not in the vast expanse of the universe.

			I wonder if Nainai’s lost in the same kind of thoughts I have. Though she’s standing right next to me, she looks so far away, like she’s in a different time and place altogether. Her expression is soft and slightly…lost. I’ve never seen her like this before; usually she’s razor sharp and alert. A chill prickles down my arms, raising goose bumps. What if Papa and Mama were right about Nainai losing her mind? I gently guide her back to the present. “Nainai, you were saying? When you were my age?”

			She turns to meet my eyes, and my breath catches in my throat. I was wrong. She wasn’t lost. She’s been right here all along, and for just an impossible sliver of time, I catch a flash of what she was like back then, brimming with youth and vitality and so incredibly beautiful. She smiles, and I can see her smiling as a teen, fresh and untamed, the world at her feet.

			“Take my arm, Izzy. I’ll tell you all about it.”

			I link my arm through hers, and together, we walk into the dark.
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Chapter 3

			MAGNOLIA

			1995–1998

			You would think, with two parents who were doctors, and OBGYNs at that, I would’ve grown up smart and confident and beautiful. (Okay, I don’t know what being beautiful has to do with having parents who were doctors, but when I imagine the daughter of two doctors, I always think of someone who is smart and confident and beautiful.) But I was none of those things. My older sister, Iris, was. Smart, confident, beautiful. A lethal combination. What Iris wanted, Iris got. And what she always wanted was attention.

			When we were little, Iris tried getting attention from Mama and Papa, but she quickly learned that she might as well cut stone for water, so she turned elsewhere for attention. Now that she was fifteen and had boobs, she mostly got attention from boys. I often watched from the window, marveling at the way she preened—she had a brilliant way of preening. She’d lower her face so she came across as demure, but at the same time she’d push her shoulders back so her boobs strained against her dress, and somehow, she achieved a look that was both sexual yet innocent. And boys couldn’t help themselves. Men too.

			I tried practicing the pose in front of the mirror one night, but it just didn’t work without boobs. Iris’s boobs sprouted when she was twelve. I was now thirteen and there wasn’t even the ghost of a bump yet. Iris took everything—the height, the looks, and the boobs. But enough about Iris. Sometimes, I get tired of talking about Iris. It was all anyone ever talked about—Where’s your sister? Iris did what? She went out with who? And so on and so forth, a constant chorus of Iris’s adventures.

			Despite Iris being smart, she didn’t want to follow in our parents’ footsteps. Neither did I, for what it’s worth. You might think that this would greatly disappoint our parents, but in actuality, they were both relieved. And it was no wonder that Iris and I didn’t want to become doctors, because every night, Mama and Papa would come home looking very crumpled and very grumpy. They each had their own reasons for being cranky.

			Papa was cranky because he was overworked, rushing through patient after patient at the clinic they opened up a year ago, and still had yet to break even.

			Mama was cranky because she, on the other hand, barely had any patients.

			“Why the hell did I break my back in med school?” she’d mutter as she took out a can of Bintang Beer from the fridge. “I should’ve known. No one trusts a female doctor in this country.”

			Papa wisely stayed quiet, but I could see his jaw working as his teeth ground together, and even at the age of thirteen, I knew he was angry. I just didn’t know if he was angry at the fact that people didn’t want to see female doctors here, or if he was angry at Mama for being a woman. Maybe it was a bit of both.

			“Not even women,” Mama continued. “You’d think that women would want to support other women, but”—she took a long swig of beer and shook her head—“internalized misogyny is a hard habit to break.”

			“To be fair, male doctors do have a higher rate of successful births,” Papa said.

			Mama’s head jerked to face him so fast, like a viper. “And why do you think that is?” It was clear she wasn’t actually going to give him the chance to answer. “In med school, all the professors only ever directed their lectures, their questions, their feedback to the male students. There was just me and two other women in my year, and the three of us were often told to go to nursing school instead. And never mind med school, secondary school was the same.” She turned to me then, and Papa’s shoulders sagged with obvious relief. She’d let him off easy. I resisted the urge to cower as Mama advanced toward me. She and Papa stopped spanking me and Iris a long time ago, but there was something about her that scared me all the same. It was the way she looked at me and Iris sometimes. Like we were total strangers and she had no idea what the hell we were doing in her life.

			“You listen to me, Magnolia,” she said, crouching so she was staring right into my eye. “Don’t make the same mistakes I did. I thought I was special. I thought I could forge my own path, blaze a trail for other women. I was wrong. When you go to college, sure, go for the big degrees. Study premed, or prelaw, or engineering, or whatever the hell. But don’t bother studying too hard. I spent every waking hour in college and med school studying my eyes out. I never had fun. Didn’t go on a single date. So stupid. No, you listen to Mama. You use that time and find yourself a man with potential. Someone with a real future. That’s the only reason college is worth going to in the first place.”

			My insides turned sour. I wanted so badly to turn and run away. In my peripheral vision, I sensed Papa hovering, wrath emanating from him in palpable waves. Even at my young age, I knew Mama’s words must’ve hurt him, though if anyone had asked me exactly why they did, I wouldn’t have been able to explain it. I groped desperately for the right response. Something that would diffuse this inexplicable, unbearable tension in the room.

			“I’m scared of blood,” I said. I don’t know why I said that, aside from the fact that it seemed like a good time to let this secret out. I’d hidden it for so long, ashamed that the child of two doctors could possibly go woozy at the sight of blood.

			Mama blinked. Then she cackled while Papa shook his head. She was still laughing even after Papa left the room.

			I hope you don’t think my parents were cruel. They had a lot to deal with. And if I’d gone to med school only to find that I’d have close to no patients in my career, I probably would’ve been a lot more bitter than Mama.

			

			• • •

			When she was fifteen, Iris was found topless with her boyfriend, so Mama and Papa did the only reasonable thing—they sent her off to California so she wouldn’t have the chance to ruin our family’s reputation back home. She was to live at a group home for Asian students run by a Taiwanese woman. I couldn’t decide whether that sounded awesome or terrifying, and I knew Iris felt the same way. The morning she was set to go, her normally brilliant smile was strained.

			“You can’t keep being like this, you know, Meimei,” she said as she applied her thousandth coating of mascara.

			“Like what, Ci?” But I knew, without really knowing, what she meant.

			In the mirror, I could see Iris rolling her eyes. We used to be close. When we were little, we’d play all sorts of games together—dress-up, house, Lego. The only thing Iris never wanted to play was hide-and-seek. When I asked why, she said, “What if I hid so well nobody could find me?”

			I didn’t really know when we stopped being close, but if I had to guess, I’d blame it on the boobs. They changed her, seemingly overnight. She went from an older kid who was happy to play with me to a teenager I didn’t recognize. I still didn’t.

			“This helpless act,” Iris said, gesturing at me.

			“I’m not helpless,” I said helplessly.

			“You’re so pathetic.”

			Her tone was so acerbic that tears immediately rushed into my eyes. Iris was the only person who could make me cry with just one sentence.

			“Oh my god, are you going to cry? See what I mean? Jesus.” Iris dropped her mascara into her makeup bag and zipped it up. She looked pissed. She always looked pissed, especially when she talked to me.

			I didn’t trust myself to speak without my voice cracking, so I didn’t say anything.

			“When are you going to toughen the fuck up?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She stuffed her makeup bag into a backpack and slung it over one shoulder. In her baggy jeans and tank top, Iris looked so cool. I admired her and I hated her. For a moment, she frowned at me, hesitating. I braced myself for whatever barbed thing she was about to lob at me, but all she said was, “Well, see you around.” Then she strode out of her bedroom without another glance.

			I sat at the foot of her bed, listening to the sounds of Iris leaving home for a whole other country. I wasn’t going to the airport; Mama and Papa were dropping Iris off before going to the clinic. I didn’t know how I felt about that. Part of me wanted to cling to my big sister, spend every last moment with her, wave at her madly at the gates and watch her plane leave the tarmac. The other part of me knew that if I did that, all she would do was roll her eyes and tell me to grow up and stop embarrassing her. That was the thing with Iris. Even at fifteen, she knew that the best way to say goodbye was to not say it at all.

			

			• • •

			By the time I graduated high school three years later, Iris and I were as good as strangers. She’d come back every summer, and each time, I recognized less and less of her. It wasn’t just that she looked different—so American in the best possible way, her hair, her clothes, even her eyebrows. It was the way she talked and the way she moved. Her American accent was flawless, zero traces of Indonesia in the way she spoke. She spoke like a true ABC—an American-born Chinese. When I spoke to her, I became painfully aware of my own horrible Indonesian accent, the way the R’s rattled harshly on my tongue while they flowed out rich and smooth from Iris’s mouth. Eventually, I stopped talking to Iris altogether.

			So when I graduated high school and was bundled onto a plane for LA, my insides were twisted into tight knots. Even though I’d known for years that this was always the plan, that Chinese-Indonesian kids, upon graduating high school—usually at the age of sixteen if they attended a Singaporean high school like I did—were usually sent to American colleges (mostly on the West Coast due to the large Asian population, though for some random reason, the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor also had a huge number of Chinese-Indonesian students), I was still terrified. Still filled with a sense of: Holy shit, is this really happening?

			Iris had moved out of the group home a month earlier in preparation for my arrival, and we would be living in a two-bedroom apartment with each other. The idea of sharing an apartment with my sister was terrifying. But I could never fully explain why to Mama and Papa. And I doubt they’d be interested to know, anyway. It wouldn’t change a thing. It wasn’t like I could live on my own at sixteen, and I didn’t want to live in a group home. They’d eat me alive. I spent the entire flight to LA watching movies, trying not to think about the fact that I was on my way to a whole new life in a whole new country where everyone spoke an entirely different language.

			Iris picked me up at LAX. It was the first time I’d seen her driving, and I didn’t think I’d ever seen anything cooler or more grown-up. She drove with one hand on the wheel and her other arm resting on the door. Her eyes were hidden behind huge sunglasses, and I was sort of glad I couldn’t see them because I had no doubt she was looking at me with disdain. To be fair, I would look at myself with disdain too. Next to Iris, it was glaringly obvious how un-American I was, in my unfashionably colorful clothes that Mama bought me and my unflattering chin-length hair. It was January, and even the air here was so different from the air in Indonesia. Lighter, with a slight bite that I found magical.

			“You’re here,” she said with, to be honest, way too much resignation.

			“Yeah.”

			She sighed, then was distracted for a while as she merged onto the freeway. When she turned her attention back to me, I stiffened, bracing myself. “God,” she muttered.

			I don’t know why—maybe it was the disgust in her voice, or maybe it was the fact that I was sixteen, and I finally had my very own boobs (not as big as Iris’s, but they were very definitely there), or maybe it was the LA magic working its way through my veins. Whatever it was, for once, I didn’t cower. Instead, I fired back, “Why do you hate me so much?”

			There was a pause. I could tell Iris was shocked by that. Maybe talking back was a mistake. I wished I could pluck the words out of the air and swallow them.

			“I don’t hate you.”

			“Really?”

			“Really?” she mimicked in a squeaky voice. “Dude, seriously. Stop being so needy, oh man.”

			“I wasn’t being needy. I just—I’m surprised, that’s all.”

			“Surprised that I don’t hate you?”

			“Yeah.” I hesitated, going over my next words to make sure they wouldn’t come out needy or pathetic or whatever else would give Iris fodder. “You always seem so angry when you talk to me.”

			She made a noise that sounded like “Huh.” Then she said, “Well, I don’t hate you. You piss me off all the time though.”

			“Why?”

			“You just do. Anyway, stay out of my way and we’ll be fine.”

			“Fine.”

			We spent the rest of the drive in silence. I didn’t care what Iris said, I knew she hated me. I didn’t know why though. And maybe I hated her too, just a little. And I didn’t really know why either.

			Mama and Papa had rented a two-bedroom apartment in a large apartment complex in San Gabriel. They said it was a good area to live in because it was close to a whole bunch of Asian supermarkets. Up until then, the only things I’d seen about America were beautiful suburbs or cities like New York or Hollywood, all of them filled with nothing but white people. But when we exited the freeway for San Gabriel, all I saw were store signs in Chinese. Back in Indonesia, I’d attended a Singaporean school, so I spoke pretty good Mandarin, and I read the signs as we passed them: Dim sum. Taiwanese beef noodles. Hair salon.

			“Yeah, Mom and Dad put us in the most Asian place ever,” Iris said.

			“Mom and Dad?”

			“Okay.” She gave a long-suffering sigh. “Some advice: Don’t let anyone hear you calling them Mama and Papa. They’re Mom and Dad from now on, okay?”

			“Why?”

			“Don’t ask stupid questions. And while we’re on the subject, don’t call me Cici.”

			“What?” I’d only ever called Iris Cici, which was Indonesian for “big sister.” “What should I call you?”

			“My name,” Iris said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world, like it wasn’t a hugely disrespectful thing for me to be calling my big sister by her name, without the honorific title.

			I gaped at her.

			“Try it.”

			Her name lodged in my throat like a fish bone. I swear it literally hurt coming out. It took a couple of tries before I managed to choke out, “I-Iris.” It felt so wrong that I immediately added, “Cici.”

			Iris snorted. “You’ll get used to it, Mei—Magnolia.”

			My skin prickled unpleasantly at the sound of her calling me by my name instead of Meimei—“little sister.” Even my parents called me Meimei, unless they were angry. In Indonesia, it was a form of both respect and affection to call family members by their honorific titles. Having Iris call me Magnolia felt like she’d stripped me of my place in the family.

			“Trust me on this,” she said.

			I didn’t know why I would trust Iris on anything, and even less on matters like these, but it wasn’t like I had a choice.

			“And another piece of advice: If you want to fit in, start slanging.”

			“Slanging” meant to speak with a fake American accent, to pretend to be American even though you’re not. Back at my high school, we made fun of kids who slanged, calling them try-hards, fakes, wannabes. And now I was supposed to join their ranks.

			“There’s no other way to learn the American accent,” Iris said in her rich, lush American voice. “You just gotta go for it. It’s going to be cringey at first, and you’ll make a ton of mistakes and sound fake as shit, but over time, it’ll come naturally.”

			I nodded. As much as I hated to admit it, this sounded like actual good advice.

			“Last thing: Don’t tell people you’re sixteen.”

			“Why?”

			“Again with the stupid questions,” she groaned. “You’re going to be at a community college. Everyone there is at least eighteen years old. They’re gonna think you’re a fucking kid.”

			I was quiet.

			“Worse, they’ll think you’re some nerd who graduated high school early. An Asian nerd from Asia. Great look.”

			“But I didn’t graduate high school early.” My school back in Indonesia followed the Singaporean system, which meant we graduated high school at sixteen and then went on to junior college for two years before going to a normal college. Since Iris had finished high school in America, she’d graduated at eighteen. It always struck me as intensely weird that my older sister and I would both be freshmen at community college.

			“I know that. But you try explaining that to a bunch of American kids. They’re not going to understand jack shit about the education system back home. All they’ll remember is you’re a nerd.”

			“What do I do when people ask how old I am?”

			“They’re not going to ask because we’re not five-year-old kids who go around asking people how old they are.” She turned down a corner of the street. “Here we are. This is home for the next however many years.”

			I looked out the windshield and took in the blocks of identical beige buildings. The front gates opened slowly, and I scanned my surroundings as Iris drove in and swung into a parking space. She didn’t bother helping me with my huge suitcase, strolling ahead while I struggled to lug it out of the trunk. Then I rushed after her, already out of breath. It was a familiar feeling, rushing to catch up to Iris. As far back as I can remember, I was always doing that, running up to her, trying to catch up and never being able to, not even when she slowed down. Even now, I still have dreams where I’m sprinting as fast as I can, calling out her name. They always end right before I catch up to her.
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Chapter 4

			MAGNOLIA

			1998

			The first thing I noticed about our apartment was how silent it was. Back in Jakarta, we usually had the fan or the AC on, so there was always a hum in the background. A hum I never noticed until I stepped inside our LA apartment. Every sound we made seemed magnified in the silence. Iris tossing her keys onto the kitchen counter. Iris kicking off her shoes. Me slipping mine off. Our socked feet on the carpet.

			“I took the master bedroom,” Iris said, as she strode down the hallway. The second thing I noticed about the apartment was how much it smelled of her. It was the late nineties, which meant every teenage girl in the world had coated herself with some version of Victoria’s Secret body spray. Iris’s favorite was something spicy—I think it was literally called Spicy, and it hung thickly in the air like a giant fume ball. When I swallowed, I could practically taste it.

			The third thing I noticed was that we had carpeted floors, which to me symbolized America. Indonesia was a tropical country, which meant the weather was hot and humid, which meant the only places that had carpets were hotels and restaurants and maybe homeowners who would come to regret their life choices. I dug my toes into the carpet and it hit me then, how far away I was from home. My cheeks got hot. Shit, I was about to cry.

			“That’s your bathroom,” Iris said. “Stay out of mine.” She glanced over her shoulder at me and paused. I waited for her to tell me to stop being a baby. She sighed. “It’s not so bad. You’re lucky you’re not staying at a group home. Those bitches were brutal.”

			I sniffed and swiped an arm across my eyes. “Really?” To be fair, I thought Iris was pretty freaking brutal. But it wasn’t like I could say that to her.

			“Yeah. They kept telling me to go back to India.”

			“But you’re not Indian.”

			“No shit, Sherlock. Try telling them that.” Iris leaned against the doorway and appraised me. “You’ll be okay. You brought normal clothes, right?”

			“What do you mean?” I shifted from one foot to the other, looking down at my outfit. Normal jeans. Normal shirt. Normal jacket.

			“Clothes that don’t make you look like a FOB?”

			“A FOB?”

			“Fresh off the boat.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “That’s silly, I didn’t come off a boat.”

			Iris rolled her eyes. “Spoken like a true FOB. Take a shower. Nap. Whatever. When you feel better, we can get you some new clothes.”

			In some ways, Iris’s kindness was worse than her cruelty. Because she gave so little of it that on the rare occasion she was actually nice to me, it cracked my heart right open. Now there was no hope of holding the tears back.

			“Fuck’s sake,” she muttered when I started bawling. Then she walked into her room and shut the door on me.

			See what I mean about her kindness being worse than her cruelty?

			

			• • •

			Neither Iris nor I knew how to cook; in Jakarta, we had a helper who cooked and cleaned for us, and I only realized how utterly useless I was in the kitchen when, my stomach rumbling, I went in search of dinner on Saturday evening. Iris was there, eating noodles out of a Tupperware container.

			“Tonight’s menu is mie goreng,” she said, pushing the container toward me.

			I grabbed a pair of chopsticks and sat across from her. “Did you order this?” The fried noodles were greasy and addictive. Or maybe I was just famished.

			“No. Mom signed us up for a daily catering service. One of her friends’ friend’s sister, or whatever, runs a small catering company. She’s Indo, so all the food is Indo. It’s pretty good.”

			That was how it was with the Chinese-Indonesian community. Everybody knew everybody. Business was often done through word of mouth. I was just relieved to be able to have Indo food in LA. One less thing to be homesick for. I wondered what we’d do the rest of the night. I didn’t have to wait long. Iris shoveled two more bites of noodles into her mouth, then she stood up and went back inside her room. When she came out, she was dressed in a glittery backless top and tight jeans. “Don’t wait up” was all she said before she strode out of the apartment.

			Much later that night, she came back at three in the morning, and she must have been really drunk because she was stumbling everywhere. I stayed in bed and listened to the crashes and bangs from the kitchen and the living room. I didn’t dare go out of my room. Then the music turned on. Not loud enough for the neighbors to complain about, but loud enough that I could just about hear snatches of it from my room, which was somehow worse than if it had been loud enough for me to hear all the way. Because with the snippets of music, my mind automatically tried to grab hold of it, to follow the tune and the lyrics before I lost it again, and it drove me crazy. She listened to music until the sky lightened and weak daylight streamed in through the blinds in my room. Then she finally turned it off. She only arose from her bedroom at half past twelve, after which she made good on her promise and took me out to buy some new clothes.

			Thanks to Iris, I was basically sleepless at night. But I couldn’t be too mad at her, because thanks to her, I also had four new tops, a new pair of jeans, a new skirt, new shoes, two new jackets, and the most American thing of all—a hoodie that said Dodgers. I thought the Dodgers were a basketball team, which made Iris pinch the bridge of her nose and say, “Can you please just…not?” Then I figured they were a soccer team.

			Monday morning, I woke up at five, my stomach alternating between being full of snakes and fireworks. After showering, I put on my new jeans, which sat way lower on my hips than I was used to, but Iris swore this was the only way to wear jeans. Then I slipped on one of my new tops, which had a scoop neckline. I looked in the mirror. Oof. My cheeks immediately started burning. If I wore this ensemble back in Jakarta, my friends would be scandalized. I took off the top and picked out a different one, but somehow it looked just as sexual.

			But maybe I should look more sexual? I mean, I wanted to look sexy. But it felt so wrong on me, so inauthentic, like a little girl playing dress-up with her mother’s clothes. In the end, I went for a top I’d brought with me from back home—long sleeves with a beaded poodle on the front and a plaid pattern on the back. I went back to the mirror and appraised my outfit. It looked more like me. Aside from the low-rise jeans. I shrugged on one of the jackets I’d bought with Iris yesterday. Then it was time for makeup.

			I had no freaking clue how to put on makeup. Back at my old school, makeup was strictly not allowed. In fact, every classroom had a bottle of makeup remover in case any student was suspected of wearing any. But Mama had given me a Shiseido kit as one of my graduation gifts. At the airport, she’d tweaked my chin and said, “Use the makeup set I gave you. Remember what I said about finding a husband with potential.”

			Now, I took out the makeup set with as much reverence and trepidation as one might hold a Fabergé egg. The bag contained a palette with eye shadow and blush, eyeliner, powder, and two different shades of lipstick. Swallowing, I opened each one and sniffed. They smelled so sophisticated. If being grown-up had a smell, it would be the scent of Shiseido’s Invisible Silk Pressed Powder in Cashmere. It went on smoothly, making my pores disappear with one swipe as though by magic. I took in my newly flawless skin, and it was as though a whole new world had opened itself up to me. Next was eye shadow—purple to match my top, followed by bright pink lipstick and blush. I smiled at my reflection. Very American.

			“Hi, my name is Magnolia.” Hmm, I still sounded so Indo. I closed my eyes for a moment and conjured up an image of Iris. The way she stood, the way she talked. The way her lips moved to form words that sounded exactly like how people sounded on TV. I shifted my weight to one leg and let my head tilt a bit to one side. Okay, this pose definitely looked more Iris. I tried again. “Hi, my name is Magnolia.” Almost. Except what would Iris say? I frowned at my reflection, then relaxed my facial muscles so I looked slightly bored. “Hey. I’m Magnolia.”

			My hands flew to my mouth. Whoa. I sounded so American it gave me goose bumps. A high-pitched giggle bubbled out of me. I couldn’t possibly speak like that in public. Oh my god. I narrowed my eyes at the mirror. Yes, you can, and you will. Because you’re not a FOB. Well, you are. But you don’t want people knowing that.

			Why not though? What’s so bad about being a FOB? So what if I did just come here from Indonesia? Didn’t that make me more interesting?

			Except the way Iris said “FOB” made it painfully clear it wasn’t something I wanted to be known as, and Iris seemed like she had it all figured out, so…

			I stared at the mirror and said, “Sup. I’m Magnolia.” You know what? I was good at this slanging thing. I totally sounded like one of the characters from Friends. Maybe Phoebe.

			By the time Iris came out of her room, her hair still mussed up, dressed in jeans and a hoodie but with a fresh face of makeup on, I’d been waiting in the living room for over an hour. I didn’t mind, I’d spent the hour muttering different phrases in my new accent and fussing over everything, checking and rechecking my backpack to make sure I hadn’t forgotten my wallet or my magical Shiseido kit. Iris slouched down the hallway, yawning, and stopped short when she caught sight of me perched on the sofa.

			I said, “Morning, Ci—uh.” Nope, I couldn’t bring myself to call her by her name. “Morning.”

			“What the fuck happened to your face?”

			My smile froze. “Um. I put on some makeup?”

			“No. Not some. You look like you put on all the makeup you found at CVS. Jesus, Magnolia. You look like a goddamn clown.”

			My nose started itching, a sure sign I was about to cry, and I pinched the back of my thigh as subtly as I could to stop the tears from coming.

			“Wash it off. I am not going to be seen on campus with”—she gestured at me—“this.”

			I nodded and jumped up, eager to get away so she wouldn’t see me cry again.

			“And what the hell are you wearing? What happened to the shirts we bought?”

			“I…” I had no idea what I was supposed to say to that. The tops we bought were too sexy? I felt like a fraud wearing them?

			“You know what? Never mind. We don’t have time. Just go wash the crap off your face.”

			This time, when I looked in the mirror, I didn’t see an American teen. I saw myself for what I really was. A kid trying to pass herself off as a woman. I washed it all off. Iris and I didn’t say another word to each other the entire drive to school.

			

			• • •

			If you don’t know what a community college is, well, neither did I. Community colleges aren’t colleges, not like the kinds you see on TV. They’re more like a stepping stone between high school and a real college, and the best thing about them is that just about anyone can enroll. That’s why, at age sixteen, I could go to one, no questions asked. I had my GCE O-Level exam results, and they were enough to get me in. You couldn’t do that at a normal college; you’d need to sit for the A-Levels to get in.

			Anyway, the school I was about to attend was called Pasadena City College. I had no idea what to expect. I think mostly I was expecting a stereotypical American high school, but of course it wasn’t like that at all. It was more like a university, but tiny. Well, I say “tiny,” but it was actually pretty huge. Multiple buildings spread across an entire city block. City blocks in LA are huge and sprawled out, not like ones in Jakarta.

			Once Iris parked and we got out of the car, she said, “Okay. Listen to me.”

			I resisted the urge to flinch.

			Iris took a piece of paper out of her bag. “This is a map of the school. You got your timetable?”

			I nodded.

			“Good. Buy your textbooks at the store. Don’t talk to me while we’re at school. I’ll see you back here at three. I’m not waiting around, so don’t be late.”

			With that, she turned and stalked off, her hips swaying in a way that mine never could. I looked down at the map she’d given me. Coming from Iris, handing me a map was a surprisingly caring gesture. I tried not to dwell on how enormous the campus seemed to me. Easily five times the size of my high school. Okay, according to this, the bookstore was in building B.

			I made my way out of the parking structure. Every time someone walked past me, I stared at them, studying everything about them—their outfits, their hair, their walks. And, above all, the way they talked. I played the phrases over and over in my head, tasting them, running through the words until they were etched into the curves of my brain.

			Hey, man, how’s it going?

			Babe, did you—

			No thanks, buddy.

			Random phrases around me that I would never hear in Indonesia. I felt an almost overwhelming sense of homesickness followed by anger. Mostly at myself, because here I was in Los Angeles, and instead of being excited, I was scared. I wanted to hide in a dark corner before someone noticed me for the fraud I was. Though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was being fraudulent about, exactly. My fingers twined and twisted together as I walked with my head down, glancing up once in a while to check that I was headed in the right direction.

			I spotted the bookstore from a distance; there was a long line of students snaking its way out of the building. My heart sank. There were only about twenty minutes before my first class began, and I doubted this line was going to move all that fast. What if I didn’t make it through the door before my class started? Would I get in trouble? Did they take attendance in college? No, wait. This wasn’t college. It was community college. Did they take attendance here? Which would be worse—to be late for class or to not have the textbooks with you? The questions came to my mind in quick succession, like bullets spitting out, rat-a-tat-tat, completely overwhelming. But without any other choice, I joined the line and tried not to panic at how slowly it was moving.

			“You got your class schedule?”

			It took a moment for me to realize that someone was talking to me. Then it took another moment for the words to sink in. And another moment for me to parse through the quickness of her words and her accent, both familiar and unfamiliar.

			“Um…did you hear what I said?”

			I looked up. And up.

			I don’t know if you’ve met the love of your life yet. I hope you haven’t. It is a tragedy to meet them at the age of sixteen. Especially when she’s nineteen. And a she. Who knows? If I’d met her just a couple of years later, all might’ve worked out. I like to think that we’d have given it a good go before crashing and burning. And we would’ve crashed and burned, I’m sure, because, god, I was a mess in my twenties, and—I found out later—so was she.

			But right now, standing in front of the PCC Bookstore, I didn’t know that. In this moment, all I knew was I was looking at the most enchanting person I had ever seen in my life. And that was how I met Ellery O’Shea. The love of my life.
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			An Interlude

			IZZY

			“Whoa, whoa. Hold up.” My mind is a freaking mess. It’s not so much racing as it is zipping in reverse and crashing everywhere. I look closely at Nainai. She looks back patiently. “You can’t say she’s the love of your life.”

			“Is this one of your ageist things again?”

			“No! It’s because of Yeye. Remember him? The guy you were married to for the last—oh, I don’t know—fifty-something years? Had a family with.”

			Irritation flashes across Nainai’s face, and I get the sudden sensation that I’ve seriously miscalculated here. Just because Nainai has been talking to me so candidly about her past, I’ve let my guard down and am speaking to her like an equal, when she is anything but. It’s like skating down a frozen river and hearing the ice crack beneath your feet. “Uh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

			The moment stretches painfully, her sharp gaze slicing into me. Then she says, “When I was your age, I hated people saying things like: ‘You are so young. You’ll understand when you’re older.’ But Izzy, you are so young. And you will understand when you’re older.”

			I hate people saying that to me too, but when Nainai says it, it’s clear that she doesn’t mean it in a condescending way.

			Then she adds, “Well, I could be wrong. You could be exceptionally thick, in which case you won’t understand even when you’re older.”

			“Nainai,” I groan.

			She smirks at me. “I’m just fucking with you, Izzy.”

			“Nainai!”

			She laughs. “Am I not supposed to say ‘fuck’?”

			“Definitely not, and definitely not to your grandkids. Jesus, Nainai.”

			“My, lots of rules for seventy-three-year-old women.”

			“No more than there are rules for sixteen-year-old girls.”

			Her smile fades. “I know.” We continue walking, arm in arm, quietly for a while.

			“Please continue your story, Nainai.”

			She smiles at me. We’re about the same height, and even in the dark, I can see the many laugh lines crinkling around her eyes.

			“We’re just getting to the good part,” she says.
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Chapter 5

			MAGNOLIA

			1998

			Ellery Paige O’Shea. Even her name was enchanting. I’d never met an Ellery before, nor a Paige, and there were definitely no O’Sheas to be found in Indonesia. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m sorry, I get excited when I talk about her, and all I want to do is tell you all the things I love about my Ellery.

			Anyway. She said, “Did you hear what I said?”

			And I looked up and saw this blond goddess. Blue eyes. Light but not pale. Blue like the LA skies. And so tall. I think her height was what startled me most about her. She was nearly six feet tall, you know. What is that in metric? One-eighty? Izzy, you need to work on your math. Okay, anyway. She was very tall. Certainly the tallest girl I’d ever come across. And shoulders to die for. Underneath a bright red PCC Bookstore vest, she was wearing a T-shirt and it was kind of tight around her shoulders, probably because they didn’t expect women to have shoulders like that. And her biceps, oh my. She was lean but toned in a very practical way, not the showy kind that you get from the gym, but the kind of lean muscle you’d get from chopping wood or lugging heavy boxes of books around all day. My gaze trailed down her arms—I have a thing for arms, whether it was men or women—and Ellery’s arms were the kind you wanted wrapped around your waist—am I making you uncomfortable? Fine. She was cute, that’s all I’m saying. More than cute. Okay. Moving on.

			By now, I’d been staring dumbly at her for so long that she probably thought I was some kind of moron. She said, “Do you…speak English?”

			It was a fair question to ask, especially since I’d just been gaping at her like a goldfish, but something about that question snapped me back to the present, and I said, “I probably speak better English than you do.”

			The moment I said it, I was horrified. You should’ve figured out by now that at age sixteen, I was just about as mousy as anything. Especially around Iris. But there was something about Ellery that brought out the playfulness in me. It would take me a while longer to figure out what it was. We’ll get to that. Anyway, I didn’t remain horrified for long. Ellery’s eyebrows rose, making those blue eyes of hers widen, and she laughed. It was a low laugh, kind of like a “Heh, heh.” I’m not describing it well. That makes her sound like a witch. It was the most beautiful laugh I’d ever heard, low and comforting.

			“Yeah, you probably do. I’m sorry. That was kind of a dick thing to say, wasn’t it?” she said.

			I’d fulfilled my sass quota for the day and ran out of wit, so I just smiled and shrugged and mentally kicked myself.

			“Do you have your class schedule with you?” she said. “I’ll get the books ready for you while you wait.”

			“Oh. Yes.” I took it out of my bag and handed it to her.

			Her eyes scanned the sheet. “Psych 001, Psych 021, English 001A, Chemistry 22, Calculus 005A—dang, smarty-pants.”

			I smiled and shrugged again. Think of something to say, damn it!

			“Okay, you’ve got Calculus in—oh, ten minutes.” She winced. “I don’t think you’re gonna get the books in time.”

			My stomach sank. “Am I going to get in trouble?”

			She laughed again. “Oh my god. No. It’s the first day of class after Christmas break. No one gives a shit. And anyway—” She lowered her voice and leaned close to me. I was pretty sure my heart stopped working entirely. “You shouldn’t buy the books here. They’re so overpriced. You should go to A Thousand Screaming Voices.”

			“A Thousand…what?”

			“The secondhand bookstore near Old Pas?”

			I stared at her blankly.

			“You know Old Pas, right?”

			I continued staring at her blankly. God, she was going to find out that I literally arrived in this country two days ago and was the fobbiest FOB that ever fobbed. Belatedly, I said, “Uh…yeah?”

			She bit down on her lower lip. It looked like she was trying hard to hold back a smile. “Really?”

			“No.”

			“Okay.” That low laugh again. “Right. Well, looks like you have an hour between Chemistry and Psych. If you want, I could take you there.”

			I don’t want to sound like a cliché and tell you how my heart fluttered or my stomach flipped. Which they did. Nothing like this ever happened in Indonesia. Strangers didn’t offer to take other strangers they just met to secondhand bookstores. And that’s the other thing, words matter. And she didn’t say: “If you want, we could go there.” No, she said: “I could take you there.” And there’s something so sweet about that, the idea of her taking me someplace.

			I managed a nod.

			She grinned. “Cool. Meet you at the parking lot at noon.”

			I nodded again.

			“You should go,” she said. “Don’t be late for your class.”

			“Oh. Yeah.” I stepped out of the line. I didn’t even know her name. “What’s your name?”

			“Doh! Can’t believe I forgot to tell you. It’s Ellery. What’s yours?”

			“Magnolia.”

			“Magnolia,” she said, and coming from her lips, it sounded sacred. “That’s a pretty name. I’ll see you later, Magnolia.” And with that, she turned away and spoke to the student behind me. “Can I see your course schedule? I’ll get your books ready while you wait.”

			I felt both special and unspecial. She was working. She only saw me as a customer. But a customer she was taking to another bookstore, so not just any old customer. Unless she had a habit of taking every customer to other bookstores. Maybe this was just what Americans do. Maybe, when I got to the parking lot during my lunch break, I’d find a group of students waiting for Ellery.

			In a bit of a daze, I went to my first class of the day—Calculus. When you go to college, dear, I highly recommend not starting off your day with calculus. That’s all I have to say about that.

			Then it was Chemistry, and that was significantly more fun than calculus. I liked chemistry. I liked studying the periodic table, marveling at how much creativity and patience it took for scientists to build something like that. How many mistakes they must’ve made along the way, small ones and tragic ones. If you ever want to see how wonderfully complex the human mind is, all you have to do is take a look at the periodic table.

			Here’s another complex thing about the human mind—most of the time, it doesn’t know what it wants. Other animals have it all figured out. Food, shelter, sex. But humans make everything so complicated. We don’t just want food, we want different kinds of food. Hell, most of the time, we don’t even know what we want to eat. And sex is even more complicated. I didn’t know this at sixteen, of course. I was a virgin—are you a virgin? You know what? Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know. And there’s no shame either way. I had this plan—I had it all figured out. I was going to save my virginity for my rich husband. Fucking stupid plan, I’ll tell you that much.

			The other thing I didn’t know about sex was who I was actually attracted to. Because up until I met Ellery that very morning, I’d chugged along through life thinking I was straight. It was the kind of thing I never questioned, like breathing. Why do you breathe air? Who the hell cares? Everyone breathes the same air. Why was I straight? I was straight because I assumed I was, because I never knew anything different.

			The girls back at my high school and I—we often had girl crushes. You know what they are. Do you know what they are? Platonic little crushes that have more to do with “Oh, she’s so pretty, I wish I looked like her” than “Oh, she’s so pretty, I wish I could date her.” I don’t think I was ever conscious of the nature of my girl crushes. I simply assumed they were of the sort that everyone else had. Maybe I stared a little too hard, maybe my girl crushes lasted a tad longer than most, but none of it amounted to a discernible difference.

			So when I met Ellery, when she took my breath right out of my chest, I didn’t think: Oh, I might like her in that way. I didn’t think: Maybe I’m not straight after all. I thought: Oh, this is just another girl crush because she’s so cool, who wouldn’t have a girl crush on her?

			I see your eyes glazing over. I’m sorry, am I boring you? Should I stop? It’s no big deal, I’m just telling you the story of how I met the love of my life, that’s all.

			Hmph, if you say so.

			I reached the parking structure two minutes past noon. I kept checking the time on my watch. I was convinced that because I was two minutes late, Ellery would be gone by the time I arrived. That was what Iris would’ve done, anyway. Do you know what it takes to sprint from one side of campus to the other in two minutes? By the time I got there, I was panting hard and sweating bullets. Not a good look.

			She was there, leaning against the wall, her hands in her pockets. Not pretending to read a book or a magazine like most people would be. She was just chilling. I’d never seen anyone so at ease in her own skin, so comfortable with her place in the world. When she spotted me, she smiled and waved.

			“Hey, Magnolia. Wow, did you run here?”

			I was so out of breath I could only nod.

			She laughed. “You didn’t have to do that.”

			“I was afraid you’d leave without me,” I blurted out. Then I gave myself a mental kick. How much more pathetic could I sound?

			“Aww, what?” She sounded genuinely surprised. “I wouldn’t have done that.”

			Something in the way she said it made it clear she really meant it, and without thinking, I said, “Really?”

			Ellery laughed. “Really?” she said, mimicking me. “Said like a kid who was just told she’s going to Disneyland.”

			My cheeks burned, but then she chuckled and said, “C’mon. My car’s parked right there.”

			I hurried after her. She stopped next to a tiny gray Honda and unlocked the passenger door manually before going round to the driver’s side. I slid in, and once we were both inside and the doors closed, the silence was so sudden that I didn’t dare breathe in case it sounded thunderous. Then she turned the engine on and I released my breath. I thought I should probably say something. But what? I gnawed on my lip as Ellery navigated our way out of the parking structure.

			“Did you just move to Pasadena?” she said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Where from?”

			Uh-oh. When Iris told me not to disclose the fact that I’m a FOB, she hadn’t bothered to expand on it, and I hadn’t thought of asking for clarification in certain situations, for example, when someone asks me where I’m from, what should I say? What should I say? Oh god, I’d stayed quiet for far too long. My anxiety bubbled over until the answer burped out of me. “America!”

			Ellery raised her eyebrows at me. “Okay, smart-ass. Which part?”

			Oh my god. Which part? Who the hell knows? How many parts are there in America?

			“New York.” I didn’t know why I said New York, except that I’d watched enough episodes of Friends to know what New York City was. (It was a city where everyone was super cool. That was all I knew.)

			“You don’t strike me as a New Yorker.”

			Ohhh my god. My intestines turned into snakes, and the snakes were really not getting along with each other.

			“New Yorkers are usually so snotty, and the first thing they do after revealing that they’re from New York is always to remind you that LA sucks, and—”

			“I’m not from New York!” I said it so fast it came out like it was one single word: “I’mnotfromNewYork!”

			Ellery stopped talking. Then she said, “I think I know where you’re really from.”

			“Oh?” I wondered if we were going slow enough for me to simply jump out of the moving car right now.

			“Let’s see. It’s gotta be someplace you’re not proud of. Someplace with a lot of fucked-up people.” She glanced at me appraisingly. “Florida?”

			I squashed down the hysterical laughter threatening to come out of me. She thought I was American! Ah! Also, should I be from Florida?

			“Texas? Nah, you don’t sound Texan. Unless you’re actually hiding a Texan twang. Are you hiding your real accent?”

			She was right about me hiding my real accent, but she thought my real accent was Texan, and it was so surreal that I very nearly laughed out loud. “I am.”

			“Really?” Her grin widened. “C’mon, let’s hear it. I wanna hear the famous Texan twang.”

			I had no idea what that would sound like, and all I knew in this moment was that lying to Ellery felt so shitty. “I’m not from Texas. I’m from Indonesia.”

			“Whoa. Seriously?”

			“Yeah. I’m sorry.”

			“No, why’re you sorry?”

			“Because I said I’m from America. And I’m not.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at her.

			“Oh. Well, that’s okay. I would’ve totally bought it though. You sound totally American.” There was not a single trace of anger or judgment in her voice.

			“We speak English in Indonesia. Well, not everyone does, but the school I went to was a Singaporean school, so we spoke English all the time.”

			“That’s so cool. Do you also speak, uh…Indo-lese? I don’t know, what do you speak there?”

			“Indonesian. Yeah, I do. And Chinese.”

			“You speak three languages? Damn!”

			“Most Chinese-Indonesians do.”

			“Wow. Most Americans only speak one language, and not very well,” Ellery said. “I only speak English. Always wished I could speak another language though.”

			“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Very handy when you want to bitch about things in public.”

			“I bet it is. Oh, parking spot!” Ellery swung into an empty space on the side of the street and looked at me, her eyes dancing. “You’re my lucky charm.”

			Not just any lucky charm, but specifically her lucky charm. I swear, in that moment, every bone in my body turned into molten liquid. But that was the thing with Ellery. She had no idea about the power of her word choice. Already, she was sliding out of the car, whistling, not even looking in my direction. She didn’t know that one word she just said had set my soul on fire.

			We walked down the street, and before long, I was a few paces behind her. I had to do this weird little hop-jog to catch up with her. I should have told her to slow down, but of course I didn’t. She glanced over her shoulder and stopped short.

			“Sorry, am I walking too fast?”

			“No.” Yes.

			“I’ll walk slower so your stumpy legs can keep up.”

			“Stumpy legs? You mean so my normal-length legs can keep up with your freakishly long ones?” Holy shit. Where did that come from?

			She cracked up. “Exactly. Yeah, you put me in my place, short stuff.”

			I was still grinning by the time we got to the bookstore. It was filled with people—probably students like me—all of them shouting to be heard above the din.

			Ellery called out, “Follow me!” and plunged into the crowd.

			I did as she said, but it wasn’t long before we got separated in the throng of warm bodies. Something came over me; it was the Ellery effect. Iris was like a snowstorm, raging and sharp. When I was around her, my body folded in on itself, curling up as tiny as it could go. But Ellery was the sun, and her light made me unfurl. It felt as though anything was okay with her. Even then, on that first day, I somehow knew she wouldn’t get frustrated at me the way Iris would.

			So I reached out and caught hold of the sleeve of her shirt. She turned for a second. Our eyes met and she smiled, then she dived deeper into the crowd, my fingers still curled around her shirtsleeve, tugging me forward. Though she hadn’t said a word about it, I got the sense that she was okay with me clinging to her. The noise around us faded, everything focused on this one spot, my fingers on her sleeve. No skin-on-skin contact, and yet still somehow unbearably intimate. I never wanted this to end.

			It lasted about five seconds. Then we were at the counter and Ellery waved at someone. The spell broke, and I let go.

			“Dahlia, hey. Wow, it’s madness in here.”

			“No shit.” Dahlia grabbed a book from behind the counter, barely sparing Ellery a glance. “What do you need?”

			“Give me your course schedule,” Ellery said to me.

			I did so, and she handed it to Dahlia.

			“Okay. Wait here.” Dahlia ducked underneath the counter and disappeared into the crowd.

			“Did we just cut in line?” I said to Ellery.

			Ellery looked shocked. “I would never!” Then she winked. “Don’t feel bad about it, it’s kind of a bookstore workers’ code, you know? If Dahlia ever came to the school bookstore, I would do the same for her.”

			Somehow, that made Ellery seem even cooler to me. Even though I knew it was bullshit, and technically we were very much cutting in line, which was very wrong and totally not something I would do on my own. That’s love, isn’t it? It not only blinds us to the little imperfections but actively turns flaws into something beautiful. But you know what? Even now, decades later, looking back with a clearer head, I’d still tell you the same thing I thought then—that despite all the little imperfections, like her cutting in line, I don’t know a better person than Ellery O’Shea.
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Chapter 6

			MAGNOLIA

			1998

			Minutes later, we were out of the din and back in the Californian sun. “Phew,” Ellery said. “First day of school’s always like that. Hey, we’re making really good time. Wanna grab lunch before we head back?”

			Like I would ever say no to that. Still, kudos to me, I managed not to scream, “Yes!” I said, “Sure,” in a way that (I hope) conveyed that grabbing lunch with people I just met was something that happened to me all the time.

			She took me to a taco truck.

			
					
					I’d never had tacos, or any other Mexican food before. I know there are plenty of wonderful Mexican options now all over Indonesia, but back then, not a single taco could be found in the entire country.

				

					
					 I’d never been to a food truck before. We have plenty of street food in Indonesia, obviously, but nothing out of a truck.

				

			

			What an experience. Everything about it was new to me, and by then, I was comfortable enough with Ellery to tell her the truth.

			She didn’t make fun of me. All she said was “Wow, you’re in for a treat!” Then, maybe because I looked so lost, she said, “Do you want me to order for you? Anything you’re allergic to?” She ordered us both carnitas tacos, and when the food came, we grabbed a seat at a nearby bench. “Squeeze the lime over it. Yep. And here’s some extra salsa. Have you had salsa?”

			I hadn’t, actually, and I’d never tasted anything like it. I poured some salsa over my taco and took a big bite. My eyes widened. My toes curled. My ears pricked up. The skies parted and angels sang in a choir. “Mmm.”

			“I’m jealous,” Ellery said, chewing her taco. “Man, I wish I could remember tasting my first taco. Tell me everything. What’s it like?”

			I chewed slowly, wanting to savor this magical bite. “Holy shit.”

			“Yeah, that sounds about right. So, you’ve really never had a taco? I’m honored to have taken you to your first-ever taco experience. What’s Indonesian food like?”

			“Spicy. Lots of peanut sauce.”

			“Is it like Thai food?”

			“Some of it.”

			“When did you move here?”

			“Two days ago.”

			Ellery choked on her taco and had to take a gulp of water. “Seriously?”

			I nodded.

			She looked closely at me. “Do you miss it?”

			“Yeah.” I didn’t want to dwell too much on it in case I got all weepy, so I quickly said, “What about you?”

			“I’ve been here awhile now. I moved as soon as I graduated high school. I’m from Ohio. Not much to do in Ohio. I bet there’s a ton of awesome things to do in Indonesia though.”

			To me, America was one single place. Not much difference between LA and Ohio. Never say that to a Californian, by the way.

			“I can’t believe you’re like”—she gestured at me—“all fresh-faced and like ‘Fuck yeah, here I am, LA!’ When I first came here, I was so freaked out. But not you, you’re a badass.”

			I laughed, mostly because that was so far from the truth. And maybe, at the end of the day, that was the real reason why I fell in love with Ellery. Because through her eyes, I was so much more than I really was. I barely remember our drive back to campus. Here’s one thing though: Ellery was so tall that her knees reached the wheel of her tiny car, and at some points, during the quieter stretches on the road, she controlled the wheel with her knees. Stupid and irresponsible, sure, but you know what? It was also really cool. When we got back to campus, she asked for my number. Somehow, I managed to keep my composure. Instead of giggling and squealing, “Yes!” I merely smiled and gave it to her before leaving her car and walking coolly away.

			When I met up with Iris at the end of the school day, she said, “What are you smiling about? You look so dopey.” And I crashed back down to earth. Ellery made me feel weightless, and without Iris to keep me grounded, I would’ve flown straight out of orbit and lost myself in outer space. As much as I sometimes hated Iris, at the end of the day, we all need our anchors.

			

			• • •

			For as long as I could remember, Iris and I had always been as different as two people could be. Papa used to say that Iris was the sun—blazing so bright, using up her own body for fuel to burn even brighter, loving the attention it brought, even if it hurt her in the end. Then he’d turn to me and say, “You are the moon, small and quiet and surrounded by darkness. You need something to orbit around.” He’d pat me on the head and smile. “Every man needs a good moon to orbit around him to make his life complete. You’ll make some man a wonderful wife one day, my dear.” Then he’d look over at Iris and frown. “Unlike your sister. Men may be attracted to the sun, but like a moth to a flame, if they fly too close, they’ll get burned. Your sister needs to burn a lot less bright if she’s going to find a good husband.”

			Everything about us was curated to fit whatever our future husband might need us to be. And I was so proud to be the moon. To be exactly the kind of girl my future husband would most want. There is no shame in admitting that; it was hardly my fault that I absorbed all of the misogyny I grew up with. There was no other point of comparison, no other tree of knowledge I could’ve plucked a fruit from to distance myself from the patriarchy.

			In LA, although I was oceans away from my parents, I carried their words with me like a pendant, caressing it time and again, feeling its weight against my skin, turning it over and over until its sides were smoothed from my hands. While Iris drove us home from school, I snuck glances at her and noticed the marks on her neck—thumb-sized bruises like wine stains. With a shock that traveled all the way down my spine, I realized they were hickeys. My sister was getting hickeys. Some guy had put his lips on her neck and kissed and sucked at her skin until the blood vessels underneath ripened and burst.

			Shame rolled through my body, as though I were the one who’d done that. She was my sister, and her shame was mine to bear. Hot on the tail of the shame was anger. Why would she do that? Didn’t she know that her future husband would sense it on her? All of the boys she’d allowed to touch her—their hands grabbing her, their mouths on her—they would all leave their invisible marks, and when her future husband unwrapped her in their marital bed, he would know. And what would happen then? Would he cast her out? Announce to everybody that his bride was unclean?

			That’s stupid, a small voice whispered in my head.

			Is it though?

			Purity was such an important part of being a girl, something that had been drilled mercilessly into our heads, shattering skulls and parting soft tissue until it was so firmly lodged that there was no way of taking it out without destroying us.

			“Yes, it’s a hickey,” Iris said with a roll of her eyes.

			I pressed my lips into a firm line, my anger churning hot in my belly, fighting against the thick blanket of fear covering it. As much as I wanted to chastise her, at the end of the day, it was still Iris. She was still the sun. She could still burn me, and she didn’t even have to try. And she was older than me, so it wasn’t my place to tell her off, even if she was disrespecting herself.

			“You know, now that Mom and Dad aren’t around to breathe down our necks, it’s a good time to find yourself a boyfriend.” She spoke the way she drove: carelessly, only half paying attention.

			I didn’t say anything. Of course I wanted a boyfriend. I wasn’t a total machine. But I wanted a good Chinese-Indonesian boyfriend, sweet and innocent, not the kind who would leave hickeys on my neck.

			As though reading the thoughts in my mind, Iris shook her head and laughed. “Or not. Whatever. I don’t care, as long as you keep out of my business, okay, Lil’ Sis?”

			I wondered if Iris being a—a loose woman would affect my prospects of finding a good husband. Would she bring enough shame to our family to destroy our reputation? If you think these are strange things to consider for a sixteen-year-old, then congratulations for not having grown up in a society like mine.

			“Is he—um—is your boyfriend…” I fiddled with my thumbs. “Is he Chinese-Indo?”

			“Dude, really? That’s your question?”

			I shrugged.

			“No, he’s not, okay? He’s half Japanese, half white.”

			I stared at her in shock. Japanese? White?

			“If it makes you feel any better, he’s not really my boyfriend. We’re just hanging out.”

			Now I was staring in shock and horror. No big deal, just hanging out and giving each other hickeys. Who was this person sitting next to me? The rest of the drive home, I was silent, but my mind was in turmoil. I felt like it was my responsibility to report back to Mama and Papa about Iris’s proclivities, but I feared Iris’s wrath way too much to do that. Then I remembered that the whole reason they sent Iris here, to the other side of the world, was so she wouldn’t be able to pull this shit back home and shame us all, so maybe Mama and Papa knew what she was up to? Or at the very least, they had an idea. Maybe they sent me here to live with her so I could be a good influence on her. (Yes, I was insufferable back then, I know.)

			Here’s yet another example of how insufferable I was back then: When we got home, I settled down at my desk and did my homework. It was the first day of school, so there was actually no homework, but I opened my textbooks and went over the first two chapters anyway, preparing myself for the rest of the week’s classes. In the evening, just as I was starting to get hungry, I heard Iris’s door bang open.

			“Don’t wait up!” she called out. Moments later, the front door opened and slammed shut.

			Even though we hadn’t said a word to each other since reaching home, knowing that she was gone left behind an emptiness inside my chest. I had never felt so alone in my life. Back home, there was always somebody at the house—a helper, a relative dropping by, a friend from school. I felt so lonely that I didn’t even bother checking the fridge to see what Indonesian food the catering lady had dropped off today. I checked my voicemail, but there were no messages. Maybe Ellery only asked for my number to be polite.

			Mama and Papa called me at eight, asking how my first day went. I told them perfunctory details. My classes seemed manageable. Less daunting than the ones back at my competitive Singaporean school. Yes, Iris and I are eating Indonesian food. No, Iris doesn’t speed when she drives. (Much.) What about new friends? I paused then, my mind clacking into an Ellery-shaped notch that had etched itself into my brain. Maybe. I might’ve made a new friend. I’m not sure yet. She seems nice. I heard the relief in Mama’s and Papa’s voices when I said “she.” Girls are safe. Girls are no threat to my purity. They told me their lunch break was over and they needed to get back to work, and I said goodbye. Once I hung up, the loneliness was so crushing that I didn’t even have it in me to brush my teeth. I simply turned off the lights and crawled into bed, sleeping on my side so the tears only wet one corner of my pillow. When they were done leaking out of my eyes, I turned to my other side and went to sleep. I reminded myself that I would only be in America for four years, just long enough for me to get my bachelor’s degree, which would make me respectable, a good quality for a wife to have.

			In the morning, I woke up feeling hopeful and refreshed. I was one of nature’s optimists. Actually, when I stopped to consider my first day at school, it had gone really well. I hadn’t lied to Mama and Papa about my classes being manageable. I liked the campus, and of course, there was Ellery. Last night, I’d been so exhausted that I’d let my negative thoughts get the better of me. I’d second-guessed myself, talked myself into believing that Ellery merely saw me as a charity case. But in the brilliance of a new LA morning (and LA mornings are always brilliant, even in the winter), I woke up convinced that she enjoyed my company as well, that she, too, saw me as a friend. A friend! More than anything, that was what I needed right now. And I was about to see her again.

			This time, I put on all of my new clothes. My tight jeans and an off-shoulder top. I was still uncomfortable with the way makeup felt on my skin, but I swiped on a light coating of lipstick and dabbed a little blush on my cheeks. My reflection still looked like me, but better. A better version of me. I smiled, ate my breakfast alone, and when Iris’s door banged open, I kept the smile on my face and said, “Hi.”

			“What are you smirking about?” she said by way of greeting.

			“Nothing. It’s just a nice morning.”

			“It’s always a nice morning. That’s the whole point of LA.”

			“Do you want some cereal?”

			“No time. Let’s go.”

			I was determined not to let Iris blacken my morning. The whole ride to school, I kept my hands folded on my lap and stared out my window to avoid irritating her somehow. When we got to school, she said, “Three o’clock. Don’t be late.”

			“I won’t,” I promised.

			Then I hurried out of the parking structure, my heart racing. I was early; the first class I had wouldn’t start for another twenty minutes, which meant I had ample time to get to the bookstore. I was going to ask Ellery if she wanted to get tacos for lunch again. That was what friends did, right? Yes. Definitely yes. There was nothing awkward about that.

			The line curling out of the bookstore wasn’t as long today, but it was still sizable, and even from a distance, I spotted Ellery in her bright red employee vest. She stood out from the crowd. Literally. She was so tall, and her hair, tied back into a ponytail, turned a dazzling gold under the Californian sun. Her broad shoulders rippled as she moved, waving people forward. I could hear her voice, though not the words, and the sound was enough to make me smile even wider. I knew she’d say, “Heck yeah, let’s go for tacos!” even before I asked the question.

			But before I got to Ellery, before she could spot me, someone else called out, “Ellie!” and there was something in her voice that made all of my muscles freeze up. There was a certain familiarity in it that came from possession.

			A beautiful brunette walked past the crowd of waiting students, smiling. Ellery turned and saw her, and her whole face lit up. She looped one arm around the brunette’s waist and lowered her head. And, as I watched, frozen, the brunette tilted her head up and went on tiptoe, and they kissed.

			This moment was one of the core defining moments of my life. Not just because the girl I might or might not have developed a tiny crush on was kissing someone. But because she was kissing another girl. Out in the open, in front of a crowd, in front of her workplace, in the middle of school. Up until that moment, I had never seen two girls kissing on the lips before, not even on TV. Indonesia had very strict censorship laws; not even hetero kissing was allowed on-screen, and the Internet was in its adolescence, so as sad as it sounds, I hadn’t seen that many kisses in my lifetime. In fact, I could count the number of hetero kisses I’d seen on one hand, and all of them had happened at weddings—the pastor intoning, “You may kiss the bride,” followed by a stiff, chaste peck with lips pursed.

			Anyway, so there it was. Ellery kissing a girl. I was so confused. On the one hand, I was really disappointed. On the other hand, I didn’t know why I would be disappointed, because I was straight. What I felt for her yesterday was merely excitement at making a new friend, that was all. And a girl crush. Very platonic. Nothing more platonic than girl crushes. But I still felt stupid though. Because—oh, I don’t know. Because I’d assumed she would be just as lonely as I was. Because I’d assumed she, too, would have no one to have lunch with and would therefore jump at the opportunity to grab lunch together. There is nothing lonelier than realizing that you’re the loneliest person you know.
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Chapter 7

			MAGNOLIA

			1998

			Is there anything quite so dramatic as being sixteen? I’ve lived an entire lifetime of drama, and I’m pretty sure there isn’t. Seeing Ellery kissing the mysterious, beautiful girl, I stood there, frozen, for quite some time. Then the drama caught up with me and I turned and rushed off—very dramatically, I might add, all pounding heart and burning face. I ran until I was pretty sure I was out of sight, then I leaned against the wall and covered my face with my hands. I didn’t cry. I’d only known Ellery for about an hour, and even with all the drama pulsing through my veins, I was aware that it was a bit early to be sobbing over her. Still, there was an undeniable sadness inside me, an emptiness that took me by surprise.

			It’s stupid, I told myself. I just needed a friend, that was all. Once I caught my breath, I straightened up and walked away. I wandered to a bulletin board, where I spotted a flyer for badminton club. Open to all. In Indonesia, everybody plays badminton. We kind of kick ass at it. Compared to other Indos, I did not kick ass at badminton, but I was pretty decent. The first meeting was tomorrow at six p.m. I headed to class feeling slightly less like I was being swallowed by a dark abyss.

			The next evening, Iris dropped me off at school, grumbling, and told me to get a ride home because she was not picking me up at nine p.m. I said fine, then made my way to the gym, wondering how the hell I was going to get home afterward. But once I stepped foot inside the gym, I forgot about all my problems.

			The gymnasium was huge, big enough to fit eight badminton courts, and all eight were filled with people playing badminton. Shuttlecocks soared through the air, back and forth, and shouts echoed around the space. A white lady wearing a tracksuit waved me over and said, “First day?”

			I nodded.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Magnolia Chen.”

			“Great to have you, Magnolia Chen. I’m Coach Anderson. Have you played before?”

			I nodded again.

			“Cool. Let’s see…you can have that court right there, I think they’re wrapping up soon. And Winnie here will play with you.”

			Winnie turned out to be a FOB just like me, though she was from Hong Kong. Her English was so heavily accented I could barely understand her, and after a few minutes of struggling to speak to each other, we settled on speaking Mandarin. She was relieved.

			“You speak terrible Mandarin,” she said, “but it’s still better than my English.” There was no trace of meanness when she said it; she was merely stating a fact.

			“Thanks. Yeah, it’s really hard to get rid of the Indonesian accent when it comes to Mandarin.”

			“Stick with me and you’ll be speaking Mandarin like a native before you know it.”

			“Or maybe you’ll be speaking English like an American,” I said.

			Winnie chuckled. “I doubt it. You know, I went to high school here.”

			“Whaaat?” Okay, so not at all a FOB like me. I stood corrected.

			“Yeah, it was vicious. I hated it.”

			I thought of Winnie with her thick accent navigating her way through an American high school that was filled with people like Iris, and I grimaced. “Well, you made it.”

			“Barely.” Then she smiled. “But, yeah, I did make it.”

			The court opened up then, and we started our warm-up. From the way she moved, I could tell she grew up playing badminton. You can always tell from the way they swing their arms—people who grew up playing would swing from the shoulder, their movements fluid, their whole body twisting effortlessly as one with the racket. Those who picked it up recently swing from the elbow. I hadn’t realized just how homesick I’d been until Winnie and I started hitting the shuttlecock, and I felt so energized, a surge of happiness filling my entire body from limb to limb. When we started the game in earnest, we were both grinning, our eyes wide, our feet flying across the court. Each time my racket hit the shuttlecock, my whole body heard and felt the satisfying thwack of it and gave me another shot of endorphins. Winnie won by three points, but I didn’t even feel like I’d lost.

			“That was a great game,” Winnie said, coming to the center to shake my hand.

			I was beaming so hard that my cheeks were hurting.

			“Where are you from?” someone said from the sidelines. An Asian guy with a jawline that could cut glass.

			“She’s Chinese-Indonesian,” Winnie said to him. She turned back to me. “This is James. Don’t let him give you a hard time.”

			James gave me a once-over, and my stomach flipped in a way that had nothing to do with badminton. “You’re decent.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Watch my game?” he said, and the way he asked was so cool and yet sincere that I found myself nodding before I realized it. I found a spot and sat down next to the court. Already, from the way James held his racket—so casually, like it was a mere extension of his arm, I could tell he was going to be really good.

			By the end of the first rally, I realized I was wrong. James wasn’t just good, he was devastating on the court. Is there anything hotter than a guy dominating at a sport? Yes, of course, I immediately developed a crush on him. I was sixteen! All anyone mildly attractive had to do was look my way and smile, and I’d be planning our wedding date.

			At the end of the evening, James said, “Did you drive here, Magnolia?”

			I shook my head.

			“Do you need a ride?”

			I was about to say yes when Winnie appeared. “I’ll give you a ride. I live right by you.”

			I hadn’t actually told Winnie where I lived, but something in the way she said it made me say, “Okay. Thank you.”

			Later, as we walked to the parking lot, she said, “How old are you?”

			I hesitated, wondering if I should follow Iris’s advice and tell her I’m eighteen. But I got the feeling that Winnie would see right through me, so I told her the truth.

			She shook her head. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. We get plenty of people your age at PCC. From Taiwan, Singapore, whatever. Always look so lost. They come here because it’s a good community college, and also it’s so close to San Gabriel, which I’m sure you’ve figured out is basically like ninety percent Asian.”

			“Do I really look lost?”

			“Yeah. Like you’re looking for a big sister to guide you. That’s okay, I’ll be your big sis.”

			“I have a big sister.”

			“You do? Why isn’t she picking you up, making sure you get home okay?”

			“She trusts me to make my own way home.” The words felt hollow coming out of my mouth.

			Winnie side-eyed me. “You’ll get your driver’s license soon. But until then, you should be more careful. James is a good guy, but he’s sort of a player. Last semester alone, two girls quit the badminton club because he broke their hearts. And he’s nineteen. That’s quite a bit older than you.”

			“Okay.” Maybe most people would be annoyed and find Winnie patronizing, but the thing is, at sixteen, I liked being taken care of. I was always looking for older sister figures in life, always looking for someone to tell me it’s okay, they have my back. That was one of the reasons why I was so horrified when Iris told me to stop calling her Cici.

			When we got inside her car, Winnie said, “Let me guess, you live in San Gabriel?”

			“How did you know?”

			“That’s where most of us live.”

			We chatted easily the whole way back to my place, and Winnie was right, by the end of the twenty-minute drive, my Mandarin really was better. The words were flowing out smoother, and the Indonesian accent was less apparent. I was good at picking up accents, and already I found myself pronouncing a couple of words the way Winnie did.

			“Come by on Saturday evening,” she said. “It’s not official club time, but most of us play then too. I’ll pick you up at five.”

			Happiness flowed from my chest all over my body, and I told her I was in. I waved as she drove off, then startled when someone called my name. I turned to see Ellery. In an instant, my muscles, tired and loose after badminton, froze up. Oh my god, what is she doing here? Within the space of a single second, a million thoughts crammed their way through my mind, each one more ridiculous than the last. She knows Iris! She got lost! She followed me home!

			“Hey, what’re you doing here?” she said, her hands in her pockets.

			“Oh, uh.” It took a moment for my brain to settle down enough to form a coherent sentence. “I live here.” I gestured at the apartment complex next to us.

			“No kidding! What? That is unreal!”

			“Oh?”

			“I live here too. See?” Ellery took out her keys and unlocked the side entrance.

			My brain stopped functioning for the second time in half a minute. She. Lives. Here. Too. She lives here too!

			“I’m in block A. What about you?” She said it so casually, as though we didn’t just discover the best news in the world.

			“Block D.”

			“Cool. Oh, hey, is that a badminton racket?”

			I looked down at my shoulder, where my forgotten racket bag was hanging. “Oh. Yeah. I just came back from the school’s badminton club.”

			“Nice. I won’t keep you. I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

			I was exhausted, but I was also wired from everything that had happened tonight. Nothing like this ever happened in Indonesia. First of all, nineteen-year-old guys never popped up and asked me to watch their games, and big sister figures never appeared to drive me home, and lastly, I definitely never ran into anyone cool at my housing complex. But Ellery was probably eager to leave, so I said, “Yeah. Good night.”

			“See you around, neighbor!”

			I looked back over my shoulder as I walked off, but she was strolling away coolly, without looking back, so I felt stupid for looking. You know what? I like to replay that moment in my head sometimes, and I like to think that she looked back too, only at a different moment, both of us missing the other one glancing back. Story of our lives.

			The very next afternoon, as I was doing my homework, my phone pinged with a text.

			Ellery: What’re you up to?

			Magnolia: Just finishing up some schoolwork. You?

			Ellery: Wanna go for a walk once you’re done?

			Magnolia: Ok.

			Ellery: Text me when you’re ready.

			Magnolia: I will.

			After that, there was no freaking chance in hell I was going to be able to focus on homework. I jumped up from the desk and rummaged through my closet, looking for an outfit that was cute yet effortless. You might think the fact that I was devoting so much effort into looking nice for Ellery should’ve been a clue that I was into her as more than just a friend, but nope. Girls dress up to impress other girls far more than they do boys. Because when you dress up for a boy, it’s really a fifty-fifty chance whether he’ll notice, but girls notice everything. They’ll tell you they love your new hairstyle and the color of your lipstick and your new skirt. Girls notice the outfits; boys only notice what’s underneath.

			In the end, I went for a hoodie paired with jean shorts. I tied up my hair into a ponytail and swiped on some lip balm and blush. Total girl next door. Because that was literally what I was. The thought made me chuckle. It didn’t take much to amuse me.

			On my way out, Iris, who was having a late lunch / early dinner, glanced up and said, “Where are you going?”

			“A walk.”

			She wrinkled her nose, like the concept of a walk was alien to her. “To where?”

			“Just around the neighborhood.”

			She stared at me for a second, then rolled her eyes. “No one walks in LA.”

			“Okay. Um. See you.” As I walked out of the apartment, I fleetingly wished that Winnie were my big sister instead of Iris, and it was such a traitorous thought that I immediately chastised myself for thinking it. I spotted Ellery’s figure leaning against a tree next to the side gate, and all thoughts of Iris flew out of my head.

			“Hey,” Ellery said.

			I tried not to look too eager. “Hi.”

			She opened the side gate and gestured for me to go through first. It was a small gesture, but you must understand that in Indonesia, opening doors for friends wasn’t really a thing. So, yeah, I noticed stuff like that. Tiny details that piled up like little feathers, unnoticeable at first, until suddenly I was covered with them.

			“So, how are you finding it here?”

			“Pretty good.”

			“Your classes?”

			Again, I felt that Ellery effect fizzing under my skin, making me feel invincible. You know, I think it was her facial expression. I remember when I first read Peter Pan, the mom, Mrs. Darling, had a special, unseen kiss hidden in her mouth. The kiss symbolized the remnant of Mrs. Darling’s childhood wonderment. Everybody could see it, but nobody could get it out of her. It was just there. At the end of the story, Peter Pan got that special kiss and flew away with it. It was like that with Ellery, except instead of a kiss, it was a smile. Whenever she looked at me, I could just about spot this hidden smile just behind her lips, and it made me want to tease it out of her. So I said, “Pfft, too easy.”

			I watched as that secret smile erupted into a chuckle. “Heck yeah! You’re the shit, Frangipani.”

			“Frangi…pani?” I had a hard time keeping my face straight.

			“My bad. Your name is a kind of flower, right? Tulip, that was it.”

			“It’s most definitely not Tulip.”

			“Mangosteen?”

			By now, we were both laughing so hard we were doubled over. The laughter made me feel bold, and I said, “Can I ask you a stupid question?”

			Without any hints of hesitation, Ellery said, “Go for it.”

			“Do you—ah—are you—do you have a girlfriend?”

			She cleared her throat, then said, “Yeah.”

			My heart sank. “Okay.”

			“That’s all you were going to ask?”

			“Yeah.” Now that I knew for sure, I didn’t want to know anything about the girlfriend. I didn’t want her to be real.

			“Do you have a girlfriend?”

			“What?” My cheeks burned. “No! I’m not—I’m straight.”

			“Cool. So, boyfriend then?”

			“No. I had a boyfriend two years ago, when I was fourteen. It lasted eight months, and the most we ever did was make out. He asked to touch my boobs very respectfully, I said no, and he said okay. He was nice.”

			“Whoa, okay, hold up.” Ellery looked at me with a curious expression. “Two years ago, you were…fourteen?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Which makes you sixteen right now?”

			I bit back a laugh. “Good job mathing.”

			Ellery’s hand flew to her forehead. “Holy shit, Tulip! You’re sixteen? Whaaat?”

			“Yeah, that usually happens two years after you turn fourteen.”

			“Okay, smart-ass. But really, though, how are you in college at sixteen? Are you an actual child genius?”

			Iris did warn me that this would happen. “No. It’s just a different education system. If I were back home, I would be in what’s called junior college for two years before going to college.”

			“Damn.” Ellery was still wide-eyed. “I’m talking to a real-life child genius.”

			“Did you not hear what I just said? I’m not a genius. All of my classmates graduated high school the same age I did.”

			“Too late, sorry, you’re a child genius.”

			“I’m sixteen, so I’m definitely not a child.”

			“I don’t know, I was definitely a dumb kid at sixteen.”

			I gave her a mock glare. “How old are you now?”

			“Nineteen. A very old and venerable wise woman.”

			“Ancient.”

			By now, we’d gotten to a traffic light and were waiting for it to turn. Before I knew what was happening, there was a weight on the top of my head. Ellery was resting her elbow there.

			“Okay, kid,” she said.

			“Uh…” Delicious laughter bubbled up from deep in my belly. “Don’t rest your elbow on my head!” I cried, but I was laughing so hard the words came out garbled.

			“Don’t be the perfect elbow-resting height,” she said.

			Still laughing, I grabbed her arm and lifted it off my head. Then it hit me that I had Ellery’s elbow in my hands and, oh my god, I was touching Ellery and also, oh my god, her arm was so incredibly toned, and what the hell should I do with it? Because she wasn’t pulling away and, oh no, I—

			The light turned. “Let’s go.”

			I dropped her arm and scampered after her.

			Something had changed between us, a tiny change, barely perceptible. I wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but the rest of the walk, the conversation flowed easily, so much so that when Ellery checked her watch and said, “Oh shit, it’s almost six,” my mouth dropped open. We’d been walking close to two hours. It was only then that I realized how tired my legs were.

			“I should go back,” Ellery said.

			“Me too.” Not that I had anything to go back to aside from homework, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

			We walked down the street in amicable silence. “This was nice,” Ellery said after a while.

			“Yeah.”

			When we got back to the apartment complex, she opened the side gate and once again motioned for me to go through first. Yet another tiny gesture that somehow managed to be so incredibly sweet.

			From Iris, I knew not to let goodbyes linger, so I said, “See ya,” and turned away before Ellery could reply.

			“Same time tomorrow?” Ellery called out.

			I stopped and looked back at her over my shoulder, joy unfurling like a flower in my chest. “Yes.”

			And just like that, our friendship sprouted its first roots.
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Chapter 8

			MAGNOLIA

			1998

			Over the next few weeks, Ellery and I went on walks almost every day. I’d never had a friendship like that before, not even with my old school friends. For one thing, Jakarta wasn’t a city built for walking; outside of the business districts, there were often no pedestrian sidewalks. And the tropical weather made walking outside an ordeal, more cardio and endurance than relaxing stroll. But walking in LA was different, especially in the evenings. When the sun started setting, it turned the sky into a riotous mix of colors I’d never seen before—violet and pink and orange and blue, a tapestry you couldn’t possibly tear your eyes away from. Ellery and I would stare up at it, and I’d steal glances and drink in all the minute details of her face. The curve of her jawline and the angle of her nose and the look of childlike wonder on her face. She’d been here for a while now and still she savored everything about LA, and through her eyes, I fell in love with the place.

			We talked about nothing and everything. We’d tell each other about our days at school, how our classes were going and which of our teachers were pricks. Ellery was undecided about what to major in. I’d pretty much decided on psychology. She knew she wanted to do some kind of writing, so she took Journalism and English Lit and Creative Writing and all sorts. At every stoplight, she’d rest her elbow on my head. I’d tell her that her arms were freakishly long and heavy, like an ape’s, and she’d tell me that my head was wonderfully flat, like a side table. She continued calling me Tulip, and I started calling her Bellery.

			After the first week of school, Ellery started giving me rides home. Iris was suspicious at first.

			“Who keeps giving you rides home?” Iris said after Ellery drove me home for the third time in a row.

			“My friend. Her name is B—Ellery.”

			Iris frowned. “Why’s she bothering to give you rides?”

			“She lives here too, so it’s not really out of her way.”

			Iris sniffed. “Mm-kay. Well, works for me.”

			I let my breath out when Iris stalked away, then felt silly for feeling nervous in the first place. There was nothing wrong with Ellery giving me rides home. Like I’d told Iris, Ellery lived here too, so she wasn’t going out of her way to do anything. By then, I’d gotten so used to Ellery’s car. Every time I slid inside, its familiar scent would hit my senses, and my whole body would automatically relax as I melted into the seat. I’d memorized the way Ellery drove—with her knees most of the time and her hands on her lap. Stupid, dangerous, and utterly enchanting. Despite the knee driving, Ellery never relaxed in her seat. She drove slightly leaning forward, her eyes always on the road, very much unlike Iris, who was always slouched in her seat and looked like she could barely be bothered to pay attention to the road.

			My third week there, Ellery started teaching me how to drive. “I can’t believe your parents haven’t signed you up for lessons yet,” she said. “You can’t live in LA and not know how to drive.”

			“They probably forgot,” I said, feeling defensive.

			“You should remind them.”

			I knew I should. But I also thought that if I knew how to drive, then there would be no reason for Ellery to drive me back and forth from school. That’s sixteen-year-old logic for you.

			Even though it was already four in the afternoon, she started teaching me because it was way too hot for us to walk. We’d met up at the side gate as usual when Ellery said, “If I walked in this heat I would melt like the Wicked Witch of the West.”

			“Okay,” I said, disappointed. The heat was pretty brutal, but I was loath to miss out on my usual Ellery time. I was already thinking of spending the rest of the day alone at home.

			“I know,” Ellery said suddenly, “I’ll teach you how to drive.”

			My stomach flopped as we walked to her car. “Are you sure about this?”

			“Yeah, it’ll be fun. And it’s a necessary life skill.”

			“Okay, Grandma.” But I stood, frozen, as she unlocked the car and opened the driver’s door for me.

			“Anytime now.”

			With a gulp, I slid inside. I could barely reach the pedals. Ellery laughed. “Oh my god, munchkin. Hang on.” She crouched down and reached over me and I died a little at the closeness of her. Her head was mere inches from my nose, and the smell of her shampoo was intoxicating. Musky and floral and so very Ellery. And I could hear her breathing as she fiddled with the controls to adjust my seat, which seemed incredibly intimate. The seat jerked forward, and I crashed softly into Ellery. “Oops, sorry about that.”

			I could barely squeak out a reply. Everything inside me had melted into goop. When she asked if I could reach the pedals, I quickly nodded. She slid back out and I was torn between relief and disappointment. Get it together, I told myself as Ellery walked around and climbed into the passenger seat.

			“So, you know what’s what?” she said.

			I looked blankly at her.

			“Do you know which one’s the gas pedal and which is the brake?”

			I shook my head.

			Ellery’s eyebrows rose, then her mouth drew into a thin determined line. “Okay. That’s totally fine. We can do this.”

			Ellery turned out to be the perfect teacher: patient and encouraging, with a great sense of humor. The humor was what really did it for me. I was so nervous, I kept making mistake after mistake. Under my control, her car jerked here and there like it had hiccups, but Ellery remained calm and never lost her temper, even after I made the same mistake four times in a row. Iris would’ve yelled at me and told me I was an idiot, or worse. By the end of the session, I could drive around the complex somewhat comfortably and slide into a parking slot, provided the slot was made out of two slots and I didn’t have to worry about staying within one slot.

			“Awesome job!” Ellery said, pulling the hand brake. “I think we can call it a night. You did well.”

			“Really?”

			“Well, you were terrible to start with. But you improved a lot, and that’s what counts.”

			“I’m not sure if that was a compliment or an insult.”

			She grinned at me. “Gotta keep you guessing, Tulip.” We got out of the car, and as usual, I prepared to leave. I could never stand seeing her leave. I always had to be the first one out. But then Ellery said, “Wanna come hang out at my place?”

			“Okay.” Okay, as though my skin hadn’t just broken out in a multitude of goose bumps. Okay, as though my mouth hadn’t gone bone-dry. I followed her to her block and lingered a few paces behind as she unlocked her front door. I told myself I would still be nervous even if it wasn’t Ellery, even if it was any other friend, male or female. And, looking back now, I think that was true. At sixteen, I wasn’t comfortable in my own skin, was unsure of my own steps and afraid of making any noise. And these apartments were so small and quiet. I crept inside after her and started taking off my shoes.

			“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Ellery said, tracking into her living room with her shoes still on. Well, I say “living room,” but what I soon realized was that her unit was a studio, and the living room was the bedroom was the kitchen.

			It was a small space, less than half the size of my own apartment, and I had never been in a studio apartment before. The first thing I noticed were the plants. They were everywhere. Pots and pots of them on the windowsill, next to the futon bed, on the study desk, on the kitchen counter, and scattered here and there on the carpeted floor. There was so much life around me that I felt as though I were inside a living biome.

			“Sorry, I know it’s a mess in here.”

			It was a mess, but it was a beautiful mess. The kind of mess that fit perfectly with Ellery.

			“These are all rescues,” Ellery said, her fingertips grazing a potted plant as she walked past. “I’ve never met an orphan I didn’t want to take home.”

			“I had no idea you could rescue a plant,” I said, feeling stupid.

			“Duh, Tulip!”

			That familiar comeback made me smile. “Do they call out for help? Look at you with sad eyes?”

			“You know what? That is exactly what they do.” Ellery picked up a small pot from the desk. “This one, for example, I found growing out of a crack in the garage. I had to, uh, sort of widen the crack to dig it out.”

			I’m torn between laughter and shock. “Are you saying you desecrated the property to rescue a…common weed?”

			“The little guy fought so hard to be alive, I thought it deserved a hand.” She stroked a leaf with obvious affection and put the plant down. “I have a soft spot for hardy little fighters. Take a seat anywhere. Want a drink?”

			I looked around, wondering where to sit. There was one chair, in front of the desk, a love seat, and the futon bed. After some consideration, I chose the love seat.

			“I’ve got orange juice or coffee,” Ellery said from the fridge. She opened the carton of orange juice, sniffed, and made a face. “Okay, I only have coffee. Or water.”

			“So many choices.”

			“I know, right?”

			“I’ll have water. I can’t have coffee past noon, otherwise I won’t be able to fall asleep.”

			“Whaaat? Isn’t your country called Java? Are you even Indonesian?”

			“Good point, Bellery. I suppose I’ll have my Indo card taken away from me soon.”

			“Yeah, if you’re not careful.” She handed me a glass of water and flopped onto the futon bed.

			The sound of me drinking sounded painfully loud. Oh my god. What am I doing here? She probably wants me to leave now.

			“What are you having for dinner?”

			“Oh, um. Probably just leftovers. We don’t get catering on the weekends.”

			“Leftovers? Screw that. Ooh, we should cook something.”

			The only time I’d picked up a knife was to slice a cucumber up for a salad. “I don’t really know how to cook.”

			“Neither do I. That’s why it’s going to be awesome.” Ellery jumped up from the futon and went to the fridge. “Let’s see what we’ve got…Ooh! Leeks and potatoes. We could make leek and potato soup.”

			I’d never had leek and potato soup and, in all honesty, that combination sounded pretty sad to me, but of course I was never going to say that to her.

			“Come on, sous chef. You’ve gotta give me a hand.” Ellery plopped a couple of leeks onto the kitchen counter.

			I poked at a leek. “What do I do with these?”

			“Tulip, have you never cooked before?”

			I shook my head. Maybe I should’ve felt stupid, but the way Ellery said my nickname made it feel like I could never go wrong with her.

			“To be fair, the only thing I’ve cooked is grilled cheese,” she said. “I only happen to have leeks and potatoes in the fridge because I grew them.” She pointed at the balcony, where there were massive pots of plants I didn’t recognize. “These will go to waste if we don’t do anything with them, so we gotta be brave, Tulip!”

			“Okay, Bellery. If we fail, it’s on you.”

			The next fifteen minutes or so we spent hacking the leeks and potatoes into misshapen, ragged lumps. Ellery had one kitchen knife, which was dangerously dull, so she chose to use that herself (“Kids shouldn’t play with knives.” “Still not a kid.”) and handed me a butter knife to slice the leeks with. In the end, our arms were aching from gripping the dysfunctional knives, but we had a pile of sliced leeks and potatoes. I consulted the one cookbook that Ellery had.

			“Heat some oil and stir-fry the leeks for a bit.”

			“Gotcha.” Ellery did so, and soon, the tiny apartment started smelling surprisingly good. After we added the potatoes and water, Ellery located an ancient bouillon cube in a cupboard and dropped that in, then we waited for the mixture to simmer.

			I settled back down on the love seat, marveling at how comfortable I felt here. The banter was ongoing, and I’d just cooked a proper dish for the very first time, and it felt like anything was possible. The question slipped out of me before I realized what I was saying. “How come you’re not out with your girlfriend?”

			“Oh, she has other stuff going on.”

			It was a weird thought to have. At sixteen, I foolishly assumed that when someone had a boyfriend or girlfriend, they would spend every free moment with them. It’s strange to think how much I learned about relationships from Ellery’s relationship with her girlfriend.

			“What’s her name?” Why did I ask that? Maybe I was genuinely curious. Or maybe I wanted to hurt myself a little. Maybe it was a little bit of both.

			“Trish.”

			“How long have you guys been together?”

			“Hmm, about six months.”

			The only relationship I’d had, back when I was fourteen, had lasted eight months. But I wasn’t sure if anything you had at fourteen counted as “real.” There was so much I wanted to ask Ellery, but every answer she gave me stung a little, like digging a fingernail into a scab. I wanted to know if Ellery had a nickname for Trish too. I wanted to know what Trish called Ellery. I wanted to know if they’d had sex with each other, and if so, how often they did it, and if it was mostly Ellery who initiated it or Trish, or if they both jumped on each other at the same time. And I didn’t want to know any of it. I wanted to pretend that there was nothing outside these walls, that the entire world consisted of me and Ellery and her tiny, jungly studio apartment with windows that were steaming up with the heat from the bubbling pot of soup.

			When the soup was done, she ladled it into two chipped bowls and we settled down on the love seat, next to each other, and she turned on her TV. Friends was playing, so we watched that. I told Ellery she was such a Joey, and she told me I was a Rachel, and I wondered if that was how she saw me—spoiled and clueless and achingly adorable. I wondered if that was a good thing.

			The next day, Ellery called and asked if I wanted to make a seven-layer bean dip. I had no idea what a bean dip was or why anything should have seven layers, so I said yes. Not that I was ever going to say no to her. She drove us to a nearby Ralphs and we got the ingredients, many of them new to me, like refried beans and guacamole and sour cream, which sounded repulsive. When the seven-layer dip was made, I said it looked like “a wrong trifle” and Ellery laughed for a full minute. Then we dug in with our tortilla chips, which promptly broke, so we dug in with spoons and slathered the mix onto our chips. I told Ellery I’d never tasted anything so decadent and bingeable, and she said, “Yep, this stuff’s dangerous.” Incredibly, between the two of us, we managed to polish off the whole thing over the course of the afternoon while I read a Cosmo magazine (Ellery: “Tulip, don’t read that bullshit, it’s meant to make us hate ourselves.” Me: “Bellery, it’s the Bible. Shush.”) and Ellery read National Geographic.

			Over the next year, we fell into an easy routine with each other. Actually, I fell into an easy routine with my new life in general, going to badminton and hanging out semi-regularly with Winnie, James, and one or two other members from the club. But most of my free time was devoted to Ellery, because although I enjoyed the company of my other friends, there was no one who made me feel as comfortable and safe as Ellery did. Some days, we’d go for walks. Other days, she’d teach me how to drive, and we’d go down to the supermarket to get ingredients for some wonderfully American-sounding dish before cooking it at her place. One time, after we’d made and inhaled an entire dish of Buffalo chicken dip, Ellery said, “Holy hell, I need a nap after that.”

			“Me too.” I wasn’t really thinking when I said it.

			Before I knew it, Ellery was climbing onto the love seat. “You take the bed.”

			“What?”

			“Shh, it’s naptime.”

			I watched, open-mouthed, as Ellery stretched out on the couch. She was so ridiculously tall that her legs dangled off the side. Within two minutes, her breathing had slowed and her face became slack. She really was sleeping. I sat perched on her futon bed, wondering what to do. I was tired. We’d worked on parallel parking today, and my belly was full of rich Buffalo chicken dip and chips, and I didn’t much feel like going back to my own apartment, which may or may not have a grumpy older sister in it. In the end, I settled down on Ellery’s bed, placing my cheek gingerly on her pillow. It smelled of her, and I let my body relax, sinking into this bed that had the memory of Ellery all over it. I closed my eyes, feeling safe in this little cocoon, and let my guard down, drifting away with a small smile on my lips.

			After that, naptime was a regular occurrence for me and Ellery. We’d be hanging out as usual, curled up on her bed, not touching, doing our own thing, and one of us would yawn, and that would signal a nap. Eventually, she stopped napping on her love seat and simply went to sleep next to me on the futon bed. Still not touching. It wasn’t that we never touched each other. In fact, we touched every chance we got. Whenever we walked, I was always reaching out and catching the sleeve of Ellery’s shirt to tell her to slow down because not all of us were half giants. Ellery was always teasing me, then when I got annoyed, she’d laugh and wrap an arm around my shoulder and squeeze for a second before letting go. I was always punching her arm, and she was always messing up my hair, and we found myriad ways to touch each other, but they were all innocent touches, gestures of affection between two very platonic friends.

			Did I ever wonder why Ellery was spending so much time with a kid so much younger than her? Of course I did. Endlessly. And on the rare occasion that we didn’t spend time with each other, I was acutely aware that she must be off with her girlfriend, and I’d torture myself wondering if they were, right at that very moment, making love. Touching each other in a very different way than how Ellery and I touched: naked, without the barrier of friendship between them.

			“Huh, not wasting time with that weird tall chick today?” Iris would ask in a mocking tone, knowing full well that whenever I wasn’t with Ellery, it wasn’t by my design.

			I would pretend not to have heard Iris, and she’d tell me I was turning into a stuck-up bitch, and I would go quietly into my room and climb out the window and go for a walk and look up at the LA sky on my own and marvel at how something could be so beautiful and heartbreaking all at once. I’d never, up to that point, been in love with someone who was so close and yet so incredibly out of reach. And to make matters more complicated, I still hadn’t figured out by then that I was in love with Ellery, because she was a girl, and I was a girl, and I was into boys, and that was that. I attributed the yawping pain to sheer loneliness, to wanting what Ellery had with Trish instead of wanting Ellery herself.

			The only thing worse than unrequited love is not realizing you’re in love in the first place. Burying that love so deep inside you that it becomes unrecognizable, even to yourself, then wondering why you are festering from the inside out.
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Chapter 9

			MAGNOLIA

			1998–1999

			I wasn’t aware, at the time, what kind of demons Iris was battling. To me, she was just Iris—bossy older sister who thought of my existence as a personal affront. Whenever she was at home, she was locked in her room, chatting on the phone to her friends and bitching about life in general. In the evenings, she was rarely at home. Despite her keeping a distance from me, I knew she was still keeping an eye on me, still judging me to no end. Once, after James dropped me off at home, I came inside to find Iris waiting for me, her arms folded across her chest.

			“Who was that?” she demanded, as though she were my mother.

			“James,” I answered obediently. Even though her tone annoyed me, she was still my older sister. “My friend from badminton.”

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea to let strange guys drive you home.”

			“He’s not a strange guy, he’s someone I know from badminton. We’ve been friends for over a semester now.”

			“How old is he?”

			I wished I didn’t have to say. But Iris’s laser eyes burned into my skin until I blurted out, “Nineteen.”

			Iris groaned. “Why doesn’t that girl—Wendy? Drive you home?”

			“Winnie. She does, sometimes. But sometimes she has other things to do, so…” A tiny part of me hoped that Iris felt guilty about being such a terrible older sister that other people were having to drive me home. I know, I was an unbearable snot back then. I never spared a thought for how much of an inconvenience I was to others, having to get rides from people all the time.

			“I don’t like the look of this James guy. Don’t be stupid around him.” With that, she turned and left.

			After that, every time I was with James, I felt jumpy and paranoid. Once, I was with Winnie and James on campus when we ran into Iris. I had no choice but to introduce everyone, and Winnie and James seemed impressed with Iris, but I could tell that though Iris found Winnie just about bearable, she could not stand the sight of James. Of course, my friends would never be good enough for Iris.

			A handful of times, her friends came over, and they seemed so unbelievably cool to me. Mostly Asian Americans, not a single FOB in the mix, and although they were of Asian ethnicity like me, I felt like we couldn’t be more different. Everything about them was different from me, down to the way we shaped our eyebrows. And the guys were devastating—so handsome, most of them thin, but their arms were ropy with muscle. I had a thing for boys’ arms. To this day, I maintain that the sexiest part of a man is his arms, especially when he wears button-down shirts and rolls up his sleeves to the elbows. Oh, am I making you uncomfortable? Is it the idea that your grandmother likes men? That can’t be it; you know I like men, because as you so insistently pointed out before, I married one. Is it the idea that your grandmother experiences lust? Deal with it, kid.

			Anyway, where was I? Right. Iris’s friends. I remember one of them, a boy of about nineteen, once said, “Your sister’s cute. What’s her name?” Iris had made gagging noises and said, “Fuck off, she’s a minor.” And that was that. I was in my room then, and that one comment alone was enough to make me swoon and plan our wedding date. I didn’t even know his name. When they were gone, I tried to ask, in the most casual way possible, for his name. But Iris saw right through me and said, “Stay away from my friends. They’re no good.”

			“If they’re no good, why are you hanging out with them?”

			“Because unlike you, little lemming, I have a mind of my own. And I know when they’re being assholes. You, on the other hand, would totally go along with whatever stupid shit they come up with.”

			“That’s not true.” I hated how petulant I sounded then, how very much like a child.

			“ ‘That’s not true,’ ” Iris mimicked. “Okay, Lil’ Sis.” Then, weirdly, her face softened. “Don’t you have badminton tonight?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you need me to drive you?”

			“James is taking me.”

			Iris groaned. “Dude, James is a little prick. The sooner you see that, the better.”

			“Why do you hate me and my friends so much?”

			“Why do you keep hanging out with little pricks?”

			“What’s so bad about James?”

			Iris didn’t even have to mull this over. She stuck out a thumb. “One, he thinks he’s hot shit.” She stuck out her index finger. “Two, he’s nineteen, and you, my dear lil’ sis, are a minor. What’s he doing driving you everywhere? That’s some predatory bullshit, Magnolia.”

			“He’s being nice, and he hasn’t said or done anything bad.”

			“Yet,” Iris shot back. “Three, didn’t your friend Winnie warn you off him? Even Winnie knows he’s a little prick.”

			“Maybe she said it because she likes him,” I muttered.

			“Oh yeah, great train of thought, Mags. Blame it on the girl. She can’t possibly dislike a guy because he’s an actual ass. Nooo, it’s gotta be because she secretly has a crush on him.”

			“That’s not what I meant. I just—James is nice.”

			Iris narrowed her eyes at me. “You like him, don’t you?”

			“No!” I felt as though I had a fever, my face was burning up.

			“Oh god. You know what? Whatever. I don’t have time for your bullshit. If you want to waste your time on that little shit, knock yourself out. Just…Don’t come crying to me when he gets tired of you and throws you away for the next new thing he sees.”

			Tears flooded my eyes, and my nose started running. “Why are you always so mean to me?”

			Iris opened her mouth. Then she closed it. “Whatever,” she muttered, and strode back into her room, slamming the door behind her.

			When James picked me up, the last thing I felt like doing was smiling, but if there was one thing I was good at, it was pretending everything was just fine. Some smiles were harder than others, but on the whole, I found it easy to swipe one on, just like applying a layer of lipstick. He didn’t even notice that anything was wrong. He said, “Hey, baby, ready to kick some ass tonight?”

			I liked the way he called me “baby.” I hadn’t been lying to Iris; James never tried anything with me. Unlike Ellery, he never once touched me, not even a handshake. But I was sixteen and I had a crush on every guy who paid a shred of attention to me, and so I noticed things like him calling me “baby” and how he didn’t call any other girl “baby.” God, it was so easy to capture me. I was so ready to be held in the palm of anyone’s hand, soft and pliant. So eager for someone to notice me, to look me in the eye and say, “Magnolia, you’re so special, and I’ve been looking everywhere for someone like you.”

			

			• • •

			For my seventeenth birthday, Ellery threw me a little party at a nearby park. Winnie, James, and a few other people from badminton showed up, as well as a couple of my classmates. My cake said:

			Happy birthday, Daisy Hydrangea Tulip! You’re almost not a toddler!

			I laughed when I saw it, then I smacked Ellery in the arm. She gave a mock wince before pulling me into one of her seconds-long hugs. I watched my friends mingling with one another and a warm glow of happiness pulsed inside me. They were all here for me. Somehow, I’d managed to carve out my own little circle of friends. A small space right here in LA, where I belonged. When it was time for me to blow out the candles, Ellery said, “Don’t forget to make a wish, Tulip.”

			I looked around me. Everyone had gathered around the cake. James was watching me closely, an unreadable expression on his face. It looked so intense that I immediately broke eye contact. Instinctively, I sought out Ellery. Her face was soft, nothing but tenderness written on it. I closed my eyes. I wasn’t sure exactly what to wish for, aside from knowing that there was an ever-present ache in my chest, and I wanted it to either go away or expand and consume me completely. In the end, I wished for happiness. The most generic of all wishes, the kind of wish you made when you didn’t know what you wanted. I blew out the candles. Everyone cheered, and we ate the cake.

			When I went home, Iris said, “Where the hell have you been?”

			“Ellery wanted to celebrate my birthday,” I said. I could be a passive-aggressive little ass sometimes, plus Iris hadn’t even wished me a happy birthday, and it was almost eight p.m.

			“Why does she keep hanging out with a kid? I don’t get it.”

			I shrugged and went inside my room, closing the door behind me. Despite the celebration with my friends, I still felt hollow inside. I missed Mama and Papa, and the fact that Iris hadn’t even bothered to say “happy birthday” to me stung a lot more than I cared to admit. I wished I didn’t give a crap what Iris thought, but at the end of the day, I wanted my big sister to love me. God, I was needy.

			There was a knock at my door. “What’s up?” I called out, surprised. Iris didn’t usually bother knocking. The door opened, and Iris walked in with a tray of muffins, each one with a candle on top of it. As I watched, open-mouthed, she started singing “Happy Birthday.” A giant smile took over my face and I didn’t bother fighting it. I beamed like a complete dumbass as Iris finished the song.

			“Make a wish, Sis.”

			This time, I didn’t have to wonder what to wish for. I closed my eyes and thought: I wish this moment could last forever.

			It didn’t, of course. Remember what I said about how Iris’s kindness hurt more than her cruelty? With every unexpected act of kindness that she doled out, she buried herself a little deeper inside my being, digging into the marrow of my bones. Until now, what brings me the most sorrow isn’t the memory of her viciousness in those days but these moments of astonishing tenderness.

			

			• • •

			A few months after my seventeenth birthday, about a year and a half after I moved to LA, Mama visited for a couple of weeks.

			“Papa would’ve liked to come too,” she said, “but the clinic’s gaining traction and he’s been so busy.”

			I nodded, slightly disappointed, but not too much because, let’s face it, Iris and I never really had much of a relationship with our dad. My fondest memories of him were from when I was a toddler. Him picking me up and swinging me onto his shoulders while I shrieked with laughter. I remembered the tacky, slightly sticky feel of his gelled hair under my fingers, and afterward, when he put me down, my hands smelled of his hair gel for the rest of the day. I refused to wash my hands for the longest time, lifting them to my face every few minutes to smell them. And that was the only quality memory I had of him.

			Mama was dismayed by the state of our apartment; neither Iris nor I were big cleaners, so the first couple of days Mama was here, all she did was clean and nag me and Iris into doing the same. We complained, but by the end of it, the apartment was less grimy, at least. Then she took us to shop for “proper clothes,” and that night, during dinner, she gave us her usual talk about making sure we were looking for the “right kind of boys.” I was used to listening to this, of course, but Iris kept rolling her eyes and sighing and generally looking pissed.

			“Iris,” Mama finally said, “I know you think you’re invincible right now, but trust me, one day, you’ll look back and regret that you wasted your best years.”

			“I’m wasting my best years by not looking for a good husband?” Iris snapped. “Mom, I’m barely twenty. Marriage is the last thing on my mind. And Magnolia is only seventeen, that’s still a minor, Mom. So maybe you can lay off the ‘find yourself a rich husband’ talk?”

			“You are becoming too Americanized. Didn’t I tell you both, before sending you here, that you should focus on making friends with other Chinese-Indo kids? There’s a reason why we chose LA and PCC. Goodness me, do you know how lucky you are to be here? There must be hundreds of Chinese-Indos in PCC alone. So many of my friends’ children went there, and they stuck together with other Chinese-Indos so they didn’t become like…brainwashed American hooligans. I could give my friends a call and find out if they know of anyone’s kids going here right now. I could put you in touch with them.”

			I felt a little guilty when Mama said this, because while it was true that there were plenty of other Chinese-Indonesians at PCC, I never really bothered to get to know them aside from the occasional polite hi when we passed one another on campus. I knew it was what was expected of us, but I also just really wanted to immerse myself in LA, not find a tiny corner of Indonesia here.

			“Sure,” Iris said, “yeah, let me do the opposite of broadening my horizons and only stick to befriending other Chindos so I can be the perfect little Chindo girl who never has a single opinion of her own. Great advice, Mom.”

			Mama put down her fork and sighed. “You think you know better than your elders what’s good for you. You have no idea what it’s like to not have enough money to buy food or keep the electricity on.”

			“Here we go again,” Iris muttered. “Here comes the sob story.”

			“Stupid child,” Mama hissed. For a moment, I tensed, wondering if they were about to launch into one of their many shouting matches. But then Mama released her breath and turned to me. Evidently she’d given up on Iris. Her gaze drilled into mine. “You need to listen to me, Magnolia. Learn from my mistakes.”

			I nodded. “Okay, Mama.”

			That mollified her a little. Behind her, Iris rolled her eyes again. But all I cared about was that Mama’s face had softened, and she reached out and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Sweet Magnolia. You understand I’m telling you this for your own good, right? I just want you to live the best possible life. Not like me, spending years studying only to have all that time go down the drain. The clinic’s doing well, but it sure as hell isn’t because of me. We had to hire two more doctors to cover the growing number of patients. Both of them male doctors, of course.” She snorted bitterly. “Did I mention I had to give my office to one of them?”

			My heart twisted at the thought of Mama losing her office in her very own clinic. I looked down at my plate of delicious Indonesian food that Mama had cooked. Suddenly, I didn’t feel much like eating any of it.

			“Your papa said, ‘Might as well give him your office. It’s not like you’re getting any patients.’ And it’s true. I don’t have patients to speak of. And I’m not the exception to the rule. My best friend went to law school. Is she practicing law now? Of course not. She’s doing the work of a paralegal while her husband takes on high-profile cases. It’s just the way of the world, sweetheart. Do you understand?”

			I nodded.

			“Have you met any good boys here? Anyone with potential? You know, your cousin Ryan found his wife at PCC. Like I said before, plenty of Chinese-Indo kids from really good families here.”

			“Really, Mom?” Iris said again. “Can I just remind you once again that Magnolia is only seventeen? Are you expecting her to get married next year?”

			Mama glowered at her. “Auntie Shireen’s Bella just got engaged to Jackson Citra, and she’s only eighteen. And now she’s set to marry a billionaire. Are you so jealous of your sister that you don’t want that for her?”

			“I’m not jealous of her,” Iris spat.

			I wanted to cover my ears and hide. Instead, I blurted out, “I’ve made some really good friends.”

			“Oh?” Mama said.

			“Some guy who creeps on younger girls does not count as a friend,” Iris muttered.

			“What guy?” Mama said.

			Oh god. The last thing I wanted to do was tell Mama about James. Even though he hadn’t done anything wrong or been creepy or anything, I felt guilty about hanging out with him and having a crush on him. He wasn’t someone my parents would approve of—he was neither Chinese-Indonesian nor did he come from money. He was ambitious; he majored in engineering and was very bright, but Mama had made it clear that there was nothing admirable about having to struggle to get to the top.

			“Nothing,” I said quickly. I searched my mind for a way to deflect from James. “People from badminton and class, and one of them even lives in our complex.”

			“Great, the weird neighbor,” Iris said.

			“What weird neighbor?”

			I glared at Iris, but she pretended not to see. At least we were no longer on the topic of boys. “This white girl who’s like a million years older than her,” she said. At the mention of “girl,” Mama visibly relaxed. It was the whole reason why I’d brought up Ellery: girls were safe, platonic, didn’t threaten Mama’s ambitions of finding us good, rich husbands.

			“Ellery is nineteen. Well, twenty now. We’re good friends.”

			Mama frowned, spearing a piece of beef rendang. “You’re friends with a twenty-year-old girl? That’s interesting. I hope she’s not teaching you yang ngga-ngga. You know these Americans, they get very funny ideas sometimes.”

			“Ngga-ngga” meant “improper.” I thought of Ellery and her girlfriend Trish and quickly focused on my plate of food so that Mama wouldn’t see my cheeks turning red. “No. She’s a really good person.”

			“You should invite her to lunch here,” Mama said. “I would like to meet your friends.”

			“God,” Iris groaned. “Do we have to?”

			“I would like to meet your friends too, Iris,” Mama said.

			“Over my dead body.”

			My mind raced, turning over the thought of Ellery here, in our little apartment, with Mama and Iris. Prodding at the image and finding a million ways it could go wrong. But despite all of my concerns, at the end of the day, I was surprised to find that I did want Ellery to come here. I wanted to show Mama this part of my life, to present Ellery to her and say, “Look, Mama, isn’t she marvelous? Isn’t she just the most wonderful person you’ve ever met?” I wanted Mama to smile and say, “I understand now.”

			I wasn’t even sure what I wanted her to understand; I hardly understood it myself, this part of me that lurked in dark corners, quietly waiting for the light to reveal its thrashing self to the world.

			

			• • •

			“She’s cooking spaghetti with meat sauce for us,” I said to Ellery as she drove us home from school.

			“Aww, I was hoping she’d cook some Indonesian food.”

			“Something exotic?” I said.

			“Yeah-huh!”

			“Nothing more exotic than spaghetti with meat sauce. Her exact words were: ‘What do white people eat?’ ”

			Ellery cackled. “She did not say that.”

			“She did. She was so sincere about it too. She was like, ‘Sandwiches? Chicken? Oh, I know. Spaghetti!’ ”

			“Tulip, that is so adorable. I love your mom already.”

			I grimaced. “No, no, lower your expectations. She might be mean to you, I don’t know. And if you don’t like the spaghetti, don’t tell her.”

			Ellery rolled her eyes. “Duh. I’m not gonna tell your mom, ‘This tastes like shit, Mrs. Tulip.’ ”

			“Don’t call her Mrs. Tulip. Call her…uh…”

			“What’s her name?”

			“You mustn’t call her by her name, that is disrespectful as hell. Call her Mrs. Chen. No, wait, Auntie Chen.”

			“Auntie Chen. Got it.”

			“This is a mistake,” I groaned. “It’s all Iris’s fault. She brought up James, so I had to deflect and bring you up—”

			“James, the cradle robber.”

			“He’s just a friend.”

			Ellery glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Do you like him too?”

			I bit my lip and looked down at my lap. I was glad Ellery was driving so she had to focus on the road. “Maybe. Yeah, I guess. He’s a nice guy.”

			“He is.”

			When did the atmosphere become so unbearably thick? I changed the subject. “Hey, when do you want to work on our college apps?” Ellery and I had discussed college applications before and agreed to work on them together. Part of me wanted to ask why she didn’t work on them with Trish, but I didn’t want Ellery to be like “You’re right, I should work on them with Trish instead.”

			“We could start this weekend. Hit the UCs.”

			I nodded. My top choice was Berkeley because I liked the name “Berkeley”; it sounded so American. Second choice UCLA, third would be San Diego. Ellery’s top choice was Irvine, because Irvine had the best writing program. I’d argued that it was probably not much better than Berkeley’s writing program, and she’d told me to stop being such a snob. It would be okay, I consoled myself. Irvine wasn’t very far away from Berkeley, and anyway, I knew it was foolish to assume we’d even get into our top choices.

			After getting out of the car, Ellery opened the trunk and took out a small bouquet of tulips.

			“What are these for?” I said.

			“Your mom.”

			“Whaaat? Why?”

			“It’s a thing called being polite, Tulip. She’s feeding me dinner—white people food—hence I am giving her flowers.”

			“Wow. God, I never would have guessed you had it in you to be so thoughtful.”

			“I am full of surprising depth.”

			“Interesting choice with the tulips.”

			Ellery winked at me. “I like tulips.”

			Something in the way she said it made my breath catch, and I had to consciously shake it off as we walked to my apartment. I opened the front door cautiously, as though opening a cage that had a dangerous animal inside it.

			“Mama? Ellery’s here.”

			Mama came out of the kitchen. Her eyebrows rose as Ellery stepped inside, and I looked at my best friend and saw her the way Mama must be seeing her—disconcertingly tall, with broad shoulders, hair like spun gold, and eyes the color of the ocean. And that disarming smile, sweet and sincere, with a hint of mischief.

			“Hi, uh, Auntie Chen.” Ellery presented the tulips to Mama.

			“For me?” Mama said with obvious surprise. Her face glowed with pleasure as she smelled the flowers. “Thank you.” She gestured for us to come inside before going into the kitchen, still smelling the flowers.

			“Wow, you did well,” I whispered to Ellery. I never would’ve thought of giving my mom flowers. Chinese-Indonesian culture wasn’t big into giving flowers, except to mark the bookends of life—birth and death.

			Inside the living room, Ellery and I sat on the sofa in awkward silence for a moment. The apartment was small, sound traveling to every corner easily, and I was painfully aware that Mama was probably listening to every word we said. Not that Ellery and I ever said anything off to each other, but I was feeling so guilty for some inexplicable reason.

			Ellery looked around. “This is cool, a lot bigger than mine.”

			“Yeah.” I could think of nothing else to say.

			“Never thought I’d see the day when my Tulip is tongue-tied.”

			My Tulip. I wished my heart hadn’t jumped at that.

			Ellery got up and picked up a framed photo next to the TV. “Aww, you were so cute.” It was a photo of Papa, Mama, Iris, and me, taken about thirteen years ago. Mama, Iris, and I were in Dutch outfits, down to the wooden clogs. Iris was about seven, I was four, and I was smiling into the camera in that scared way that kids did. Iris, of course, was standing there looking cross.

			“Why were you guys dressed in Dutch clothes though?”

			“Indonesia used to be colonized by the Dutch. And for whatever reason, we like to commemorate it? It’s weird.” I plucked the photograph from her hand, feeling self-conscious, and placed it back down on the TV cabinet. To this day, I still can’t explain why we like to take portraits wearing Dutch outfits.

			“Oh yeah, I read about Indonesia being colonized by the Dutch.”

			“You did? When?”

			Ellery shrugged, turning away to look around the living room. “I dunno, I looked it up at some point.”

			“You looked up Indonesia?” I couldn’t help smiling at the thought of it.

			“Yeah.”

			I would’ve pressed her on that, but Mama came out of the kitchen then, carrying a platter of snacks. “I brought all sorts of kerupuk from Indonesia,” she said. “Freshly fried.”

			There were prawn crackers, fried rice cakes, and my favorite, kerupuk putih—a circular cracker made of noodle-shaped tapioca dough.

			“Ooh, awesome! Thanks, Auntie Chen.”

			Mama smiled and went back into the kitchen. Ellery and I dived in. She’d take a bite, go, “Mmm!” and ask me what it was made of. “This is some good shit, Tulip.” She said it with so much enthusiasm that I wanted to hug her and tell her what a giant dork she was.

			“Ask Iris if she wants any,” Mama called out.

			My mouth soured. Taking a deep breath, I went to Iris’s room and knocked on her door.

			“What?” she snapped.

			“Do you want some kerupuk?”

			Silence. Then, “No.”

			Phew. But also, god, that was so awkward and Ellery must’ve heard and, god, what must she think of me and Iris? She’d know how dysfunctional we were. She’d know how—

			But when I got back to the living room, Ellery was standing there with a huge grin on her face and a pair of Sock’em Boppers on her hands. They were these huge air-filled boxing gloves. Iris’s friends had brought them over one day and left them there. “Look what I found!” Ellery tossed a pair over at me.

			“Really?” It was such a dumb toy. But I put them on anyway, then stood there feeling ridiculous.

			“Arms up!” Ellery made a ding noise and came at me. She punched me in the chest. Or she tried to. I blocked her without realizing it.

			Something unlocked in me then, and I whaled on her, swinging my fists and bopping her everywhere, laughing when the gloves made my hands bounce back harmlessly.

			“Wow, Tulip, look at you go.” Ellery swung at me and bopped me in the shoulder. She was so much bigger than me that although the punch hadn’t hurt, it almost knocked me off my feet. “Oops, sorry.”

			I pounced on her and she caught me, staggering back a little. We were laughing so hard that we lost our breath, and within minutes, we were flopping at each other, panting and giggling. A sound caught my attention and my head snapped up. Mama was placing the pot of spaghetti on the table and studying us. The way she looked at us made my insides clench, and I straightened up, feeling like a kid who’d just got caught stealing. But we haven’t done anything wrong! my mind screamed.

			“Come help me set the table, Magnolia,” Mama said.

			I pulled off the gloves, avoiding Ellery’s gaze, and scurried into the kitchen. Mama handed me a pile of plates. “You two seem very close,” she said in Indonesian.

			I shrugged, willing my heartbeat to slow down. “Yeah, we’re buddies.”

			“And she often drives you to and from school?”

			“Sometimes.”

			Mama took out a bowl of grated Parmesan cheese from the fridge. “Doesn’t she have friends her own age?”

			“Of course she does, Mama.” I escaped from the kitchen.

			Ellery gave me a look that said: Is everything okay? And I returned it with a smile. She took the pile of plates from me. I tried not to notice the way that our fingers brushed for a sliver of a second. As she helped set the table, she inhaled deeply. “This smells awesome.”

			“Thank you,” Mama said, placing the bowl of cheese on the table. “Sit down, I’ll serve you.” She began ladling a heaping serving of spaghetti Bolognese onto Ellery’s plate, way more than she ever served me or Iris.

			“That’s way too much,” I said to her in Indonesian.

			“White people eat a lot.”

			I pinched the bridge of my nose.

			“What did you guys just say?” Ellery said.

			I could never lie to Ellery. “I told her it was too much food for you, and she said you’re white, so you probably eat a lot.”

			“Magnolia!” Mama hissed.

			Ellery guffawed. “I mean, you’re not wrong, Auntie.” She accepted her plate with a huge smile and dug in. “This is so good. It’s been a while since I had anything this good.”

			I watched as Mama’s perpetual disapproving expression morphed into one of unabashed pleasure. Wow, somehow, Ellery was winning her over.

			Mama placed my plate in front of me. It had less than half the amount of food she’d given Ellery. She turned to face the bedrooms and called out, “Iris, dinner!” Then she sat down and said, “Tell me about yourself, Ellery. What are you studying?”

			Ellery gulped down her mouthful of spaghetti. “English lit, journalism, all sorts of writing, really. I’m not sure what I want to do yet, but I know I want it to be some kind of writing.”

			I could practically see the thoughts swooping through Mama’s head. Writing wasn’t a very lucrative career, so obviously she wasn’t going to approve of that. Iris came out of her room then. Ellery said hi, and Iris replied with a grunt. She sat down next to Mama and stabbed at her spaghetti with her fork.

			Mama smiled at Ellery. “Where are your parents? Magnolia said you live alone?”

			“They’re in Ohio. I moved out here on my own.”

			“How come you’re twenty and still a first-year student at PCC?”

			“Ma!” I hissed.

			“It’s a fair question,” Ellery said amicably. “I went through some stuff and missed a lot in high school, so I had to make up for it.”

			I grimaced inwardly. Interrupted education was every Asian parent’s worst nightmare.

			“What kind of stuff?” Iris said. Great, now she was choosing to partake in the conversation?

			“Mostly about me liking g—”

			“Oh my god!” I screamed, standing up so abruptly that my chair teetered and almost toppled over.

			Everyone jumped.

			“What?” Mama said.

			“I—ow, I just bit my tongue really hard. Ow.” That sounded so fake, even to my own ears.

			“Are you okay?” Ellery said, confusion and concern written all over her face.

			“I—yeah. Oof. Sorry, everyone.”

			Iris rolled her eyes. Mama sighed and shook her head. Before anyone could return to the awful conversation, I quickly said, “So, anyway, Ellery and I are going to start college apps soon.”

			“Good,” Mama said. She loved talking about college. “What are your top choices?”

			“Irvine,” Ellery said. “Berkeley. But I don’t know if I’ll get in to any of those. They’re pretty competitive.”

			“You’ll get in,” I said loyally. She looked at me, and I bit my lip at how tender her expression was.

			“Do you have a boyfriend, Ellery?” Mama said. “Where is he applying to?”

			The food in my mouth turned to cement.

			Ellery shook her head slowly, her gaze ping-ponging back and forth from Mama to me. Everything inside me was cringing. I stared at her desperately, willing her to read my mind, to know how sorry I was, but to please, please, please not tell Mama about Trish. After an eternity, she finally said, “No. I don’t have a boyfriend.”

			“Really? You are so beautiful, I am very surprised to hear that. I bet you have many boys going after you.”

			Just as I was about to lose my shit, help came from the most unexpected person in the room—Iris, who groaned loudly. “Oh my god, who cares? I’m so sick and tired of everything having to do with boys. Look at us, a roomful of women—well, three women and one child,” she said, nodding at me pointedly, “and we can’t find anything to talk about other than boys?”

			Mama glowered at her. Talking back to your elders was a huge no-no. Talking back to your elders in front of others was practically as bad as murder. In fact, maybe it’s considered worse than murder, as long as the murder victim isn’t an elder. But Mama didn’t want to lose her temper in front of Ellery. I could see her jaw clench for two seconds before releasing. Then she forced a smile. “Okay, why don’t you tell me about Ohio? What is it like?”

			I released my breath and reminded my neck muscles to loosen. As Ellery regaled Mama with stories about Ohio, I glanced at Iris. Our eyes met, and I tried to convey in silence just how grateful I was to her for changing the subject. But Iris being Iris, all she did was snort and roll her eyes, leaving me to wonder if she knew how timely her interruption had been. That was Iris through and through: you never knew exactly whose side she was on, whose purpose she was serving. At the time, I thought it was part of her whole image about being an enigma. Now, I think she was just as confused as the rest of us were. She was just a lot better at hiding how lost she was.
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Chapter 10

			MAGNOLIA

			1999–2000

			Mama was the one who took me to the DMV for my driving test. She seemed genuinely surprised when I passed, I guess because she never taught me how to drive. Afterward, she took me out to brunch, where we got red velvet pancakes and pumpkin smoothies and Mama gave me a lecture about driving safely. It was the first time I’d seen Mama so concerned about me. I think maybe she only realized then how I was on the cusp of adulthood. She’d missed so much of my childhood. I didn’t hold it against her, and I still don’t. She was grappling with a lot, including her own identity as a woman, as a doctor, and as a wife. But just because you don’t hold something against someone doesn’t mean it stops hurting you.

			When we got home, I jogged over to Ellery’s place. Ellery never closed her door when she was home. She kept it cracked open, and I liked to think it was for my benefit. I gave it a cursory knock before pushing it open. Ellery was sitting on her bed, her laptop propped up on her lap and an array of papers around her.

			“How did it go?”

			I chewed on my lower lip, making a sad face.

			“Aww. C’mere.” Ellery put her laptop aside and cleared a space next to her on the bed. I climbed in and sat next to her. She put an arm around me and squeezed before letting go. Why did she always have to let go so quickly? “Don’t feel bad, I failed my first time too.”

			“Really?” I was genuinely surprised by that. Ellery always seemed so comfortable at the wheel.

			“Yeah. I was a nervous wreck. I almost ran a stop sign. I caught it just in time, braked super hard, then panicked and yelled, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, oh god!’ ”

			I stared at her for a second. I could imagine it so clearly in my mind, seventeen-year-old Ellery panicking and shouting “sorry” to the driving instructor, and the image made me want to hug her.

			“Are you trying not to laugh?” Ellery said.

			“Yeah. Also, now I feel like an asshole because I actually passed.”

			“You did?” Ellery sat up. “Whaaat? Little Tulip, certified driver.”

			Grinning, I took out my temporary license and brushed it flat on my lap, admiring it. Ellery plucked it out of my hands. “Hey!”

			“Tulip Meiyue Chen. Hey, I didn’t know you had a middle name.”

			“It’s pronounced May-yeah, not May-yoo-ee.” I reached out for the license, but Ellery pulled back.

			“May-yeah. It’s pretty. What does it mean?”

			“Well, the character Mei usually means ‘beautiful,’ but my mom said most girls with that character in their name aren’t actually beautiful, so she thought maybe it was bad luck to name your daughter Beautiful. So the Mei in my name means ‘plum.’ Uh, and Yue means ‘moon.’ ”

			“Plum Moon.” Ellery’s mouth quivered.

			“Are you trying not to laugh?” I mock-glared at her. “You can’t laugh at my Chinese name, that would be racist.”

			“Tulip Plum Moon.”

			“Give that back now, you are not worthy.” I made a grab for the temporary license, and Ellery quickly held it up above her head, out of my reach. Without thinking, I rolled over on top of her, still laughing, stretching my arm out. It was hopeless, of course, Ellery was so much taller than I was, and her limbs a lot longer. The next moment, I realized I was lying on top of Ellery, the length of our bodies pressed together. No space in between, the distance that we were used to keeping with each other annihilated just like that.

			The second this sank in, my laughter caught in my throat. Ellery’s face was mere inches from mine, and I could see the way the humor had left her eyes too, the way her mouth suddenly closed, then parted again, ever so slightly. Her smell was all around me, the rise and fall of her chest palpable underneath mine, our hearts beating as one. And I felt it then, her other arm around me, her fingers splayed protectively across the small of my back. I didn’t dare move, didn’t want to break whatever spell it was we were under.

			But then she blinked, and it was as though she’d been underwater and had just broken through the surface. She tossed my temporary license on the floor and smirked. Disappointment crushed me. I rolled off her and bent down to retrieve the license. “You’re so dumb, Bellery.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at her. My face was burning, and I felt utterly stupid. I had breached the boundaries of friendship and made everything uncomfortable.

			“We should celebrate you passing your test,” Ellery said, her voice easy-breezy.

			I made myself take a deep inhale. “Yeah.” Maybe she hadn’t noticed the weird moment. We were always horsing around, grabbing each other, tussling innocently. This to her was merely one of the many times we messed around. I turned to look at her and found her rifling through her papers. God, I hadn’t felt as much like a child as I did right then. I’d just made up that whole moment in my own head, whereas Ellery had already moved on, probably already forgotten about it. “I need to go,” I said. I hadn’t even thought about it, just let the words slip out of my mouth. “My mom’s waiting for me at home.”

			“Cool. See you around.” Ellery barely looked up from her papers.

			I didn’t go home. After walking out of her studio apartment, I couldn’t bear the thought of going home and having to pretend to Mama and Iris like everything was fine, so I slipped out the side gate and went for a walk. I hated walking on my own. It left me with too much space with my own thoughts. Nothing good ever came out of that. I was never someone who could be at peace with myself. There was no knowing where my thoughts would delve, and even when they started out happy, they rarely stayed that way. It didn’t take long for them to gnash their teeth and hiss their acid into the rest of me: How could you have been so brash? You ruined everything. Ellery must hate you now. Or maybe she doesn’t. Maybe she just finds you pathetic. Maybe she’s calling Trish now and laughing about you.

			A sharp pain made me look down; I’d chewed my thumbnail down to the quick, and blood was seeping out. I licked it off and chewed on the next fingernail. There was a whirlwind inside me, and I didn’t understand why I found everything so confusing. Why couldn’t I be more like Iris? How was it possible that we were sisters raised by the same people, and yet we were polar opposites? And just what was it exactly that I was confused about? I liked James. James was handsome, and a demon on the court, which made him even hotter, and he was kind and funny and attentive. I wanted to be his girlfriend. I wanted him to call me “baby” and no one else. I wanted his lips on mine, and his hands on my waist, and the thought of him doing that made my knees go weak. I was attracted to James the way girls were supposed to be attracted to boys. That much, at least, was clear.

			But then, what the hell did I feel for Ellery? What was that moment back there? No, there was no moment. At least not for her. But, did that really mean there wasn’t a moment? There had been one for me. Did that not count for anything? Did I want it to count for something? And what was that something?

			It felt as though there was a stone lodged in my lungs, jagged and harsh. I placed my hand on my chest, grabbing hold of my shirt and squeezing, and still my breath came out ragged. My steps slowed to a crawl. I stopped on the sidewalk, my vision blurring as I gasped to get some air. Somehow, I was drowning on land.

			“What the hell’s wrong with you?”

			I barely registered the words. Iris’s face swam into view, a frown creasing it.

			“Dude, what’s going on?”

			I shook my head, wanting to tell her to leave me alone, but the words wouldn’t come out. She’ll leave anyway, the tiny part of me that was still functioning thought to itself. Instead, Iris placed her hands on my shoulders and said, “Breathe, Magnolia. Breathe with me. In and out.” She took a deep inhale. I struggled to do the same. She let it out. I exhaled shakily. “Again.”

			After a few tries, I finally managed to get my breathing under control.

			“What triggered it?” she said.

			“What triggered what?”

			“Your panic attack.”

			It took a moment for me to digest what she said. A panic attack. Was that what that was? What even was a panic attack?

			As though reading my mind, Iris said, “It’s what it sounds like. An attack brought on by panic or anxiety or stress.”

			“I don’t think it was that. I think maybe I just—got tired.”

			Iris narrowed her eyes. “Uh-huh. And when was the last time exhaustion caused you to start choking?”

			I was quiet. Iris pursed her lips, then said, “Whatever. You know, maybe if you weren’t such a pathetic pushover, you wouldn’t be out here having panic attacks. Learn to deal with shit.”

			“I do deal with shit,” I squeaked.

			“If by dealing with them you mean brushing them aside and pretending they don’t exist, then yeah, I guess you do.”

			I was still feeling raw from not being able to breathe less than a minute ago, and I wasn’t in the mood for one of Iris’s scathing lectures. “Okay,” I mumbled.

			“See? This is exactly what I mean.”

			“What?”

			“Why can’t you just tell me what you’re really thinking instead of doing that mumbly little-girl act?”

			I gaped at her, anger boiling in my guts and burning its way up my chest. But I had no idea what I wanted to say to Iris, anyway, if there was even anything to say in the first place. “I’m going.” I walked past her, back into the apartment complex. I braced myself for another one of her searing parting remarks, but for once, there was none.

			

			• • •

			I never brought up that moment with Ellery. How could I? The next time we hung out with each other, my heart jumped each time she started to say something, then slumped against my rib cage when what she said turned out to be something different, something totally innocuous. Like I’d suspected, Ellery thought nothing of me rolling on top of her, and so I shoved the memory away, locking it up tightly in a far corner in my mind. It wasn’t like I was spending much time studying it anyway; the last thing I wanted was to trigger another panic attack.

			When springtime came, the college admissions decisions started to be announced. The first one was UCSD—a no. Anxiety spiked from my belly to my chest as I stared at my computer screen. I’d confidently considered San Diego a safety school, and now I realized how smug I’d been to think that. How foolish. Winnie got in, and so did James. I hugged them both and conjured up a smile when James said, “What about you, baby?”

			“Nah, but I’m sure I’ll get into UCLA or something.”

			“You will,” Winnie said, squeezing my hand.

			Ellery didn’t get in either. She shrugged and said, “Eh, we were never going to go there anyway, right? What’s in San Diego?”

			“SeaWorld,” I said glumly.

			“Yeah, well, we’ve got Disneyland, so SeaWorld can suck it.”

			The next one that announced was UCLA, and to my horror, I didn’t get in either. This time, I ran to Ellery’s place, out of breath, and when she opened the door, I blurted out, “UCLA said no,” and burst into tears.

			“Oh, Tulip.” Ellery’s arms went around my waist and she hugged me tight. Even through the tears and snot, I was overwhelmed by the Ellery-ness of her. Even while crying, a small part of me thought: I belong here, in her arms.

			“Did you get in?” I wailed, my voice muffled by her chest.

			Ellery shook her head. I sagged against her. “What’s going to happen to us? Oh god, what if we have to go to Riverside?”

			“The horror!” Ellery cried. “Dork. Then we’d go to Riverside, and we would rule the place.”

			Despite the crushing anxiety, my mouth twitched into a smile at the thought of Ellery and me at Riverside. I took a deep breath, filling my senses with the soothing scent of her, and every part of my body relaxed. After a while, I felt calm enough to straighten up. To my horror, there was a wet patch on Ellery’s shirt. Oh god, a patch of tears and snot.

			“I’m sorry, I’ll wash that for you.”

			Ellery waved me off. “It’s fine, Tulip.” She turned away.

			“Hey,” I said before I could chicken out. Something she’d said at dinner with my mom had been bugging me. “Um, you know, when you mentioned having some issues back home…”

			“Yeah?” She looked at me and her expression was as open and sincere as ever, which gave me the courage to keep going.

			“What happened back then? You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I quickly added.

			Ellery’s face turned somber, and for a moment, I almost told her to forget that I asked. But then she said, “I, uh, I sort of fell in love with a straight girl junior year of high school. My best friend. Well, I thought she was my best friend. I told her how I felt, and she told me it was fine, then she went and told everyone at school.”

			“Oh god.” Never before had I wanted to hurt someone more than this “friend” of Ellery’s who had betrayed her like that.

			“Yeah, it wasn’t great. My parents hadn’t known about, you know, me liking girls, so…the place basically became unlivable for me. I dropped out of high school in the end. It took a long time for me to find my legs again. That’s why I’m still a freshman in PCC at the ripe old age of twenty.”

			“Oh, Ellery.” I couldn’t help it. I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms tight around her. “What happened to you was so shitty,” I muttered.

			She hugged me back and sighed into my hair. “I’m okay now. Moving to LA saved my life. And I have such newfound appreciation for life because of it.”

			I thought of the way Ellery still noticed things like the beautiful riotous colors of an LA sunset, and how she was always saving little orphan plants, and it made me smile, because yeah, I didn’t know anyone who savored life as much as Ellery did. She’d managed to extract beauty out of her horrific experience, and I loved her so much more for it.

			Ellery let go of me and grinned. “Come on, let’s bake some zucchini chocolate cake. I just picked zukes from my bounteous garden.”

			“Zucchini chocolate cake? That sounds like something straight out of a nightmare.”

			“I mean, yes. But does it also sound awesome?”

			“No?”

			“It fucking does not, which is why we’re going to make it.”

			How did she do it? How did she take all the bad feelings lodged in my belly—anxiety over college admissions, sadness over her past—and unravel them so effortlessly? Iris had helped me through my panic attack in the usual Iris way, by forging ahead fearlessly, whereas Ellery was all about dodging and weaving, avoiding gnarly spots so deftly you didn’t realize where she was headed until she was gone.

			I ended up being rejected by all the UCs except for one: Berkeley. When I loaded the screen and saw the words “We are pleased to offer you a place…” I stared at it for a full minute, my mind unable to comprehend it. How could I have been rejected by Riverside, Davis, San Diego, LA, and Irvine but be accepted into the most top-ranked one of all? A choked squeak scratched out of my throat, and I clapped a hand over my mouth. Then, as always, I rushed out of my place and ran the short distance to Ellery’s.

			She opened the door before I even got there. Her eyes were wide and she looked nervous. “Well?”

			It was too big a moment for jokes or fake-outs. I screamed, “I got into Berkeley!” Then Ellery’s arms were around me and my feet left the ground, my arms around her neck, and I knew, in that moment, with sudden painful clarity, that I loved her. Not as a friend would, or a sister, or anything platonic. Not in the innocent, girlish way I loved James. I loved Ellery in a wild, desperate way. In a drowning, gasping-for-air sort of way. In a leap-into-a-blazing-fire sort of way. I was in love with Ellery.

			I had to tell her. I didn’t know what would happen when I did. I was only seventeen, and she was twenty, and there was Trish, Trish the girlfriend, Trish the lover, Trish who was a woman and not a child like me.

			Ellery hadn’t gotten into Berkeley, but she did get into her top choice—Irvine—and that afternoon, we celebrated with Martinelli’s apple cider and cranberry muffins from Trader Joe’s. “I’ll come down every weekend,” I said.

			“That’s gonna tire you the hell out, Tulip.”

			“Iris will miss me,” I said. The lie flopped out like a dead fish.

			Ellery raised an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine Iris missing anyone. But if she were to miss someone, it would be you.”

			I laughed at the ridiculousness of her statement. I will miss you, I wanted to say. I will miss this apartment, our safe little cocoon that smells of simmering soup and strange cakes and you, everywhere you, so much you, and not enough you.

			“Maybe you can visit me at Berkeley some weekends.”

			Ellery was quiet for a beat too long, and the silence stabbed at me. Stupid. Why did I say that? That was so presumptuous. Of course she wouldn’t want to visit some kid at Berkeley. That was what, a six-, seven-hour drive from Irvine? She was going to take Irvine by storm. She didn’t have time for me.

			“I will,” she said, finally.

			And those two words were enough to dispel the dark voices in my head, at least for the moment.

			

			• • •

			I was waiting at the quad for Ellery to finish her shift at the bookstore. We’ll go for tacos, I’d decided, and I’ll get one for Iris as well. Iris was going to Caltech. Ever since we both received our acceptance letters, Iris had eased off a little. I wonder if it was because she knew our time together was coming to an end. She no longer had to deal with the little sister she hated so much. Oh well, it was all for the best, even though the thought of leaving my big sister was surprisingly painful.

			Something caught the corner of my eye, and I looked up. And froze. I’d recognize her anywhere. Her dark glossy hair and feminine figure had seared themselves into my mind. It was Trish. But the thing was, Trish was holding hands with another girl, someone I didn’t recognize. They walked toward building R, and right before they walked in, they paused and kissed each other. Trish’s hand was lost in the other girl’s hair, a gesture filled with familiarity. They’d done this before. Many times before.

			Holy shit. What the hell? I was still gaping long after they disappeared into R. I reminded myself to breathe. Be fucking normal. Do not say a word to Ellery. Wait, should I tell Ellery? I should, right? Her girlfriend was cheating on her. If I said the thought didn’t bring with it a little selfish shot of pleasure, I would be lying. Of course it did. I was filled with righteous anger. How could she cheat on Ellery? If I was to be honest, what I was really thinking deep, deep down, was: How could she cheat on the person I’m so in love with?

			“Okay, let’s hear it,” Ellery said, halfway on the drive home.

			I blinked at her. “Huh?”

			“You’re a million miles away. What’s going on?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Are you anxious about Berkeley again? I told you, it’ll be fine. You’re gonna rule the place. They’re not even gonna know what hit them.”

			“I have literally never ruled any place in my life.”

			Ellery’s eyes softened in that way that made everything inside me ache. “What’s wrong, Tulip?”

			“Um…” Was there ever a chance that I wasn’t going to grab hold of what I saw and tell Ellery? No, of course not. I was too selfish, too wrapped up in my own feelings for Ellery and what this might mean for me, for us, to ever let that slip out of my hands. When it comes to love, we can’t help but be self-serving. “So…I saw Trish today.”

			“Yeah?” Her grip on the wheel shifted, but otherwise, Ellery showed no reaction.

			“Um, she was…with someone else?” I braced myself for the inevitable reaction—shock, sadness, anger. Belatedly, I realized that I probably shouldn’t have broken the news while she was driving.

			But there was nothing. I stole a glance. She wasn’t crying or gnashing her teeth or even frowning. “Yeah,” she said after a while. Ellery had a way of saying “Yeah.” The way she said it was always so full of surrender and acceptance. It always made me want to squeeze her. “I…we broke up.”

			“What?” I cried. “When?”

			She shrugged, her eyes still on the road. “I don’t know, it’s not like I memorize the dates of my breakups. Duh, Tulip.”

			“Yesterday? A week ago?”

			“Longer than that. Maybe last semester.”

			“What? And you didn’t tell me?”

			“Not much to tell.”

			Never mind my heart, all of my organs were spinning. All this time, Ellery was single? Then a horrifying thought struck me. “Are you seeing someone else?”

			“Nope.”

			Phew.

			“You’re gaping,” she said with a small smile.

			I closed my mouth. Opened it again. “I can’t believe you never said anything.”

			“Eh. I mean, there really isn’t much to say about it.”

			“What happened? Sorry, you don’t have to tell me.” Tell meee!

			“What usually happens to relationships, I don’t know. It wasn’t working out, Tulip.”

			“Okay.” I had to physically fight my own face to keep the smile from taking over. Oh my god. She was single. She’d been single for a while. At least six months? Then the hateful voice again. She’s been single this whole time and she never made a move on you. She’s not into you. But for the first time, I slapped down the voice. This whole time, I’d kept my feelings locked up because I thought she had a girlfriend. I thought I didn’t have a chance with her because of it. And now, I wasn’t going to let my dumb, self-sabotaging thoughts get in the way. I was going to tell her.

			“Ellery—”

			“Hey, so…I have something to tell you.”

			“Yeah?” My heart was hammering so hard in my chest I thought it might actually crash its way out of there like the Kool-Aid Man. Oh god. This is it. She’s going to tell me that she has feelings for me, and then I’ll yell, Me too! and we’ll kiss, and…

			“So…I’m not going to Irvine.”

			It was so far off from what I was expecting that she might as well have said it in a foreign language.

			“Tulip? Did you hear me?”

			I snapped to attention. “Yeah. Where are you going?” For one incredibly stupid moment, I thought she was going to say Berkeley.

			“Um, well. London.”

			Again, my brain refused to comprehend the words, mangling them beyond recognition. “Which UC is that?” I said in a small voice.

			“Tulip.” She reached out and squeezed my arm before putting her hand back on the wheel. “It’s not a UC. It’s in England.”

			“What?”

			“I got into London Metropolitan University. In England. And I accepted the offer.”

			“But Irvine was your top choice.” My voice came from so far away.

			“It was. But I think LMU will be better for me. They’re known for their writing program, and it’s England! I’ve never been, but where else to major in English lit but in England, right?”

			I couldn’t bring myself to look at her, but I knew she was smiling, trying to lighten the moment. And for the first time since we became friends, I wasn’t going to let that happen. “You never even told me you applied there. I thought we were only applying to the UCs.”

			“I’m sorry. I just—I applied on a whim, honestly. I never thought I’d actually get accepted.”

			“We did our college apps together, and you never told me.”

			“Tulip…”

			“Just like you never told me you and Trish broke up.”

			There it was, then. The anger, slicing through the deep and breaking through the surface, ugly and raw and hungry. I fed it, slipping slivers of memories into its gaping, jagged-toothed mouth. The two of us curled up on her futon bed, reading, napping. Me counting her eyelashes and watching the way her chest moved as she slept. Me carrying a small basket as Ellery harvested vegetables from her little garden. Ellery chopping veggies up, me stirring, Ellery and I walking under the shifting skies, her arm around me for the barest of seconds, my hand catching her sleeve so she’d slow down, so I could catch up. When it came to Ellery, I was forever playing catch-up.

			Well, not anymore.

			“Stop the car.”

			“What?”

			“Stop the car!” The words came out with so much vehemence that they shocked even me.

			Ellery did as I said. She slowed to a stop and turned on her hazard lights. Then she turned to me. “Tulip, come on, let’s talk about this.”

			“Okay. Let’s talk about it the way you’ve talked about everything else, which is to say, not at all.” I took off my seat belt and grabbed my bag.

			“Tulip, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

			“Which part?” I glared at her, my fury out in full force, and she winced. “Because it turns out there’s a lot of stuff that you didn’t tell me.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Are we even friends?”

			“Don’t be dumb, of course we are. You’re my best buddy.”

			“Yeah, except friends tell each other things. Things like breaking up with a girlfriend or applying to a school on the other side of the fucking world!” I wrenched the door open and got out.

			Ellery climbed out too, hurrying around the car and standing in front of me. I hated her height then, hated how it forced me to look up at her. “I’m sorry, I know I fucked up. I know I should’ve told you.”

			A million questions fought for space in my mouth, but I swallowed them all. I could feel the tears working their way out, and I didn’t want to let Ellery see me cry. I didn’t want her to feel like she had to comfort me, not when it was obvious that our friendship meant nothing to her. I wanted to hurt her as much as she had hurt me. So I said, “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re not staying.”

			Ellery looked like I’d just taken a knife to her throat, but I wasn’t done with her yet. I’d lived with Iris, I’d absorbed every cutting word, every slash she’d carved into my flesh. I knew exactly how to hurt others. “I’m relieved, actually. Because I think it’s weird how much time we spend together. Why don’t you hang out with people your own age?”

			“Tulip, please.”

			“Don’t ever call me again.” My voice nearly broke then, so I turned and started walking away.

			What would’ve happened if she’d chased after me? If she’d grabbed my arm and hugged me and refused to let go? I don’t know, but I often think back to that moment, and every time I do, I play out a different scenario. Ellery catches me. I fall into her arms. I tell her the truth, the all-consuming love I feel for her. She tells me she feels the same. We kiss. We make it work, even across oceans.

			But that didn’t happen. What actually happened was…nothing. She didn’t come after me. I kept walking.

			And that was the last time I saw Ellery for many, many years.
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			An Interlude

			IZZY

			“Nainai.” My arm tightens around hers. This whole time, I’ve been listening to her without interruption, completely enthralled by her story. Whenever I’d thought of Nainai at my age—well, you know what? I’ve never thought of Nainai at my age. She’s Nainai, my grandmother, and as far as I’m concerned, she simply popped into existence exactly the way she looks now. Silver hair and tailored pantsuit and her “I’ve seen it all, kid” expression. In order to fully absorb the reality of what she’s been telling me, I’ve had to think of teenage Magnolia as someone else entirely. A stranger.

			But then I glance over at Nainai, and I suddenly see it. That scared, lonely young girl. I see beyond the age-wizened skin and the hardened eyes, and I see her at seventeen, wide-eyed with wonder, taking in everything around her with so much awe and hope, uncertainty written all over her youthful face. I press my cheek to her papery one and breathe in her scent.

			“I can’t believe she didn’t tell you,” I say, angry on behalf of seventeen-year-old Nainai.

			“We were young. Young people do foolish things, mostly because they are scared.”

			“Now who’s being ageist?”

			She chuckles. “I would’ve hated being told I was young and foolish too, back then. I wouldn’t have said so, of course. Wouldn’t have had the guts to disagree.”

			“I can’t believe you were so…” I search for the right words. “So timid. What changed? How did you turn into this badass person?”

			Nainai is quiet for a while. “Well, mostly aging. I know that’s not the answer you want to hear. But it’s only one part of it. The other part is losing people I loved and cared about and realizing that none of the other things mattered. When Ellery and I had the fight that ended our friendship, I thought: Good riddance. Now I can finally move on with my life. And a not-so-small part of me thought: Thank god that happened, because now I no longer have to be confused about who I am. Now I don’t have to deal with that part of me anymore, and I can go on being normal.”

			She reaches out and pats my cheek. “It took years for me to consider what is even the point of being ‘normal.’ The only reason to be ‘normal’ is to make everyone else around you comfortable. Putting everyone else, even strangers, before yourself. As Fry from Futurama said: ‘What’s the point of being normal when you can be abnormal?’ ”

			I blink away my tears and smile. “Nobody knows these ancient references you keep bringing up, Nainai.”

			“Yeah, yeah. It’s late. Go home. I’ll tell you the rest tomorrow night.”

			I kiss her on the cheek. “Okay, Nainai. I’ll see you tomorrow. Same time?”

			“I’ll be here.”
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Chapter 11

			MAGNOLIA

			
				October 2000

				Dear Bellery,

				They say we have over six thousand thoughts in a day, ranging from the mundane, like “It’s a cold day,” to more complicated ones like “At this very moment, Bellery is probably stepping off the plane at London Heathrow Airport,” and “I wonder if Bellery has forgotten me,” and “I’m sure she has,” and “I hate her,” and “I miss her so much,” and “She is the worst person in the world,” and “I miss her smell,” and…

				Bellery, out of the six thousand thoughts that I have every day, 5,999 of them are about you. But I know that day by day, the thoughts will slowly dwindle, and there will come a time when I will realize that out of six thousand thoughts, none are about you. I both dread and look forward to that day.

				Anyway. I started at Cal a couple of months ago. (That’s what people who go to Berkeley call it. We don’t say, “I go to Berkeley,” we say, “I go to Cal.”) James is here too. He got into the engineering program. We’re dating now. He asked me to be his girlfriend the day after I turned eighteen. If you were here, you’d laugh and say, “I knew it! I told you, he’s such a cradle robber.” But you know what? I think it’s sweet that he waited all this time to ask me out, so you can shut it. (I didn’t dare tell Iris because she’d tell me he’s gross.)

				I’m living in an apartment two miles off campus. I’d applied for a dorm room and got a room at Stern, which is supposed to be an all-girls dorm. But when we went for a visit, Mama and Papa were horrified to learn that even though Stern is an all-girls dorm, they still allowed boys to hang out there. They were convinced I was going to lose my precious virginity and also start doing drugs and getting face tattoos, so they rejected the dorm and rented me an apartment instead. My neighbors are a sixty-eight-year-old Japanese American lady who gave me a jar of homemade pickles the day I moved in (they were delicious, you would’ve loved them) and a thirty-something-year-old white single mom with the cutest toddler. The toddler’s name is Rebecca, and god help you if you call her Becca or Becky or anything other than Rebecca.

				James is in Unit 2. That’s literally the name of the dorm. Like they ran out of names. He hates it, so most nights, he stays over at my place. We do a lot of stuff with each other, but we haven’t gone all the way. He’s very respectful. Iris would roll her eyes and make gagging noises at this, I’m sure. I’m very happy with James.

				I hope you’re as happy with whatever new girl you’re dating as I am with James, which is very.

				Love Sincerely,

				Tulip

				January 2001

				Dear Bellery,

				Funny story: James told me you guys took a journalism class together one summer, and there was a beautiful girl (I hate the idea of a beautiful girl in your class, by the way), and you kept bugging her and hitting on her even when it was obvious she was uncomfortable. When he told me this story, I told him my stomach hurt and then ran to the bathroom and burst into tears. Then I was a total bitch to him the rest of the day, but he thought that was because I had cramps and not because I have had feelings for you.

				Did you know that James really doesn’t like you? He says you’re such a player, you might as well be a guy. When you and I were still friends, if someone had told me that there was somebody out there that didn’t like you, I wouldn’t have believed them. Because who could possibly dislike you? I mean, I HATE you, but that’s different, isn’t it? I hate you because of what you did, but that aside, you’re so funny and awesome and likable.

				Are you really the way James described you? Did you just hide that side from me? But why would you bother doing that? We were buddies, as far as you knew. I would’ve been fine if you’d been a player. AS FAR AS YOU KNEW. Obviously I wouldn’t actually have been fine. Maybe it was because you always saw me as a kid and didn’t want to share that side of yourself with me.

				I’m eighteen now, I’m not a kid anymore. And I’m still so angry at you, Bellery. And I still think 5,999 thoughts about you every day.

				Your buddy,

				Tulip

				July 2001

				Dear Bellery,

				I slept with James. It’s funny, you know, I had all the best intentions to remain a virgin for my future husband, but the older I get, the more I find myself wondering: Why? Why bother? How’s he going to know, anyway? My hymen’s probably broken already from—I don’t know—exercise, masturbation, riding bikes, yoga. Hmm, would yoga wear out your hymen? Maybe Ashtanga yoga might. Well, anyway. You know what I mean. Cosmo often says that many women don’t bleed the first time they have sex because of all these activities, so I was like, well, if my hymen’s gone already, then what the hell am I waiting for? Plus, let’s face it, my future husband is probably not going to go into the marriage a virgin, is he? And I wouldn’t know, either, unless he told me.

				These were all the things I went over again and again to justify doing it, but the truth was a lot simpler than all these arguments: I was horny. It was getting harder for me to hold back from going all the way with James, and even though he never pressured me into doing it, I could sense his frustration, could tell he wanted to. And, yeah, a small part of me felt bad. Because he’s older and more experienced, and I started to wonder if he regretted being with me, and he waited for me. All this time, he waited to be able to ask me out. So I felt that maybe I owed him, just a little bit? No. That’s stupid. I wanted to. I’m glad I did it.

				It was good. Afterward, I told James, “I would like to do this again.” He laughed and said he was glad.

				Bellery, I…god, it’s so hard to say this, even though I know I’m never going to actually send this, or any of the other letters I wrote you, but I am cringing as I write this. I thought of you while doing it with James. God, that sounds awful. I hate that I just said that. Forget I said that. Well, you wouldn’t even know I said it, so never mind. And afterward, I went to the bathroom to clean up (as it turns out, I did bleed, but only like two drops of blood. It was very anticlimactic.) and I cried a little because I missed you so much. More so than usual.

				Anyway, that is very pathetic, I know. The Bellery in my head is sighing and saying, “Oh, Tulip,” in a you’re-so-dumb sort of way. I know I’m being dumb. But I am thinking about you a little bit less, so maybe I’m not THAT dumb.

				Oh, get this: Iris yelled at me when she found out I started having sex with James. We’re back in Jakarta for the summer, and she acts like hot shit just because she’s going to Caltech. I mean, she acts like she’s even hotter shit than before. She found my birth control pills and charged straight at me like a freaking bull.

				“What the hell is this?”

				My pores immediately opened up and I started sweating right then and there, but I tried to play it cool. “They’re birth control pills.” I considered telling her they’re for acne, but I never had an acne problem, and anyway, why should Iris, of all people, be against that?

				“Are you having sex with James?” The way she said it was so full of venom that I wanted to slam the door in her face.

				“Yes.”

				“Jesus. Of all the fucking stupid things you could’ve done.”

				I got angry then. Who was she to tell me I was stupid for being sexually active? “What? You—” I have to admit, Bellery, it was a challenge pointing out to Iris that she was being hypocritical without like, accidentally slut-shaming. I almost said: “You sleep around a lot! And you’re the last person who should be freaking out about this because you sleep around so much!” And so on. Finally, I said, “You’re sexually active too.”

				“Yes, but I never had a complex about keeping my virginity intact for my future husband,” she said. “I never wanted to be the perfect Chindo bride. You did.”

				“Well, I changed my mind.”

				“Did he pressure you into it?”

				“What? No!” That made me even angrier. “I can think for myself, okay?”

				“Well, I don’t know what you were thinking, but this is fucking stupid, Magnolia. I can’t believe you’d—”

				“What is your problem?” I yelled. “It’s my body, I thought you’d finally be glad about something I did. I thought you’d be like, ‘Oh, finally, you’re not a stupid kid anymore.’ All these years, I thought if I were more like you, then you’d stop hating me so much. But you know what? I’m done trying to be your sister. Being your sister SUCKS.” There was so much more I wanted to say to her, but you know what I’m like when I’m upset. All the snot and tears. How do people cry prettily? Anyway, I told her to get out of my room, which she did, and we didn’t talk to each other the rest of the time. Mama and Papa barely noticed. They were so busy at the clinic, which is a good thing, I guess.

				When we left for the airport, Iris said, “When are you going to stop being so stupid?”

				And I said, “When are you going to stop being such a bitch?” I was horrified that I’d said that, but Iris just snorted before going through the gate. I’m so glad we didn’t have to be on the same flight back. She was headed to LAX and I was flying to SFO, where James, my loving boyfriend, would pick me up. I bet she was just jealous that I have a steady boyfriend and she’s never had one. Right? You think that was what it was?

				God I wish I could talk to you about this. I wish I were talking to you about…anything, actually.

				Still thinking of you every day,

				Tulip

				November 2001

				Dear Bellery,

				How come you never write back to me? I mean, sure, I never sent you these letters, so as far as you know, I never wrote you. But STILL.

				The other day, James and I were walking on campus when I saw a girl walk by carrying a bouquet of tulips. I laughed and told him about the time you came over for dinner and brought my mom tulips because that was what you called me (I really wish I were as good as you are with nicknames. I can’t believe the best I could come up with was Bellery.) and he sighed and said, “Mags, I think it’s weird that you keep bringing up Ellery. You guys are not even friends anymore. She’s off in London, probably having the time of her life, and I doubt she even remembers who you are anymore. I love you, baby, but you need to grow up and let go of this one-sided friendship.”

				Of course it upset me, but if I showed him that I was upset, it would only prove him right, so I just nodded. Then I went to the bathroom to cry a little and blow my nose. I’m getting so good at holding back the tears. Not the snot though. The snot is a river, but usually I can blame it on allergies.

				Bellery, is that true? Have you forgotten about me? About our friendship? I know it is, I know that’s just what happens in life. I know these things. I’m nineteen now, you know. And you’re—god, you’re twenty-two. We’re so much older now than when we first met. I wonder what you’re like now. I wear my hair differently. I got a perm. It’s called a Japanese perm—loose waves. Well, it’s supposed to be loose waves, but it turned out horrible, all coarse and uneven, so in the end, I hacked it all off into a pixie cut. I like it, sort of. James was horrified. I thought about how you’d react (I always think about how you’d react to things I do). I think you’d have laughed and then teased me about it until I got mad, then you’d hug me for exactly two seconds before letting go. Those two-second hugs, man. They killed me. Did you know that?

				Not thinking of you quite as much, but still a lot,

				Tulip

				February 2002

				Dear Bellery,

				I broke up with James. Isn’t that crazy? I’d known for months that I wanted to break up with him. It was a million things. The way, when we disagreed on something, he’d pinch the bridge of his nose and groan, “Oh, sweetie. You’re so young and immature.” Which would effectively shut down all discussion, because what’s the point in arguing with someone so young and immature? Toward the end, I’d yell, “If I’m so young and immature, why are you with me?” and he’d say, “Because I love you.” Which was sweet at first, and made me melt, but after he used that line a few more times, I hardened again. What has saying “I love you” ever done aside from shutting me down?

				Then, of course, there was the way he disliked you, the harsh way he talked about our friendship. Our friendship is “weird” or “sad” or “inappropriate.” Inappropriate?! What is he, a Chindo mom? I still get so angry when I think about it, because I trusted him enough to tell him about how close you and I were. I didn’t tell him about how much I loved you, of course, but I must’ve told him enough for him to have a rough idea. I don’t know. Hey, did I mention that I loved you? Yeah, I was in love with you. That’s a weird thing to say over an unsent letter, but when else am I going to say it?

				Wow. I just had to take a moment there. I realized it was the first time I ever wrote it down, and there was a surprising amount of feelings involved. Hah. I’m going to try this again.

				Bellery, I was in love with you. Maybe I still am. Maybe I always will be. What I know is, it’s been over a year, and I still have 5,999 thoughts about you every single day. I know that even after I graduate from Cal, when I think back on my days here, they will be colored by memories of you. Even though you’re not here, you’re still by my side, walking with me up and down these lush hills, squirrel fishing with me (squirrel fishing is when you tie a bit of food to a string and lure squirrels to you. Berkeley squirrels are a menace because us students have trained them to be unafraid of humans.), watching the a cappella groups perform under the Sather Gate, and eating spam and kimchi fried rice at the Asian Ghetto. I’m always wondering if you’d like this and how you’d laugh at that and would you still have a little garden and would we still cook terrible things together, and would you have fallen in love with Cal the way that I did?

				In the end, James was probably right about me being young and immature, because I have colored every corner of Cal with memories of us, while you’re probably painting London red, kissing English girls, and getting drunk off apple cider.

				Yours always,

				Tulip

				June 2002

				Dear Bellery,

				I graduated! I now have a BA in psychology from the University of California, Berkeley. I have studied the six key areas of research: behavioral and systems neuroscience, clinical science, cognition, cognitive neuroscience, developmental, and social-personality psychology. Doesn’t that all sound impressive as hell? I focused on developmental psychology (basically studying kids from infancy to adolescence) and did my thesis on maternal psychology and social stigma, and I could just hear you saying, “Dang, Tulip. You’re all grown up and tackling serious topics now!”

				You must also have graduated from your program. What was it that you decided on in the end? Journalism? Creative writing? English lit? A few times, I tried looking up what writing majors LMU offers, but honestly, every time I click through to the LMU website and their front page loads, it gets so painful that I immediately shut it down.

				In all honesty, although I loved studying psychology, I have no idea what I’m going to do with it now, because let’s face it: all I will be doing is going back to Jakarta and helping out at the clinic while my parents try to find me the best possible husband.

				In other news, Iris now has a BS in computer science from Caltech. Isn’t that crazy? She’s staying put in LA. Going to grad school. She did it all by herself, applied for financial aid and scholarships and stuff so she doesn’t have to rely on Mama and Papa to fund her education. If I sound jealous, it’s because I am. So very jealous. She’s always known exactly what she wants and is never afraid of defying Mama and Papa to get to her goal.

				When I broached the possibility of going to grad school to Mama and Papa, they said, “Oh, Magnolia, why would you want to waste years of your life on that? And if you got a master’s or a PhD, you’ll be too educated. No man is going to want a wife more educated than him.” I know that you, being American, probably won’t understand this, but they’re not wrong. I have often heard relatives whispering about some “poor woman” with a PhD turning into a spinster because she’s “too smart for her own good.” Unlike Iris, I had failed to plan in advance. I hadn’t thought to apply for grants or scholarships, so I can’t stay here. Well, okay, that’s probably just an excuse. I’m also scared to stay, because that’s such a great unknown, whereas going back to Jakarta is familiar, and there’s comfort in it. Plus, Mama’s words have always haunted me—why study so hard only to never use it? What would be the point in me getting a master’s or a PhD in psychology when there’s no way I’m going to be able to make use of it back in Indo?

				Okay, wow, this has been a rant and a half. Bellery, I wonder what you’re doing with your degree. Are you writing? Are you off to cover important news, or are you writing novels, or are you teaching English? Or maybe you’re choosing to go to grad school because you love learning so much?

				Sometimes, when I’m feeling extra emo, I like to think that maybe you write about me from time to time. But I know that’s just wishful thinking.

				Yours always,

				Tulip
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			An Interlude

			IZZY

			I rifle through the rest of the pages before looking up at Nainai. “There are so many letters.”

			“I think at some point they stopped being letters I wrote to Ellery and turned almost into a diary of some sort.”

			“Yeah, I can see that.” I hold the pages tightly in my hand, feeling the heaviness of the words, the intensity of them. When Nainai took them out of her bag earlier tonight, I’d stupidly thought, for a moment, that they were pages of a handwritten novel she’d been working on. There certainly seems to be enough here to make an entire book out of. I definitely won’t be able to get through the whole stack in one evening.

			The thing that struck me most about these letters isn’t so much the content but the voice of young Nainai. God, who would’ve ever guessed that my steely grandmother was capable of such silliness, such uncertainty, such raw honesty? She wasn’t exaggerating when she told me last night how frightened she was as a teen. Her fears and insecurities are in full view in these letters. She really didn’t hold back when writing them.

			“Did you—” I clear my throat and start again. So awkward asking my grandmother this question, but curiosity got the better of me. “Did you date anyone else at Berkeley? After you broke up with James, that is.”

			“Yes,” she says easily, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

			“Um…any girls?”

			Nainai sighs. “No. I thought about it. I thought: Here is my only chance to try it out. See if I actually like girls, or if I only like one girl. But in the end, I was too afraid. Heteronormativity is so insidious. I thought life would be a lot simpler if I were only into boys, and anyway, no other girl captured my heart the way Ellery did, so why go out looking for trouble? That was my way of thinking back then. That anything outside of a straightforward hetero relationship was trouble.”

			“Yeah,” I say quietly.

			Nainai wraps an arm around my shoulders. She smells of dust and magnolia flowers and incense.

			“You know what though? I have since learned that the best things in life are often very, very troublesome.”

			“Did you ever send these letters to Ellery?”

			“Of course not. Are you crazy? You’ve seen how melodramatic they are, how unrestrained. I could never have shown them to her, oh no.”

			I smile, but then I feel the weight of those years Nainai spent alone, writing letters to the love of her life which she never sent, and the smile wavers. “I can’t believe you spent all your time at Cal not talking to Ellery, not even once. That’s heartbreaking, Nainai.”

			“Yes, it is, isn’t it? We were both too young and foolish and prideful to be honest with each other.”

			I look down at the pile of letters, ready to continue reading, but Nainai places her hand over mine.

			“You read too slow,” she complains. “We’ll never get to the end of the story at this rate, and unlike you, I would actually like to go home for the night, because my love is waiting for me.”

			“Gross, Nainai.”

			She grins and pats my shoulder. “Now, be quiet and listen…”
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Chapter 12

			MAGNOLIA

			2002

			I had the very best intentions when I moved back to Indonesia. Of course I didn’t give up just because I was back home. I had some fire left in me. I was no Iris, blazing a trail for herself to greatness, but I was determined to at least carve a tiny space for myself. Mama and Papa celebrated the return of their golden child. I say “golden,” but a more appropriate term would be “pliant.” They celebrated me and not Iris because I was the one they could mold into the daughter of every Chinese-Indonesian parent’s dreams.

			Right away, I started working at the clinic. It had grown into something arguably successful: a steady stream of patients and even more coming in through word of mouth. There were now five doctors on the roster, six if you counted Mama, which most of the time they didn’t. The other five doctors were all men, each of them well-respected OBGYNs or pediatricians with good connections. In addition to the doctors, there were twelve nurses and three receptionists, all women. Nurses and receptionists were very cheap and easy to come by in those days, and there was a high turnover at the clinic; they were being hired and fired at the doctors’ whims.

			I suggested to Mama and Papa that I could maybe offer some counseling services to the expectant women and new mothers, and maybe even the kids if they needed it. It seemed to me like an obvious way to expand the clinic’s services. But at that time in Indonesia, mental health wasn’t a recognized part of a person’s well-being. There was still a huge stigma around the subject—most people saw it in very black-and-white terms. You were either “normal” or you were “crazy.” And if you were the latter, then you belonged in a mental hospital, locked away from the rest of society. There was no in-between, no room for those of us struggling with postpartum depression or anxiety or anything like that. So when I broached the subject of adding a mental health section to the clinic, Papa snapped, “You want our clinic to be known for having crazies?” and Mama glared at me like I was the biggest disappointment in her life.

			Later, after Papa had stopped raging, Mama came into my room and said, “I think maybe you should run these…American ideas by me first, before presenting them to your father.”

			The way she said “these American ideas” felt like she was spitting out something foul, a cockroach that had somehow crawled into her mouth. I was fresh out of college and angry that my idea had been smacked down so harshly, so I said, “If you didn’t want me coming back with ‘American ideas,’ why did you send me to America?”

			“Are you really that stupid? Have you learned nothing? You think any man would want you if you weren’t well educated?”

			Of course. It was so obvious. Everything they had done was to ensure that I would make a good trophy wife. An impressive degree from an American university, but not too impressive—wouldn’t want to overshadow my husband’s own achievements. Just impressive enough to show my pedigree. I was smart enough to run a household, and my parents were wealthy enough to have sent me to an American university. I would make a good bride and my family would make respectable in-laws.

			For the most part, my parents had given up on Iris. When she was a teen, she was way too rebellious, too sexual, too loud, too everything. Then she went to Caltech and studied computer science, which automatically made her way too smart to make a good wife. No self-respecting Chindo guy was ever going to want to be with her. So all hope of finding a son-in-law to take over the family business fell on my shoulders.

			It took a while to figure out just what exactly my role would be at the clinic. It would’ve been embarrassing for me to be a receptionist, because they considered that beneath me, but I was also woefully lacking in any other experience or ability to help out, so in the end, I was tasked with odd jobs.

			Social media wasn’t really a thing yet—Facebook hadn’t even been invented—but I knew the Internet was only going to get bigger, so we needed more of an online presence. I asked to work on our website, and my parents agreed, probably more to shut me up than anything. The website took weeks to build, mostly because there weren’t many website builders back then, and also I was clueless about how to start one. In the end, I used a site called Blogger to build one. It looked terrible, but it was better than nothing, and once I got the bones down, I took my time prettifying the site. My parents were pleased with the results. Or at least they weren’t displeased.

			When that was done and there was nothing I could possibly add to the website, I turned my attention to the clinic’s filing system. Nothing was online yet; all of our bookkeeping, our patients’ records, our prescriptions—they were all written down by hand, slipped into folders, and kept in these massive floor-to-ceiling shelves. Whenever a patient made an appointment, some poor sucker had to root around the endless shelves to locate their file. It was horribly disorganized. We lost things all the time.

			I tried to convince my parents to switch to a digital filing system. But when I presented the software options to them, they balked at the prices. To be fair, these systems were extremely expensive at the time, around 20,000 US dollars. It wasn’t a huge expenditure for a growing clinic like ours, which boasted some pretty expensive equipment, but it was significant, and worse still, it was for something that none of the doctors at the clinic believed in. They thought a computerized filing system was frivolous, a passing trend that wouldn’t last.

			“Where would it be stored?” one of the doctors said, snorting. “A computer? And what happens when the computer breaks?”

			“Well, actually, you’d store it in an external disk—”

			“And what happens when you lose the disk?”

			I had no answer to that, which made the doctors around me smirk. Their expressions said: Silly little girl, coming in here acting like she knows anything.

			Mama tried to lighten the mood. “These youngsters with their bright ideas!”

			They all laughed indulgently, as though I were a little kid asking them to watch as I did cartwheels. Papa actually patted my head, like I was all of three years old. “Trust me, Magnolia, at the end of the day, people only trust hard copies. Handwritten records. You’ll never replace those.”

			I remembered how, when I was about twelve, my teacher had asked us to write an essay titled “What I Think Life in the Year 2000 Will Be Like.” This was in 1994, which meant the year 2000 was a mere six years away, but all of us somehow failed to comprehend what a short time that was. We were seduced by the turning of numbers from nineteen to twenty, and so all of us wrote about robots and flying cars and world peace. So at age twenty, in the year 2002, when my parents and their colleagues told me I couldn’t digitalize the filing system, I was more than disappointed. I was livid. I felt like I had come back to a dead end.

			I thought of how Iris was out in California doing all sorts of wonderful things. I thought of Ellery in London doing all sorts of romantic writerly stuff. I wasn’t sure what being a writer entailed, but I always imagined her in some hundred-year-old London café that looked straight out of a fairy tale, scribbling in a leather-bound notebook. I thought of all my friends from Cal, many of them now in politics, some in finance, others off having adventures in all four corners of the world. And here I was, back where I first started, unable to even elevate our family practice in the smallest way.

			Then one of the doctors said to Mama and Papa, “Magnolia is so pretty, and she went to Berkeley, you say?” As though I weren’t even there. “She’d make a very fine match for my nephew. He went to Stanford, graduated two years ago.”

			Mama’s and Papa’s faces lit up. And that was how the dating carousel began.

			

			• • •

			People often assume that arranged marriages still happen in many parts of Asia. In fact, in 2002, it wasn’t really a thing anymore, at least not how it’s often portrayed in Western media. There is no formal arrangement that happens—two families meeting and deciding that their progenies should marry—nothing like that. But that is not to say we didn’t have our own form of proper dating practices. Here is how, at least among the Chinese-Indonesians, it often happens:

			
				Step One: A trusted elderly relative of the eligible bachelor or bachelorette goes to a big family meal or church event, where they spot a potential match. They squeal with excitement and slice a path to the unsuspecting victim, pouncing on them and invading their personal space by touching their face or hair or hands and saying, “Oh my goodness, aren’t you so tall/handsome/pretty/pale-skinned? How old are you now? Twenty? Are you seeing anyone? No? I know just the perfect match for you.”

				Step Two: Said trusted elderly relative yanks their victim to the victim’s parents and declares, “I have the perfect match for your son/daughter.” The victim’s parents’ eyes light up, their ears pricking, and they will be all agog. “Who? Who is it?” they cry. The elderly relative says something like: “Xiuli’s son. He just graduated from Boston College. Very clever and, oh, the palest skin you’ve ever seen.” The victim might mutter something like: “That’s kind of really colorist. I don’t care about pale skin.” To which the elderly relative and the parents will shush them viciously. The elderly relative and the parents discuss animatedly about Xiuli and her husband’s business and how it’s been booming, and did you know they just went on a cruise across Europe? Just think of the family vacations you could take together once you’re married!

				Step Three: You are on your way for a lunch date with your cousin. Or so you think. When you arrive, you find that it isn’t just your cousin who’s there, but a tall, pleasant-looking guy as well. You think it’s your cousin’s boyfriend, but your cousin, who is acting shifty as hell, says, “This is Regus. He just graduated from Boston College.” You put two and two together and realize he’s Auntie Xiuli’s son, and your parents have somehow roped your traitorous cousin into helping put together this meeting. You grit your teeth. Regus seems nice and isn’t actually as pale as your aunt made him out to be. Just as you sit down, your cousin takes out her cell phone, gives the fakest gasp in the history of gasps, and says, “Oh no! There’s been a family emergency! I have to go, guys. I’m so sorry. Stay and have lunch with each other, okay?” She’s gone before you can ask what the family emergency is.

				Step Four: You and poor Regus gape at your cousin’s rapidly retreating back before staring at each other, quietly panicking at the increasingly awkward moment. Finally, just as you’re thinking about leaping up and crashing through the restaurant’s window to escape, he says, “So, you went to Berkeley?” Your shoulders relax a little, because this is a common safe ground that you can both tread on. You exchange stories about Berkeley and Boston College and the Bay Area and Boston, and when it’s over, you think: Well, that was painful, but not too painful. But out of spite to your parents and your cousin, you withhold every detail from them and refuse to be in touch with Regus, even though he really did seem perfectly pleasant.

			

			

			• • •

			After Regus, I started being more wary when friends and family asked me out for lunch, coffee, brunch, or dinner. I’d ask, “Who else is coming?” And if the answer was “Oh, my college friend might drop by” or “A couple of my friends might join us,” I’d flake out of the meeting. But I quickly learned that this was a terrible strategy, because in Indonesian culture, it was par for the course for people to bring more friends to meals. You’d make a reservation for two, and in the end you’d need a table for four or five. And that was without people trying to stealth-matchmake you.

			After a few months of this, I gave in. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had any social life. I went out for meals and was unfazed when some random guy around my age materialized and my cousin or friend came up with a family emergency and disappeared. I’d give a sympathetic smile and say, “Did they trick you into meeting me too?” And that would usually diffuse the awkwardness between us.

			It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in dating. Many of the guys I was introduced to were more than easy on the eye, and I did find myself attracted to more than one of them. But the biggest problem was that I had absorbed a different way of thinking at Berkeley. I’d taken a few women’s studies courses, and my head was a scramble of righteous rage and an infuriating feeling of helplessness, a lack of control over everything in my life. I’d get into arguments with these poor guys. They never took it well. Take this one guy, Eten. (His parents were aiming for Ethan. It could’ve been worse. They could’ve ended up with Iten.)

			“I don’t want to have kids,” I said within the first ten minutes of my friend abandoning us because her dog needed “emergency grooming.” “And if I ever did, I think they should take my last name.”

			Eten choked on his latte. “Sorry? Why?”

			“Why don’t I want kids, or…?”

			“Why do you think they should take your last name?”

			I glared at him. Now that I’d gone through at least half a dozen of these blind dates, I was quickly running out of fucks to give. “Because whose vagina will the kid be ripping out of? Did you know that some women tear from vagina to anus during birth? Whose body is it going to destroy? Guys don’t have to worry about that at all, so why should they get all the credit?”

			Eten put down his latte with exaggerated care, obviously trying to buy time to think. “Because it’s tradition, that’s how it’s always been done.”

			“So were public executions. They used to be tradition in many countries.”

			“What?” Eten sputtered.

			“I’m just saying, a lot of ridiculous things used to be commonly carried out and accepted as tradition. But we don’t do them anymore. Just because things used to be done a certain way doesn’t mean we have to continue doing them that way. It doesn’t make them right.”

			Eten blinked. I wondered if he’d even registered half of what I just said. Then I kicked myself for being so mean and judgy. I forced a smile. The moment I did, I hated myself even more. Because while I hadn’t meant to come off so aggressively, the argument I was making was actually one I’d been seriously questioning. Why were children automatically named after their fathers? The only explanation I could come up with was because it was easier to follow patriarchal traditions. I was only smiling because I couldn’t help, even after all this time, playing peacemaker. To instinctively feel embarrassed when I was too forceful about making a point. Now I was going to be known as the bitch with ridiculous notions.

			But my smile had done what it was meant to do. Eten’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled wide. “Oh, you were just kidding.”

			I was too tired by then to argue further. And anyway, I thought I was never going to see him again. Who cared what Eten thought about women’s rights and fighting the patriarchy? And who was I to think that I could change the status quo? To demand equality? I was just a dumb kid who didn’t know any better and who didn’t even have a real job. I knew that the “job” I currently held at the clinic had only been given to me out of nepotism. I was the last person that feminism needed. With a fixed smile, I said, “Yeah. Anyway, tell me about your last vacation. Did you say you went to Budapest? What’s that like?”

			That was me at age twenty. Full of bright ideas sparking like fireworks in my head, but with no deep understanding of what it took to live by those beliefs. Eager to make my ideas heard, but without the eloquence required to get anyone to listen or any of the courage required to follow through.

			No wonder, then, that for the next two years, although my parents and their extensive social network tried hard to get me matched up, none of the dates turned into anything serious. I had plenty of female friends—mostly from my high school, all of them with equally impressive college degrees—but none of them shared my restlessness. After graduating from whatever Ivy League they’d gone to as per the Chindo norm, they’d come back to Jakarta and quickly assumed the role of a good Chindo daughter, taking care to lose any of the weight they’d gained in the States, and then some, staying out of the sun so their skin turned as pale as milk, getting regular facial and hair treatments, and being seen at the right places with the right people. Or so I thought. Much later, I learned that quite a few of them had their own reservations about the path rolled out before us, but none of us had the courage then to give voice to our doubts. Especially when the path was so familiar, so comfortable. Why risk stumbling and getting thrown into the dark wood when you could simply put one foot in front of the other and keep walking?
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Chapter 13

			MAGNOLIA

			2005

			Years passed, and in that time, the spark inside me dulled, the sharp lessons that Berkeley had taught me softening around the edges, turning sludgy. Day after day, I logged in hours at the clinic, completing mindless odd jobs, a tiny cog in a well-oiled machine that nobody would miss if it clattered out of position. Even though my job was nowhere near demanding, by the end of the workday, I would feel so exhausted that all I wanted to do was go home and veg out in front of the TV. My mind was so numb I felt like a zombie.

			On the weekends, my girlfriends and I went out clubbing or drinking at karaoke clubs, but over time, these waned as, one by one, my friends found serious relationships. Sunday mornings, I gathered with my extended family for dim sum, and it really felt like every month, there was a new baby that yet another cousin had given birth to. I was only twenty-three, but already I felt like a spinster. And unlike Iris, or many of my Berkeley friends, I wasn’t even single because I was career obsessed. I was simply unmoored, floating along placidly to wherever the tide took me. Twice or three times a week, I sat down and wrote another letter to Ellery. My letters from that time were repetitive, unfocused. Mostly me wondering about her life and comparing it to mine, which of course I found unfulfilling.

			By now, the sneak dates had largely stopped happening. This was due to several reasons: (1) the pool of guys was running thin as the more eligible ones were snapped up by my female counterparts, (2) I had gained a reputation for being difficult/weird/uninteresting, (3) my friends and family were giving up the notion that I’d ever find someone, and (4) more cousins had recently graduated, so the attention turned to finding them a suitable partner.

			So when I went to have dinner with a friend and found her sitting with her boyfriend and her boyfriend’s friend at the table, I was actually surprised. My friend Anabelle introduced the guy as Parker. He was very attractive—strong jaw, thick eyebrows, great smile.

			“Parker went to UCLA,” Anabelle said. That was the extent to the introductions, and truth be told, it was enough to get the conversation flowing.

			“I heard you went to Cal,” Parker said.

			“I did, yeah. But before that, I lived in LA. I used to go to PCC.”

			Parker’s eyebrows rose and his face lit up. “PCC! Me too. When did you go?”

			“From 1998 to 2000. You?”

			“Ah, I went a couple years before you did. Oh man. I loved PCC. Best years of my life.”

			I smiled, but there was a sadness weighing it down, because it was only now that I realized that was true for me too. People often say that college is the best time of their lives, but while I enjoyed Berkeley, it couldn’t compare to my PCC days. Mostly because of Ellery. I had a flash of myself curled up on Ellery’s bed, next to her, just hanging out reading, neither of us talking but knowing she was there, listening to her breathe and reveling in the presence of her. It was so vivid that my eyes filled up with tears, and I had to look down onto my lap to hide them. “Sorry, allergies,” I mumbled.

			“Did you also live in San Gabriel when you went to PCC?” Parker said.

			“Yeah. Of course. Where else?”

			He laughed. “Good old SGV. My favorite place. I was in an apartment on Valley, oh man, it was the best.”

			“I didn’t like that apartment,” Joseph, Anabelle’s boyfriend, piped up. “We were roommates,” he added.

			“What didn’t you like about it?” I said.

			Parker rolled his eyes. “Joseph here wanted the American experience, whatever that is. He kept moaning about how SGV was too Asian and felt like we never left Asia. Which I told him was pretty racist.”

			“I’m just saying, if I’d wanted to be surrounded by Chinese supermarkets and restaurants, I would’ve stayed in Singapore,” Joseph said.

			“Should’ve gone to U Mich, like me,” Anabelle said.

			“I get what you mean,” I said. “When I first arrived, I was also surprised by how Asian the place was. I liked it though. I found it really comforting because I was so homesick.”

			“Yeah,” Parker said. His eyes met mine, and his expression went surprisingly soft. “That was how I felt about it. I moved to Westwood when I transferred to UCLA, and man, I really missed SGV then. I felt so out of place in Westwood.”

			I nodded. “I always thought it was funny how different all the neighborhoods in LA felt. And yet you wouldn’t know it if you’ve never been. Before I moved there, LA was just…LA. I never thought about how you could drive down to a different city within LA and feel like you’re in a completely new place. But yeah. I remember driving to Santa Monica once in a while and I enjoyed the place, but I never felt like I belonged there. I was always relieved to go back to San Gabriel.”

			“Spoken like a true FOB,” Joseph said, not unkindly.

			“Yep, that was what we were. FOBs and proud of it,” Parker said. He grinned at me, and I found myself returning it without even thinking about it. With a start, I realized I was having fun talking to Parker. For the first time, I wasn’t annoyed at the sneak date setup. I wasn’t on edge or defensive. I didn’t feel the need to know exactly where Parker stood on feminism or politics or anything. I was happy, for the moment, to just have a good meal and a nice chat about pleasant things.

			I feel it’s important to tell you, my dear Izzy, that at the time, I still wanted to have more control over my own life. I still wanted to carve out a space of my own, to strive for something better than just being somebody’s wife. But like I said, I was worn down, and my fight was without a clear cause. I had no idea what equality might even look like, and so had no idea how to achieve it, and at a certain point, I just wanted to stop fighting. I’m telling you this because I want you to know that it’s okay to feel tired and have a break from time to time. Regroup and take a breather. Gather your thoughts. I didn’t know that then though. I thought just because I was tired, it meant that I had given up. Either or. All or nothing. That was me back then. Either I was a feminist icon, swearing off all men, or I was a fifties housewife with zero rights.

			So, then and there, I laid down my load. I resolved to stop thinking about all those women’s studies classes I took at Cal, stopped picking apart everything Parker said, trying to look for flaws. More importantly, I resolved to stop thinking of Ellery. I might as well have resolved to stop breathing. But while I never quite stopped thinking of Ellery, over the past couple of years, she’d stopped dominating the forefront of all my thoughts. She took a back seat, letting me know of her quiet presence, and many nights, as I lay in bed, I reached out into the dark recesses of my mind and held her hand. But I only did that when I was alone, when the world was quiet enough for me to breach the surface and step into the past, and so I thought I was okay, on the whole. I was finally ready to open my heart up to someone who wasn’t Ellery.

			

			• • •

			Mama and Papa were elated with Parker. As far as boyfriends went, he fulfilled their every requirement:

			
					
					Came from a good, affluent Chinese-Indonesian family. Check.

				

					
					Had a degree from a well-known US/UK college. Check.

				

					
					Was hardworking, with a bright future ahead of him. Check.

				

			

			To be fair, the last point was still in progress. At age twenty-six, Parker was still unsure about his career path. He’d spent the last two years working at HSBC’s private banking sector, which earned him a decent wage but was nothing compared to what the most affluent Chinese-Indonesian family companies could earn. He did have a family company—a large corporation manufacturing baby products, but it was in its fourth generation, and by now, there were too many cousins and uncles and aunts already involved in the company.

			“They’re always fighting each other too,” Parker told me. “I hate it. After college, I worked there for a couple of years, and oh man. I hardly spoke to my cousins outside of work. It was destroying our relationship. I had to leave.”

			I liked that he’d decided to put family before a position at the company. I liked a lot of things about Parker. He seemed different from most of the guys I’d come across in Indonesia. He liked to discuss philosophical questions with me, we picked apart current events and found each other to be on the same side more often than not, and above all, I felt like he talked to me as an equal. Something that was sadly a rarity here.

			In those days, there wasn’t much to do in Jakarta. Jakarta was a metropolis designed for motorists. There weren’t many sidewalks or parks or anything you could do outdoors. On weekends, people just went to these huge indoor malls and hung out there. But Parker opened up a whole new side of the city to me.

			On Saturday mornings, he’d call and say something like “Wear something you don’t mind getting dirty.”

			Then he’d pick me up and not tell me where we were going until we got there, and I’d discover a beautiful, airy little pottery shop that ran pottery classes on the weekends. We’d spend the morning there, working with wet clay until we created cute little misshapen pots, after which he’d hold my hand as we wove through the unforgiving traffic to a nearby breakfast place that specialized in everything bacon—another rarity in Indonesia, which was a Muslim-majority country.

			Another weekend, he told me, “Wear workout clothes and sneakers you don’t mind trashing.”

			We ended up driving outside of the city to a place called Sentul. Sentul was an area just outside of Jakarta that was surrounded by national parks. Parker had arranged for us to go on a hike. I’d never gone hiking in Indonesia before. Back at Cal, I’d been to Tahoe and Yosemite a couple of times and considered myself a decent amateur hiker, but Sentul fully kicked my ass. First of all, the tropical heat was no joke, and the trail was so muddy it was impossible not to keep falling down. But I had fun anyway, because it had been years since I’d left the city and gone back out into nature, and the silence out here and the sweet air, free of pollution, cleared my mind.

			“This is amazing,” I said to Parker.

			He smiled, pulled me to him, and kissed me softly on the lips. “You’re amazing. Most people here hate hiking.”

			I wondered how many girls he’d taken hiking out here but chose not to press, not wanting to ruin the moment.

			One Friday evening, he texted, Pack enough hiking clothes for three days.

			I freaked out then and demanded that he tell me where we were going, but all he would say was that it would be the best thing ever and that he’d asked my parents for permission and they’d granted it. I ignored the churning in my gut and clung instead to the excitement sparking in my chest. I’d never been with anyone who cared so much about me that they would go to such lengths to plan surprises for me every weekend.

			Parker picked me up and took us to the airport, where we caught a domestic flight from Soekarno-Hatta Airport to Juanda International Airport. I still had no freaking clue where we were, except that we were in Indonesia, at least. When we landed and walked outside of the airport, Parker spread his arms, grinned, and said, “We’re going to hike up Mount Bromo, Maggie!”

			I didn’t like the nickname Maggie but never bothered to correct him because it seemed like a petty thing to do. Anyway, I was floored by the reveal. “Holy shit, for real?” Aside from Bali, I had never been outside of Jakarta. Sentul didn’t count. I was ashamed to admit that I had no idea what the rest of Indonesia was like.

			It took no time for me to fall in love with the beauty of the Bromo Tengger Semeru National Park. The area was like nothing I’d ever seen, nothing like the rugged, lush terrain of Yosemite or the serenity of Tahoe. Bromo felt more mystical, a cluster of volcanoes that feel like they’d been around since the earth was born, their peaks hidden by a blanket of clouds.

			We stayed at a hotel overnight, and I was impressed to find how meticulously Parker had planned the whole thing, down to preparing water bottles and first aid kits for both of us. He’d even hired a guide for the trek. We woke up at two thirty in the morning to start our hike. It was rough going at first, mostly because hiking in the dark was a vicious and terrible thing. I grumbled to myself and hardly spoke a word to Parker, secretly fuming that he’d pushed me into doing this. But then we broke through the cloud cover just before the first sunrays kissed the skies, and it was as though we’d stepped from the mortal world into a celestial realm. The clouds below us looked like a mystical blanket and Mount Bromo itself a sleeping god who might wake at any moment with a gentle roar.

			And that moment, as I gazed with open-mouthed wonderment at the glorious sight before me, was when I fell in love with Parker. Ellery was magic and air and sweet confusion. Parker was the earth, solid and undeniable. It was easy to lean on him. Later, I would find out it was easier still to break against him. But I didn’t see that, not then. I didn’t see beyond the excitement of discovering every weekend what he’d planned for us. I failed to grasp the fact that he, and only he, had been in charge of things. He never once asked what I wanted to do, and at the time, as directionless as I was, it was a relief to let someone else take the wheel. I blame myself as much as I blame Parker for the way our relationship was. Even now, I sometimes imagine how things must have been from his point of view—how perfectly happy and placid I was in the months we dated, and how betrayed he must have felt when my spirit awoke from slumber and screamed back alive, burning everything in its way.

			But for now, standing in each other’s arms at the top of Mount Bromo, the two of us were quiet, content, and happy with each other.
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Chapter 14

			MAGNOLIA

			2006

			Parker and I dated for almost a year before he proposed to me. The proposal itself was sweet, but not a surprise because, of course, we’d very sensibly discussed it in great detail beforehand. We’d had meals with both my parents and his where marriage was brought up, and nobody expressed any negative opinions about it. We were, after all, perfect on paper—both of us from similar ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. We even looked good together; Parker was five eight, tall for a Chindo guy, and when we stood next to each other, people often remarked what a cute couple we made. We rarely fought, and at the time, I thought it was because he was so agreeable and reasonable. I didn’t think of how muted I had become over the years, how it had simply become habit to nod and agree with whatever anyone said.

			You know what makes me mad, even to this day? That later, when shit hit the fan, most people thought I had tricked Parker. They thought I’d deliberately hidden my true personality to entrap him into marrying me before shedding my sheep’s clothing and revealing the she-demon underneath. As if I could be bothered to trick any man into marrying me.

			Parker proposed at our favorite steak house. It was the kind of place where everyone spoke in a low murmur. I had known he would be proposing then because he had told me, in advance, to “wear something unforgettable.” When I’d read the text earlier that afternoon, Ellery’s voice had immediately popped into my head. Dress like a penguin, Ellery said. That’ll be unforgettable. And I’d grinned and shook my head. In the end, I opted for something safe. An off-shoulder, knee-length LBD. Hardly unforgettable, but I’d been with Parker for ten months now, and I knew his fashion sense veered toward conservative. Mama, who had sensed that this would be the night, squeezed my hand when I came down the stairs. She smiled at me, her eyes shining. I thought she might tell me she loved me, or some other form of motherly affection, but what she actually said was “You have fulfilled our expectations.”

			I had, in fact, fulfilled nothing. Aside from getting into a serious relationship with Parker, that is. And that was it, the extent of their expectations. The beast inside me stirred at this comment, then I swallowed and forced a smile, and it tucked its head back into the crook of its arm and went back to sleep. I stepped out of the house.

			The proposal came after I had finished my tenderloin (150 grams, medium-rare), the ring placed on top of my tiramisu. I smiled wide when I saw it and Parker went on one knee as the whole restaurant watched. He was obviously uncomfortable; public proposals weren’t really a Chindo thing. In fact, formal proposals weren’t really a Chindo thing. But we were modern, we were Westernized, and we wanted to do things like in the movies. And so he got down on one knee, took my hand, and said, his voice stammering, “Maggie—”

			My smile wavered at the nickname, but I shook myself and pumped the smile full of renewed enthusiasm.

			“Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

			A small voice whispered: Is that all? That was kind of uninspired.

			I smacked it down. How awful could I be to not be absolutely swooning at this proposal? Who cared about originality when he’d gone to such efforts to court me and now to propose to me? What the hell made me think I deserved better than this? I had nothing to offer anyone. No real career, no real personality, no nothing.

			I was very aware of everyone’s eyes on us, so I made sure to put on a good show. I placed a hand over my mouth as though I were shocked. I blinked hard. And I said in a loud but breathless voice, “Yes!” Everyone cheered and clapped. Parker gave me a swift hug and kissed me chastely on the cheek, then we sat back down, our faces hot from the spectacle we’d just made. We grinned at each other, and I remember, even now, how brightly his eyes sparkled in the candlelight. When I looked at him then, I saw our future rolling out before me, a smooth and safe path, straight all the way through to the end, every bump and pothole easily visible and quickly smoothed over. And I felt myself ripping into two pieces, one saying: I did it. I got the Chindo dream. And the other saying: Is that all?

			Papa actually got teary-eyed when we came home and told them the news. Mama hugged us both and said to Parker, “Now you can stop calling me Tante and start calling me Mama, you hear me?”

			Parker obediently said, “Yes, Mama.” He nodded at Papa and said, “Papa.”

			This time, both of them teared up; they’d finally gotten the son they’d longed for ever since Iris was first born. Papa couldn’t stop patting Parker’s shoulder and muttering phrases like “Good man” and “Good job, Son.” We talked briefly about wedding plans—all vague, no real details, because we were still dreamy and distracted then. After a while, Parker went home, and Papa went upstairs, leaving me alone with Mama.

			There was a strange atmosphere in the room. I glanced at Mama, wondering what this static in the air was. She should be elated, and I could tell she was, but there was also something sliding under the surface, lurking in the water the way a big fish would.

			“I’m pretty tired—”

			“You did it, Magnolia,” she said.

			My mouth pinched shut. Mama’s eyes slid to mine.

			“He’s a good boy.”

			“Yeah. He treats me well.” That wasn’t a lie, at least.

			“You will be a good wife.” This was delivered as a prophecy.

			I nodded, unable to bring myself to speak. A knot had appeared deep inside me, and as Mama spoke, it twined harder and tighter, choking me.

			“You must be strong and patient and…”

			The knot inside me gave another vicious twist and I jumped up to my feet, startling Mama. “Sorry. I’m really tired. I’m just gonna—”

			“Yes, of course.” She looked chastised, and now I felt guilty. “Rest. You’re going to be busy.”

			As I started toward the staircase, Mama grabbed my arm. I stiffened under her touch; neither of my parents were huggers. She looked like she wanted to say something, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted desperately for her to say it or if I wanted desperately to run away. The moment passed. She swallowed whatever it was that had been about to wriggle out of her lips, and instead said, “Good night.”

			By the time I got to my bedroom, I was breathing hard, my chest rising and falling rapidly and my thoughts scrambled. I raked my fingers through my hair and yanked off the hairpins that had held it in place. I ripped off my little black dress, which had been comfortable at the start of the evening but was now inexplicably suffocating. I wiped off my makeup savagely, rubbing my skin raw. I didn’t stop to think about why I felt like I wanted to peel off my skin. Finally, when I was completely naked, I hunched over my dressing table, still out of breath.

			My hands moved on their own accord, pulling open a drawer and grabbing a piece of paper and pen. I scrawled on the paper while still standing.

			Let’s see, give me that pile, Izzy, that letter should be in here somewhere…

			
				Dear Ellery,

				I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you.

			

			You know what? Looking at this entire page filled with nothing but “I miss yous” is kind of mortifying. Are you laughing at your grandma? That is very disrespectful.

			I was very melodramatic back then, wasn’t I? I remember how cathartic writing this letter felt, like I was vomiting the depths of my soul onto the page. Funny that all I could come up with were the same three words. I guess that’s why Ellery was the writer, not me. Oh, did I ever miss her then though. And what a horrible thing to feel right after accepting a marriage proposal. At least writing it out made me feel less like I was about to shatter. I tucked it in the box where I kept all the other letters to Ellery, then took a shower and went to bed. The next morning, I woke up with renewed resolve. Mama was right, Parker was a great guy, and I was going to make a good life for myself.

			

			• • •

			The wedding preparations started almost immediately. There was so much to plan. Chinese-Indonesian weddings on average had at least two thousand guests, and once Mama and Papa sat down with Parker’s parents to talk over the guest list, it became clear that ours would have closer to three thousand guests. This was still within the realm of the average wedding here, so we were spoiled for choice when it came to venues.

			To my surprise, Parker had a lot to say with regards to the wedding itself. Or maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised, since our dates had always comprised of Parker taking over the reins and planning every part of the equation. He was a planner, and a wedding, after all, was simply one big event with a million things to plan. And as with our dates, I was more than happy to let him be the decision-maker in most parts of the event. Foolishly, I thought this would make for a smooth wedding, but take note: when it comes to Chinese-Indonesian weddings, there is no such thing as a smooth one.

			The problems we had were many and varied and seemed, to me, utterly ridiculous. Our first big hiccup occurred a couple of days after our parents sat down over the guest list. When Parker picked me up for dinner, I could tell at once that something was off. He didn’t talk much on the drive, and once we were seated at the restaurant, he cleared his throat.

			“Hey, so…my parents think that three thousand guests is kind of a lot. The catering costs are a bit higher than they were expecting.”

			“Oh!” I wasn’t rattled; traditionally, Chinese-Indonesian weddings were paid for by the groom’s side of the family, but Mama and Papa had told me that they were more than happy to pay for half of the wedding. “That’s reasonable. My parents said they’re happy to foot half the bill.” I smiled at Parker, relieved that my parents’ generosity had helped us overcome our first bump so effortlessly.

			But Parker didn’t smile back. Instead, he grimaced. “Yeah, they mentioned it to my parents. And, uh…my parents found it sort of offensive.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because it makes them look bad? Like they can’t afford to pay for the wedding.”

			I laughed. My first mistake of the night. “That’s ridiculous,” I said. My second mistake. “No one would think that.”

			“It makes me look bad too, Maggie. It’s emasculating, can’t you see that?”

			“I really don’t think that’s how people would see it, and many weddings are now split evenly between the two families—”

			“Maggie, enough,” Parker said. He didn’t quite raise his voice, but there was a sudden presence of steel in his voice that immediately silenced me. “My parents are paying for this wedding, okay? All of it. It’s our tradition.”

			“Okay…”

			“And I think we should be grateful for that.” He said “we,” but I knew he meant me.

			“I am very grateful for it. It’s very generous of them.”

			“And I think your parents should be more reasonable about their guest list and stick to under one thousand guests on their side.”

			My mind whizzed furiously, trying to find a way to please both Parker’s family and mine. “How about if my parents paid for the difference? Anything over a thousand guests on their side and they can pay for it. Nobody has to know.”

			“I’ll know.” There was no mistaking the anger in his voice now. “I have integrity, Maggie.”

			When I look back on this moment, Izzy, I sometimes wonder what would’ve happened if I’d picked up my glass of wine and splashed it across his integrity-filled face. But of course, I didn’t do that. Because the thing is, I wasn’t sure how I felt. For one thing, I felt really freaking stupid. Parker was right, his family was being incredibly generous, and I should be grateful. And anyway, 1,500 guests did seem like a lot of people. I didn’t even know anywhere near that many people. Of course Mama and Papa could cut down their guest list to a thousand. American weddings often had less than a tenth that number, and they were just as wonderful. It wasn’t a big deal. Be grateful and stop making it a big deal. This was a favorite refrain taught to us girls: Be quiet, be grateful, stop making a fuss. In the end, I nodded and told Parker that I would relay the information to my parents. He smiled at me then, the first smile from him that whole evening, and my heart melted at the sight of it. I really did love him, you know. Still do. I don’t think I’ll ever stop loving your grandfather.

			

			• • •

			About two months after Parker proposed, we all got another huge surprise. Iris announced she was moving back to Indonesia. Actually, she announced it by simply hopping on a plane and showing up at the house, with four huge bags behind her. When I ran to the door to see what all the commotion was about, she grinned at me and said, “Hi, Sis. Heard you’re getting hitched. Hope he’s better than the last douche you dated.”

			I could only stand back and stare as Iris strode inside the house, head held high as usual. Even though she hadn’t been back for years, and I’d lived here for the last four years, it felt as though the whole place was once again hers. How did she do it, even now? March in and claim the entire space, just like that? Already the living room smelled of her scent—the ginger shampoo she always used and a new perfume I didn’t recognize but was somehow so very Iris, and underneath it all, the smell that I’d come to think of as Older Sister Looking Down Her Nose at Something.

			Mama and Papa were torn between surprise, shock, joy, and I don’t even know what else. They hovered around her, brows furrowed, peppering her with questions. She only answered one of them: How long are you staying? “A while.” Then she said, “Look, guys, I’ll answer everything after my shower, okay?” Then she trounced up the stairs, leaving the three of us in gaping silence.

			With a sigh, Mama asked me to help her put together some snacks and brew some tea. I made a million mistakes brewing the tea. Seeing Iris after all this time was a complete mind fuck. And what was most earthshaking of all was the fact that the sight and smell of her had, weirdly enough, brought back memories of Ellery. I suppose it made sense; after all, the whole time I was friends with Ellery, I was living with Iris. The two of them were inextricably linked in my mind.

			“I wonder what’s gone wrong in California,” Mama said. She gave a little gasp. “Oh no, what if she’s pregnant?”

			“Oh, Mama. I doubt it.” Actually, I did. With Iris, you could never tell.

			Mama gave me a look, like she was thinking the exact same thing. “If she is pregnant, what would Parker and his parents say?”

			I almost said, Who gives a shit, Mama? It’s your daughter. Fuck what Parker and his parents might say. But you know what? Although part of me thought that, another part of me was squeaking, What WOULD Parker and his parents say? What would EVERYONE say? Would I also be disgraced? When I tell you that purity culture is insidious…

			By the time Iris came downstairs, her hair damp and her skin rosy from the shower, the coffee table was groaning under the weight of all sorts of foods: cakes, pastries, fruits, tea, coffee, juice.

			“Dang,” Iris said. “You guys must be really nervous, huh?”

			I squeezed my mouth into a thin line. She wasn’t wrong.

			“Iris,” Papa said gruffly, “how are you?” It was clear from his tone of voice that he didn’t actually care how she was doing; he only wanted to know what brought her here. I looked at him, and it was as though I was seeing him in a new light. Have my parents always been this aloof? This cold?

			Iris plopped down on the sofa next to me and picked up a slice of kue lapis with her bare hands. She peeled the rich, dense layers of cake into thin strips and popped them into her mouth one by one, taking her time to reply. “I’m okay,” she said finally. “I’ve spent enough time climbing the corporate ladder, trying to find the next big tech start-up, et cetera. I’m ready for the next chapter in life.”

			Mama drew in a sharp breath. “Are you getting married?”

			Iris somehow rolled her eyes without rolling her eyes. “Not everything has to do with finding the right man, Ma.”

			“Then what?”

			“I’ve been seeing reports from places like Credit Suisse and PricewaterhouseCoopers about how Indonesia is the next emerging market to invest in. A rising middle class, untapped resources, and of course, we do have over two hundred million people here, many of whom are fine young programmers looking for work. In California, I’m just another woman of color trying to make it in tech. But here, I could be an entrepreneur.”

			I gaped at her. My insides churned. This whole time, I’d seen my time here as purgatory. A career dead end. I’d blamed my lack of a career solely on being in Indonesia, telling myself that there were simply no opportunities to be grabbed here. That it wasn’t my fault I’d spent the last four years of my life doing menial tasks at the clinic, because what else could I have done? But now here was Iris, telling us that Indonesia was, in fact, the next great boom. And wasn’t that just so typically Iris?

			“I—” Mama began, then paused. It was obvious that she had a million words fighting for space in her mouth. She started again. “What you’re saying sounds promising…”

			“But the thought of a young girl—a single girl like you,” Papa said, “diving into the tech industry here…” He didn’t have to finish the sentence. Even I could see what a ridiculous thing it was.

			“If you’re not careful,” Mama said, “you’re going to make a fool of yourself. And your failure will make your sister look bad. She’s about to get married, you know. To a good family.”

			I had to consciously tell myself not to shrink back when Iris’s eyes slid over to me. Under her gaze, I felt all of sixteen years old once more, a little kid who had just arrived in a foreign country, lost and alone. But that wasn’t the case now. She should be the one feeling lost and alone. I’d made a life for myself here; I had friends and a fiancé, for god’s sake.

			“Yes, I know she’s getting married. Congratulations, by the way.” Nobody in the history of the world has ever said “congratulations” with so little congratulatory joy. “Don’t worry, I won’t get in your way of planning the most perfect wedding ever.” As she said, “the most perfect wedding ever,” Iris clasped her hands and pressed them to her cheek.

			“This is a foolhardy quest,” Mama grunted. “You are such a young girl—”

			“A woman. I’m a woman, Mama. I’m twenty-seven. I haven’t been a girl for a while now. And I’ve worked hard, I know what I’m doing.”

			Mama and Papa looked pointedly at her, and I saw her through their eyes. She looked so wrong, so completely the opposite of all the Chinese-Indonesian’s standards of appropriate feminine beauty. Even her eyebrows were wrong—arched sharply so she looked intimidating as hell, whereas Chindos prefer their women to have straight Korean brows that sloped slightly down, so we always looked scared and helpless. And her hair had been dyed blond and cut into a harsh bob. The effect was striking, making her look like a model. Way too eye-catching. My hairstyle was the Chindo-approved shoulder-length and carefully curled into soft waves. Everything about me said: Help me, please. Whereas everything about Iris said: Fuck with me, I dare you.

			“I just need someplace to live while I build my empire,” Iris said. “And I promise I’ll be as helpful with the wedding planning as you want me to be.”

			Mama and Papa sighed. “Of course you can live here with us, Iris,” Papa said. “We always wanted you to come back.”

			“We’ve asked you a million times over the last few years to come home,” Mama said.

			“Yeah, but you asked me to come home to get married,” Iris said. “I just want to be clear: Don’t get your hopes up, okay? It’s not happening. I’m focused on my work. But you’ve got Magnolia here to play the role of the perfect Chindo daughter and give you all the grandbabies you want, so everyone’s happy!”

			I swear I could feel my skin sprouting bristles, but still, words refused to come out. I merely gritted my teeth and clasped my hands hard on my lap. It worked on Mama and Papa, anyway. They smiled tiredly at me, and I could practically see the thought going through their heads: Iris is right, at least we have Magnolia here to fulfill the Chindo dream. Thank goodness we have good little Magnolia who has never and will never break any rule, never make any waves, never make a sound.
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Chapter 15

			MAGNOLIA

			2007

			Do you know what irony is? People often say, “That’s ironic,” and then it turns out their example has nothing to do with irony.

			Here’s what was truly ironic: within five months of Iris coming back to Jakarta, she’d not only fulfilled her promise of starting her own business, but she’d also met a Chindo guy, fallen wildly in love, and married him.

			Yep, that’s right. My sister, who’d always been so adamant about not believing in the “institute of marriage” because it was “a social construct designed to subjugate women,” was married. All before Parker and I managed to book a venue for our wedding. Now that’s irony.

			Of course, her being Iris, she would never stoop so low as to do things by the Chindo book. No traditional Chindo wedding for her, with two thousand guests, a Chinese tea ceremony, and a big, sparkly white dress. No, Iris went to the courthouse one morning on her way to her office, and by the time she came out, she was married.

			Mama and Papa were aghast when she told us. I was aghast too, but as per my usual, I was quietly aghast.

			“Married?” Mama gasped. “Is this a joke?”

			“No.” Iris opened her briefcase and took out a piece of paper. It was her marriage certificate.

			“What—why would you do this?” Mama said, shying away from the marriage certificate as though it were coated in poison.

			“I’ll call Uncle Handry,” Papa said, already pulling out his phone from his pocket. Uncle Handry was a lawyer. “He’ll get it annulled.”

			Iris’s face twitched. It looked suspiciously like she was close to laughing. “Oh, I wouldn’t do that.”

			“Iris, let your papa fix this,” Mama said.

			“Yeah, but I thought it would be prudent to get married before the baby arrives.”

			All the noise and commotion screeched to a sudden stop. Mouths froze open, eyes stared unblinking.

			“The…baby?” Mama hissed.

			Iris gave a sheepish grin. It was clear she was enjoying this. “It’s about two months along. I have a feeling it’ll be a boy.”

			A choked sound scratched its way up Papa’s throat. He raised his hand, and for one horrific moment, I thought he might actually hit her. My body moved on its own accord. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I stepped forward. Before I could get to them, Papa had turned away abruptly and stormed out of the room. My muscles turned into water, and I almost sank to the floor.

			“What have you done?” Mama said, her eyes bright with tears. “Stupid girl. You think this is a game? You’ve ruined yourself. You’ve ruined your sister!”

			All traces of Iris’s smile disappeared. “If Parker leaves her because her sister is married and expecting, then maybe he’s not the kind of guy she wants to marry.”

			I was so sick and tired of them talking about me as though I weren’t right there in the room. “I know what kind of man he is,” I said. “And this won’t make him leave.” As soon as I said that, though, doubt immediately sprouted in my heart. In fact, I didn’t know, for sure, if he wouldn’t leave me over something like this. But I tried to hide it, to raise my chin with a confidence I didn’t feel.

			Mama paced the room. “We can fix this. We—we’ll tell everyone that Iris was already engaged for a while, and she—she had an intimate ceremony in—in Bali. Yes. Bali!” She nodded to herself. “We were there, of course. And she conceived right after the wedding. A blessing.”

			“There we go,” Iris said easily.

			Mama swung round and caught Iris’s arm. Even from where I stood, a few paces away, I could feel the heat of Mama’s rage radiating from her. “Don’t be a smart-ass,” Mama hissed. “Just. Don’t. You have done enough.” She released Iris and started to walk out of the room but then stopped. “And when will we meet this—this husband of yours?”

			Iris was rubbing her arm where Mama had grabbed her. “Anytime you want. I’ll start packing today.”

			If Mama was surprised to hear that Iris was moving out, she didn’t show it. She left without another word. Then it was just Iris and me and the terrible drowning silence between us. When I look back at this moment now, my heart breaks, Izzy. I wish I’d said something kind to her. In hindsight, I realize that beneath the bravado, she must’ve been quaking with fear. Of course she would be. She was young, so young, and pregnant and newly married to a man none of us knew, and our parents had just rejected her with shocking coldness. I think of myself then, smug and self-righteous, and I want to shake that version of myself. But as much as I wish I could rewrite history, I haven’t figured out a way to do that yet. So here’s what I did do:

			I thought of my relationship with Parker and how fraught it already felt, what with all of the wedding planning drama. Every week it seemed like our parents had a new thing to disagree over. For the past two weeks, we’d been in negotiations over the Sangjit—the Chinese engagement ritual where the groom-to-be’s family was supposed to come in a procession to the bride-to-be’s house, bearing gifts and red packets filled with money. The ceremony would end with the groom-to-be putting a necklace round the bride-to-be’s neck in front of both families, symbolizing the betrothal. The gifts they came bearing had to include clothes, food, jewelry, a suckling pig, candles, fruits, and money, each one symbolizing something like fertility or good fortune. It was a complicated ceremony, made more complicated by expectations placed on the gifts from both sides. Mama demanded the clothes had to be of a certain brand and that the jewelry had to be sizable. “I’m not being materialistic, Magnolia,” she’d told me. “These gifts are supposed to symbolize your worth; I’m not going to sit by and let the world think my daughter is worth so little.”

			It was an awful affair all around, and by now, all I wanted to do was be done with it. And with Iris’s announcement, I was at the end of my rope. I had nothing left in me to give. And so I lashed out. I looked my older sister in the eye and said, “I wish you’d never come back.” I left without waiting for a reply.

			I don’t want to dwell on the next few months. Suffice to say, Iris moved out to stay at an apartment she was renting with her husband, Erik. Erik seemed nice enough, but we didn’t spend much time with him. They were soon out of sight, and out of mind. Something I have come to regret over and over as well. Time marched along, as it has a habit of doing, and despite all of the bumps in the road, Parker and I made it to our wedding day. I wrote a letter to Ellery the day I got married. Let’s see…here it is.

			
				Dear Bellery,

				Guess what? I’m married. When the pastor said, “You may now kiss the bride,” I thought: Bellery would say, “Can’t believe my lil’ Tulip is married! Whaaat?” Which is probably a weird thing to think when your newly married husband is leaning down toward you for your first kiss as a married couple, but there we go. I’d promised you that I would learn to banish all thoughts of you from my mind years ago, and here you are, still very much on it the day I got married. This feels like a failure on my part.

				As I walked down the aisle, an utterly ridiculous thought flashed through my mind. You, jumping up when the pastor said, “If anyone knows of any reason—” But the thought ended there. I didn’t even let myself wonder what you might’ve said. I smacked my hand down as hard as I could on that stupid thought and hissed to myself to stop being so dumb, because. You. Left. Me. You left me and never looked back, and that was why my smile never wavered as I walked down the aisle, not even when I saw Parker’s parents at the front pew looking at me and smiling in their very prim way. You left me and I’ve also left you behind—mostly—and I will only look forward from now on.

				I won’t spare a thought for you. I won’t think of how you’re doing in London, whether you’ve fallen in love with English tea and scones with clotted cream and gooseberry jam and whether you get tipsy off Pimm’s cocktails. I won’t wonder about whether you now have a bit of an English accent or whether you sound just as American as I remember. I won’t think about your hair and wonder how long it is now, or maybe you’ve cut it short because you were always threatening to do that? Do you have a little balcony in your apartment (maybe you now call your apartment a flat?) where you grow a small but surprisingly abundant garden? Do you call zucchinis courgettes and eggplants aubergines?

				Ugh, okay. I’m stopping. I won’t wonder. Because I’m somebody’s wife now. Can you believe that? Somebody’s WIFE. Jesus. I feel like I’m a kid still, but I’m not, I’m a quarter of a century old and I’m somebody’s wife. You’d like Parker, I think. Well, you’d like making fun of him, at least. You’d tell all sorts of dumb jokes to try and get him to crack up, then when he finally did, you’d go, “Phew, that took a while.”

				You know who else is married? Iris! Isn’t that wild? You know what’s even wilder? She’s pregnant! She actually got pregnant even before she got married, which is so Iris. You always did say that she marched to the beat of her own drum. I don’t see Iris much, even though her place is less than five miles away from mine. Sometimes, I even forget that my sister is back in Jakarta. Sometimes, I feel sad about that, but most of the time, I don’t really think about it much.

				Parker is now getting groomed to take over as CEO of Mama and Papa’s clinic. It sounds nonsensical, especially since he’s not a doctor, but as Papa pointed out, “The owner of the multinational bakery, Epic Bread, has never baked bread in his life.” They said Parker had every potential to run a successful business, and at the end of the day, the clinic was a business. His parents were relieved; their family company was too crowded, what with Parker’s siblings and cousins being involved and all. It’s just way too messy and stressful. This is the perfect solution. This way, Parker inherits a business to run, and the clinic will flourish under his directive. I know it will, because Parker has good instincts and isn’t so traditional that he won’t listen to me.

				In fact, thanks to Parker, the clinic is starting to integrate a new software system. We bought new computers and are in the process of migrating our hard copies into virtual ones. The staff was dubious at first, but Parker convinced them this is the only way to remain competitive. I’m happy at the direction the clinic is going into, but…

				Bellery, can I tell you something super petty?

				It was my idea first. I know, there is no me or him anymore. Just an us. We are one unit. I know. But I’d been arguing for ages to computerize everything, and they merely laughed at me. I vented about it to Parker, who listened quietly. Then he presented the idea to Mama and Papa, which was so sweet of him to make my idea heard. But the thing is, he didn’t mention that it was my idea. I know that he probably left that part out because he knew that if they thought it came from me, it would be easier for them to reject it. God forbid any idea comes from a lowly feminine mind! I understand the reasoning behind it, but still. A tiny part of me can’t help but feel a teensy bit betrayed. Which I know is silly. He’s doing what’s good for everyone.

				This is another stupid thing to think about right after I’m married, isn’t it? Anyway, I can’t write too long. I’m supposed to be packing the last of my stuff up to move into our new place. Oh, that’s one of the (many) good things about being married to Parker—we have our own house! His parents, ever the traditional Chindo parents, have provided us with a house. It’s three doors down from theirs, and it’s newly built and very nice. Four bedrooms, because they expect multiple grandkids, of course. I’m excited about this new chapter in my life. I think it’s going to be a good one.

				Your friend,

				Tulip

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Chapter 16

			MAGNOLIA

			2007

			Of course I knew, going into the marriage, that we both had to make a ton of concessions. Especially me. It was all part of being a good Chindo wife. I knew, for example, to expect all of the typical toilet stuff—the toilet seat being up, the toilet paper facing the wrong way, short fuzz all over the sink after he shaved. But because we had helpers, none of these were ever actual problems. In fact, what was a rude surprise was the dawning realization that at the end of each day, I wouldn’t have a space of my own to return to. No closing the bedroom door behind me and leaning against it with relief, knowing that I’d placed a barrier between myself and the rest of the world, at least for the night.

			Because there he would be. My husband. In our bedroom. Not mine, not his, but ours, a shared space. In Indonesia, where women are expected to remain virgins up until their wedding night, moving in before marriage was unheard of. So it was a new experience for Parker as well, and I could sense that I wasn’t the only one craving my own space. We never showed it to each other, of course. At the end of the day, when we both trudged up the stairs to retire in the bedroom, we’d summon a smile and pretend that this was exactly what we wanted.

			Oh, I’m making it sound awful, aren’t I? It wasn’t always like that. We were young newlyweds, after all. Of course there were plenty of nights where Parker and I couldn’t wait to run up to the bedroom. Where we pounced on each other and explored each other’s bodies and learned how to pleasure each—what? You don’t want to know that stuff? Really, Izzy, you’re sixteen, not six. Okay, fine. We can gloss over the details. All I’m saying is, on the whole, the first few months of marriage, while tough, were also really good. It was an adjustment, for sure, but there was also a lot I would definitely not complain about. Heh, heh. Okay, okay. Goodness me, how did my grandkid turn out to be such a prude?

			For a while, I luxuriated in my role as a good wife. There is a sense of relief that comes from finally occupying a role you’ve prepared for your whole life. I’d been raised for this, had consumed all sorts of media on how to be a good Chindo wife, and because I did love Parker, in my own way, I wanted to make him happy. I enjoyed certain aspects of it. I liked spoiling him, for example, though I think I like spoiling people I love in general. I liked knowing how he took his coffee and making sure I had it ready for him every morning. I prepared his vitamins for him, and when we were out, I held his hand and relished the act of calling him my husband. At the clinic, I watched as he was given access to things I never was privy to, not in all that time I spent working there. He was included in all of the meetings, his input taken seriously, heads nodding solemnly whenever he spoke. I was only invited to these meetings after I suggested to Parker that I could help him take notes. Afterward, I would gently, subtly, make little suggestions, all of them wrapped up with meticulous care to sound like offhand comments. So subtle that Parker never realized that all of his ideas for improvement came from me. Was it frustrating? Sure, it could be, but I didn’t dwell on it. That way lies madness.

			So for a few months, things chugged along, if not blissfully, then smoothly enough. Then one night, as Parker and I slept, the phone rang. God, it was so shrill in the silence of the night. I can still remember the way the sound sliced through the air. We both leaped up, wrenched so abruptly from sleep. My heart was already racing. Parker picked up the phone and said a hushed hello, like he was scared of who might be on the other end. I was scared too. Part of me wanted to make him slam down the phone so we could pretend all was fine. Nobody calls in the middle of the night with good news. Already I was thinking of our parents having heart attacks or strokes or otherwise dying in horrific ways.

			“Wha? Who? Oh. Hang on.” Parker handed the phone to me. “It’s your sister.”

			My brain was still so fogged with interrupted sleep and so preoccupied with anxiety for our parents that it took a second for me to register who my sister was. “Iris?”

			“Unless you have another sister I don’t know about,” Parker muttered before flopping back into bed. He’d met Iris only twice—once at the Sangjit and the other time at our wedding—and though he didn’t say a single bad word about her, I knew he’d taken one look at her and thought she was way too Americanized.

			I put the phone to my ear and said, “Iris?” my voice full of uncertainty.

			“Hey, Sis.” She sounded chirpy, her usual self, but I detected a tremor under the words. A shakiness that made my spine tingle. I got out of bed.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Oh, nothing’s wrong,” she chirped once more in that awful, cheery, brittle way. “Just—I was wondering, could I maybe—” Her voice broke then, and she covered it with a laugh.

			“Iris, come to my house.”

			“What?” Parker said, raising himself up on his elbow. I ignored him.

			“Oh,” Iris said, “I don’t think—”

			“Now. I’ll wait up.”

			There was a thick silence. I didn’t breathe. I had a feeling Iris and Parker didn’t either. Then she said, “Okay,” and hung up the phone.

			“What was that all about?” Parker said. I ignored the undercurrent of displeasure in his voice and made my way to the bedroom door.

			“Something’s wrong. She needs me.” But once I heard the words coming out of my mouth, I felt ridiculous. Since when did Iris need me? Since when did she need anybody? But I couldn’t shake off the tension in my shoulders, the way my scalp had crawled at that strange note in Iris’s voice. I went downstairs and turned on the lights, blinking at the sudden brightness, unsure what to do. It wouldn’t take her too long to get here since there was no traffic. I made my way into the kitchen and started boiling some water. She’d probably want a hot drink. Chamomile tea. Yes, that would be good.

			“What are you doing?” Parker appeared at the doorway, scratching his head and yawning.

			“I’m making some tea for Iris.”

			He shook his head. “Does this—is this something she does often?”

			I bristled but did my best to hide my annoyance. “No. She’s never asked me for help before. Which is how I know she really needs me now.”

			Parker’s expression turned soft, and he walked toward me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Oh, geez. I’m sorry, Maggie. Are you okay?”

			All traces of my irritation at him melted away and I sank against his reassuring form. “I’m worried.”

			“Don’t be. Whatever it is, we’ll handle it together. There’s nothing Iris can do or say that’ll—”

			The anger flared up again, hot and fast as lightning, and I pulled away from him. “Why do you assume it’s something she’s doing or saying? Something could’ve happened to her.”

			Parker raised his hands in a nonthreatening manner, which only made me feel like a crazy bitch. “That wasn’t what I meant at all. Sorry, I phrased it badly, I know.”

			“It’s fine. I’m just anxious.” I turned back to the pan, watching the water come to a boil and breathing deeply, willing myself to calm down.

			The doorbell rang then. I quickly turned off the stove and rushed to the front door, grabbing the front gate remote to open it. Instead of waiting at the porch, I walked briskly to the front gate as it slid open, revealing Iris’s silhouette, limned in moonlight. Despite the big pregnant belly, she looked so tiny. I couldn’t see her face in the dark, but something told me that things were seriously, irreparably wrong. Maybe it was the way she was breathing—short, shaky breaths. Or maybe it was the way she stood, like it hurt to be on her feet. Or maybe it was the fact that she carried nothing with her, no handbag or anything. I took her arm and led her to the house without another word.

			It was only once we were inside that I could actually see my sister’s features, and the sight of them made me freeze. Even Parker, who’d been waiting in the doorway, looked shocked. I thought of a beautiful blank canvas filled with possibility. Then I thought of a careless hand splashing that white space with ugly, angry colors—dark eggplant, aging green, suppurating yellow. That was Iris’s face, covered all over with furious bruises. Her mouth was swollen, her left eye could barely open, and there was a trickle of dried blood under her nose.

			“Iris—” The word was a choked prayer. What could I have said in that moment that might make anything even the slightest bit better for her?

			“What happened?” Parker said.

			Iris shrugged. When she finally met my eye, she looked nothing like the Iris I knew. Gone was the defiance and the fire. All I saw was exhaustion, defeat. “Erik happened,” she said, and I’d never hated anyone as much as I hated Erik in that moment.

			“Do you want us to take you to the hospital?” Parker said.

			Iris shook her head. “I don’t think anything’s broken.”

			“But the baby—should we make sure it’s okay?” Parker said.

			“He made sure to only hit me from the shoulders up, so I think the baby’s probably fine.” Iris laughed weakly, and my heart broke for her. It snapped me out of my shock. I put an arm around my sister’s shoulders and pulled her close.

			“Okay,” I murmured. “Whatever you want. Come on, let’s get you to bed.” I led her up the stairs, and as we passed by the kitchen, I nearly snorted at how foolish I was, and at how the entire world, it seemed, had changed in the flicker of an eye. Just minutes ago, I’d been obsessing over what kind of tea to make for Iris, and now I wanted to laugh at my naivete. This was not something that a good cup of tea would set right. I didn’t know if anything, short of me driving to Erik’s with a cleaver, could make this right.

			I took Iris to the master bedroom and sat her at the foot of the bed. “Do you want to—I could draw you a bath, or…” What do you need? I wanted to ask her. Tell me and I’ll make it happen. Anything to put the broken pieces of her together so I’d see before me the sister I’d always known, the sister I thought I resented, the sister I didn’t realize I would miss until she was gone.

			“I don’t want a bath.”

			“Okay. Wait here. I’ll clean up your wounds.” I hurried out of the room, filled with a desperate need to be helpful. Outside, I found Parker lurking in the hallway.

			“I think we should take her to the hospital,” he said.

			On a normal day, I would’ve played my role as a good Chindo wife and deferred to my husband’s judgment. On a normal day, my instincts wouldn’t even pipe up. I wouldn’t even question myself, merely nodded and thought to myself how lucky I was to have Parker around to make these calls so I didn’t have to.

			But seeing Iris like this had triggered something in me. Something surprisingly solid and undeniable. An unshakable belief that I knew what was best. I looked Parker in the eye and said, “I’m going to clean her wounds and then I’ll have a better idea whether or not she needs the hospital.”

			“She could have internal bleeding.”

			That was true, and I took that into account as I went downstairs and poured some hot water into a bowl. The thought of Iris having internal bleeding nagged at me, but at the same time, I knew the last thing she wanted was to be brought to a place with bright lights and people poking and prodding at her and asking all sorts of questions. I unearthed the first aid kit from the back of the medicine cabinet, took out ice packs from the freezer, and went out of the kitchen. I paused long enough to say to Parker, “I’ll sleep with her in the master bedroom tonight. Is it okay if you sleep in the guest room?”

			He hesitated only for a second before nodding, and I loved him just a little bit more for that. In hindsight, that was the bare minimum that any decent human being could have done, but I was used to expecting so little. As ridiculous as this might sound, I also felt bad for making Parker stay up, plus I was so frazzled and didn’t want him hovering, watching as I struggled with the first aid kit while Iris sagged on the bed, as vulnerable as I’d ever seen her, so I said, “I think I’m okay here. You should go to bed. You have a full day of work tomorrow.”

			“Are you sure?” he said.

			I nodded. He chewed on his lip for a bit, still hesitating, then finally nodded. “Wake me up if you change your mind about going to the hospital.” With that, he gave me a chaste kiss good night and padded to the guest room.

			Iris was still in the same exact position as I left her. “I thought about lying down,” she said when I came back in, “but then I thought I might get blood on your pillows.”

			My face grew hot with tears. Now that the initial shock had worn off and it was just the two of us in the safe enclosed space of the bedroom, sorrow was finally catching up with me. I swallowed the lump in my throat and focused on laying everything down next to her. I unzipped the first aid kit, very much aware that I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

			“You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?” Iris said, reading my mind.

			I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. Iris reached into the kit and picked up a couple of alcohol wipes. “Use these to clean off the blood.”

			I did as she asked, albeit with a shaky hand, pausing whenever she hissed with pain. After a few minutes that felt like a whole hour, I managed to get most of the blood off her face. It only made a tiny bit of difference; the awful bruises remained, blooming obscenely. I imagined them creeping underneath her skin like black mold, spreading until they took over completely. I shook off the thought and handed Iris the ice pack. She winced as she pressed it to her face, and I helped lift her legs up to the bed so she could lie down before I climbed in next to her.

			A hundred questions crowded my head, but I stayed silent, staring up at the ceiling, wanting to give Iris some semblance of privacy without having to leave the room myself. When she finally spoke, her voice was small and young.

			“The first time he did it was when I told him I was pregnant.”

			I looked over at her but didn’t say anything. What could I say to that? I simply listened and let the anger take hold deep in my belly, an ember growing brighter with every word she said.

			“He proposed then, and I laughed and said no, and that was when he grabbed my arm—hard. Yanked me to him and told me no child of his was growing up a bastard.” She snorted. “I thought it was sweet. Can you believe that? I was so stupid—”

			“You’re not stupid. We’ve been taught that our whole lives. Whatever crumbs are given to us, we’re supposed to take.”

			A corner of Iris’s mouth crooked up and she finally met my gaze. A world of pain was in her eyes. “Yeah, I suppose we were taught that. But I thought I’d managed to unlearn all of that shit.”

			“It’s insidious. It’s everywhere. Even in the Western media, there is so much toxic bullshit. Don’t blame yourself for it.” Even as I spoke, my rage grew. Now that it was my sister I was talking to, and not myself, it seemed so achingly clear that we lived in a world built by men, for men. We were nothing but commodities for men to take and then break and then leave behind.

			“Anyway,” Iris said, “I thought it showed how much he cared for the baby, and for me. I thought his passion meant devotion. And I also felt embarrassed. Like, why did I have to laugh? It was my fault. I should’ve been more sensitive. It was such a huge, serious subject, and I was the asshole who laughed. I agreed to marry him. It only got worse after that.” Her voice cracked then. “I didn’t know what to do. I was so ashamed. I could’ve left him before we got married, I could’ve—”

			“No, Iris, stop!” I cried, propping myself up on my elbow and putting my hand on her arm. “None of this is your fault, okay?”

			Iris blinked up at me, and for the first time, I saw my sister for what she truly was. I looked beneath the spiky, sassy facade and saw the fearful girl underneath, someone who’d cultivated a whole new personality to protect herself from the world, because our parents had failed to do that for her. The years flashed through my mind, and I saw everything Iris did in a different light. What must it have been like for her to be plucked from Indonesia at age fifteen and dropped in a whole new country with no one to turn to? When I’d first arrived in LA, she’d given me the best pieces of advice she could, albeit in her trademark acerbic tone, but at the end of the day, she’d been looking out for me.

			Her face looked so young and vulnerable, but not for long. The next moment, the cold mask snapped back on and Iris rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Logically, I know it wasn’t my fault. But…” She sighed and rubbed her swollen belly.

			“I know,” I said. I squeezed her arm gently, hoping she wouldn’t push me away like she always did.

			She gave me a tiny smile, and for the first time since we were kids, I felt the bond of our sisterhood between us, strong and shimmering. I made my decision then. I would be there for Iris, no matter what. I wouldn’t let anything come between us again. Not Erik, not Parker, not Mama and Papa, not societal expectations, nothing. “Stay here,” I said. “Stay with me.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“Yes, you can.” My voice came out as steel. I wasn’t going to lose her again. I knew if I wavered, even a little bit, that something would whisk her away. “Tomorrow I’ll set up the guest room for you. Leave Erik. We’ll figure out the rest one step at a time.”

			We settled down on our sides of the bed, facing each other. There were very few similarities in our features. You wouldn’t know from a glance that we were related. Something I had always hated, because who wouldn’t want to look like Iris? But as I lay on my arm and let my eyes focus on Iris’s features, despite the terrible wounds on her face, I saw the resemblance underneath. It was there in the way our eyebrows shifted when we frowned, and in our unwavering, determined gazes, and the strong set of our jaws. When it came down to it, taking away the surface-level things—Iris’s thorny facade and my pliant one—in our cores, she and I were similar. I placed my hand over hers, and she turned hers palm up and squeezed mine. Right then, with her huge belly between us, I felt the new life she was growing inside her. I felt all three of our heartbeats thrumming in unison, and I knew that as long as we were together, we’d be okay.
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Chapter 17

			MAGNOLIA

			2007

			The next few weeks were a minefield to navigate, and it was during this time that I finally found my voice. First, there was Parker to convince. To be fair, I didn’t have to try too hard. Parker was reluctant in the beginning, but for the first time in my life, I refused to back down. I leaned hard into the whole terrible situation, telling him that Iris had nowhere else to go and that if she went back to Erik and got hurt again, it would be on his conscience. I didn’t hold back at all. I think maybe that was what tripped Parker up the most, that I wasn’t acquiescing, wasn’t merely nodding and swallowing his words. In the end, he agreed to let her stay for a couple of weeks while she figured out what to do. The thing is, he didn’t understand why Iris couldn’t just go back to Mama and Papa’s house. It was a fair question, but you really had to be there to understand why that wasn’t an option.

			Mama called the day after Iris arrived at my house, asking why Erik was calling them nonstop, asking where the hell Iris was. Iris agreed to let Mama and Papa come over so she could fill them in on the situation. When they arrived, their mouths dropped open at the sight of her brutalized face, and Papa immediately asked if the baby was okay. Not if Iris was okay, but if the baby was okay. I felt a stab of irritation at that, but I pushed myself past it. I was being too sensitive. After all, the baby was inside Iris’s belly, so it was a natural extension of Iris. Right?

			In the living room, the four of us seated around cups of tea grown cold, Iris told them the bare-bones details; she and Erik had a disagreement that went bad. Yes, Erik had done this before. No, she had never reported it to the authorities. No, she wasn’t planning on pressing charges. All fine, normal questions to ask, I thought, even though dread never stopped coiling in my belly. Which was strange, because these were my parents, for god’s sake. People I’d looked up to all my life. People whose words and lessons I’d trusted. So, why then was there this awful tightness inside me, this wariness that kept my hackles raised no matter how many times I told myself to calm down?

			Then Papa said, “Iris.” And from the tone of his voice, my entire body tensed. So did Iris’s. I put my hand over hers. “This is why we kept trying to teach you, time and again, to give in. Not to be so hotheaded.”

			It felt as though I’d left my body. I hovered over the scene, watching the four of us hunched over our teacups, and I screamed silently at us, at everything, at how fucked up our culture was that this would be the reaction a father would give to his daughter who’d just gotten the shit beaten out of her. I screamed at the utter helplessness I felt, because I knew that my distance from the situation granted me some clarity and that if it was me he was saying it to, my instinctive reaction would be that of guilt. Of shame. Agreeing with him that it was my fault, that I had failed in my duties as a wife time and again, and my failure had pushed my husband into doing this, and how could I have placed this burden on him, the burden of educating me, didn’t my parents teach me right? But because I was a third-party observer, I saw the fucked-up-ness of it all, and I felt my soul tearing from its confines, wrenching itself free from the bindings of tradition and duty.

			“This isn’t her fault,” I said.

			Mama’s head snapped up, displeasure and surprise written all over her face. How dare I disagree so openly with my father!

			“Well, it’s not,” I pressed on. “Couples have disagreements, that’s normal. But to do this”—I gestured at Iris—“that’s not normal.”

			“Of course it’s not normal,” Papa said. “I’m not saying that at all. Obviously Erik has…some issues he has to work on, but you need to help him overcome them. And one of the ways you can do that is by not provoking him.”

			“You’re still blaming it on her!” I cried, incredulous at what was unfolding right before my eyes.

			“Magnolia!” Mama hissed. “Don’t be rude to your father.”

			I blinked at them, mouth open. “You are our parents. You’re supposed to protect us.” Never before had I felt so betrayed, not even when Ellery told me she was leaving for London. I’d always trusted fully that no matter what, our parents would always have our backs. It felt like someone was taking a hammer to my carefully crafted image of my family.

			“We are protecting you,” Mama said. “How can you not see that, you foolish child?” She turned to Iris. “What’s the alternative here? You get divorced? Your reputation would be ruined. Our reputation would be ruined.” She glared at me. “What do you think Parker’s family will have to say about that? You think they’d be okay with it?”

			As much as I wanted to tell her that it was none of their business, I knew she had a point. You know as well as I do, Izzy, how a marriage in Indonesia isn’t just between two people but between two families. And not just the core family but the entire clan. If Iris were to get divorced, it would besmirch our family’s name, as well as Parker’s. And Parker’s family would not be sympathetic at all. But then I thought of all the sacrifices I had made to please Parker and his family, all the times I’d bent over backward to please them, to honor them, and I thought: Not this time.

			“She’s right,” Iris said softly.

			“What?” I said.

			“Well, Parker’s family won’t be happy if I did get a divorce. It’s going to make things really hard for you.”

			“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “I don’t care about them. We need to focus on what’s best for you. And the baby.”

			“A baby needs two parents,” Papa said. “Not a broken family. What are you going to do, raise it as a single mother?” His voice dripped with derision. In the Chindo community, few things were considered as unsavory as single mothers.

			“God forbid!” I moaned with exaggeration. “That’s almost as bad as raising a baby with an unhinged father who uses his wife as a punching bag!”

			“Magnolia, watch your mouth,” Papa said, his displeasure giving way to anger.

			Normally, I would back down at the first sign of anger. Well, actually, normally I would never even have pushed this far. But the ember inside me had well and truly caught fire, and there was no stopping me now. I looked my father in the face, unblinking, and said, “Or what, Papa? Are you going to do the same thing to me that Erik did to Iris?”

			Papa got to his feet and pointed a finger at me. My whole body felt like it was on fire. Something inside me was screaming to back down, but I sat there, frozen, staring up at him defiantly.

			“Do not disrespect me like that,” he said in a low, dangerous tone.

			I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. Truth be told, I wanted to laugh. Who the fuck cared about disrespect right now? He’d just seen his eldest daughter’s face beaten beyond recognition, and he was upset because I was talking back to him?

			He turned to Mama and his finger pointed at her. “Teach your daughter some manners before she embarrasses us.” With that, he strode out of the house, slamming the front door behind him.

			There was a moment of silence, then Mama shook her head. “Why would you do that, Magnolia? What were you trying to do?”

			“I was pointing out the fact that he was being a misogynist.”

			Mama threw up her hands. “Stop being so American with your black-and-white thinking. You know Papa was trying to help.”

			“No, he wasn’t. He was trying to save face. Everything you guys do is to save face. I just never thought it would come before protecting your own daughter.”

			“We are trying to protect you! Both of you. I thought you were smart enough to see that.” Mama got to her feet and hugged her handbag to her side as though it were a baby. I followed her to the foyer, bursting with a million things to say to her. At the door, she paused long enough to mutter, “You were supposed to be the good one. Don’t let this destroy everything you’ve worked so hard to build.” And with that, she was gone.

			I looked around me, at the beautiful house I shared with my husband. This was everything I’d worked hard to build. And yet it had never felt emptier. It might as well be a Lego house I could smash apart with one swing of my fist. I walked back into the living room.

			Iris met my eye. Then she deadpanned, “That went well.”

			I snorted. Before I knew it, we were both doubled over with laughter, the wheezing, gasping-for-breath kind that left our faces tomato red. We held hands, and I grinned at her familiar face and her huge belly and thought of the life growing inside it, and this. This I hadn’t worked hard to build, but this, this was what felt real. This was what was worth me risking everything for.

			
				Dear Bellery,

				I never once thought that I would ever look forward to going to the OBGYN. But I do! Ever since Iris moved in with us, I started accompanying her to her OB visits. She used to go to our family-owned clinic, but since Mama and Papa basically disowned us, we’ve had to look for a new OB. We found one that we like and, oh my gosh, Bellery, that first visit was amazing. I know it’s such a cliché to get all emotional listening to the baby’s heartbeat, but I couldn’t stop myself. I got all snotty and teary, and Iris rolled her eyes at me, but she was getting a bit sniffly too. She was seven months along then, so we were able to see the baby’s form pretty clearly during the ultrasound. I swear the baby was waving its hand at me. I say “it” because Iris still refuses to be told the sex, so for now, the baby is an it. We got printouts of the ultrasound and I taped them to the fridge door, which Parker says is creepy, but who cares? Every morning as I reach into the fridge to take milk out, I see the ultrasound and I smile and tap it for luck. Now that Iris is in her third trimester, the OB advised that she come in for checkups once every two weeks, and I’m happy at the increased frequency because I can’t wait to see another glimpse of the baby.

				Iris and I are spending a lot more time together, and we still get on each other’s nerves, but I’m also starting to see a side of her that I’ve never seen before. For example, I never knew that she was afraid of the dark. How weird is that? I guess I just always saw her as this boss babe who isn’t afraid of anything, but one time, we had a blackout on our street, and Iris was so scared. She started freaking out, and I had to tell her to breathe deeply. Later on, I thought about it and I felt so sad, Bellery. I never spared a thought for how strong Iris has had to be her whole life. As far back as I can remember, our parents always said I was the “good one” and Iris was the “problem child” and I’m only now realizing that maybe there was a good reason she chose to rebel. Maybe she saw at an early age that our parents didn’t love her the way they should, that they only saw us as commodities, and so she had to grow a thick skin to protect herself from the world. And I don’t even know how she must have felt watching me acquiesce to their teachings, molding myself into what they wanted me to be. No wonder she was so tough on me, always poking and prodding at me, trying to get a rise out of me…trying to get me to rise up and stand up to them.

				Iris is so strong. I don’t know how she does it. Erik, of course, was hounding her for a while, swinging back and forth between begging and demanding her to come back. The morning after she first came to my place, I took photos of her bruises. After weeks of Erik harassing her, Iris finally sent him the photos and told him that if he didn’t leave her alone, she would press charges. That did it. I wish she would press charges, but I know it’s her choice at the end of the day, so I haven’t pushed her into doing anything she’s not comfortable with.

				The other day, Iris and I went shopping for baby stuff. We went to a huge mall—actually, all the malls in Jakarta are huge, because there’s not much else to do in this city aside from going to a mall. You’d be so impressed, Bells. You’d be like “Wow, they’re so much nicer than any mall in LA, Tulip! Who would’ve thought?” Then I’d remind you that LA has The Grove, which is gorgeous, and you’d be like “Yeah, but we’re in Indonesia, so it’s way cooler.” And I’d tell you that you’re a big dork.

				Anyway, as I was saying, we went shopping for baby stuff and it reminded me of when I first arrived in LA at age sixteen and Iris took me shopping for clothes that would make me look less fobby. I felt so clueless then, and I remember how Iris would pick things off the rack and dump them in my outstretched arms, and when I had a giant pile of clothes so tall I could barely peep above them, she herded me into a dressing room. She was always so in control. But when we went this time, we were both kind of lost, because this was completely new territory for us. And I was so glad that I could be there for her and share this experience with her. It was so overwhelming. In the movies, they only ever really show the couple looking for a crib and not much else. Looking for the perfect crib was a challenge, but that part was at least kind of fun. Then we had to turn our attention to the feeding part of the whole thing.

				Did you know that there are at least twelve different brands of baby bottles, each one shaped in a wildly different way and promising that its design was the one that would get rid of colic and give baby a better feed and develop its brain and do algebra and…

				And that was just the bottles! Then there was the sterilizer and the organic bottle soap (you can’t just use normal dishwashing soap, oh nooo, that’s full of carcinogens and would make the baby grow a second head or something) and the formula, because even though Iris plans to breastfeed, she’s read that it’s best to be prepared with some kind of formula in case it takes a while for your breast milk to come in. And, oh man, in Indonesia, we have not just locally made formula but also ones imported from overseas, and you have to really study the list of ingredients, because Nestlé from New Zealand is not the same as Nestlé from the USA is not the same as Nestlé from Spain. I kid you not, Bells, we spent twenty minutes reading through the list of ingredients of each can of formula. Did you know that one of the first ingredients in Nestlé USA is lactose, but the first ingredient in Nestlé from New Zealand is milk protein? I can’t remember what the first ingredient in Nestlé Spain is, but it wasn’t milk protein. So in the end, we went with New Zealand Nestlé. I feel good about that choice.

				Then there were the clothes and the changing station and…oh, it is endless. By the time we were done, we were both exhausted, and Iris’s feet were all swollen. I asked if she wanted to rest at a café, but she said she’d had enough of people staring at her face—we’d done our best covering up the bruises with thick makeup, but there’s only so much makeup can do—so we went home, and she lay down on the bed and propped her legs up against the wall. I lay down next to her, and for a second, it felt like when we were kids, lying in the dark, staring up at the plastic glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to our ceiling.

				Iris said, “Thanks for helping me with the shopping. I would’ve been lost without you.”

				I kept my eyes on the ceiling so I wouldn’t get all teary. “You did the same for me when I moved to LA. And you were a lot less lost than I was today.”

				Even though I wasn’t looking at Iris, I could feel her smiling. “Yeah, we kind of had no idea what we were doing, huh? But we got there in the end.”

				“Yeah. We did well.”

				“We did.”

				I held her hand. It felt a lot smaller than I remembered. Maybe all this time, I got so used to seeing Iris as this intimidating larger-than-life figure that I completely missed how young she was underneath it all. Bellery, I’m starting to understand your continued shock and awe when you found out it was just Iris and me living in that apartment in San Gabriel. We were both just kids trying to get by in a country without our parents. Although, given how abysmal our parents’ reaction to Iris’s whole situation was, I can’t say I’m all that sad about not having them around much in LA. Who knows what harmful crap they would’ve fed us if they’d been around?

				Sorry, I’ve just been babbling on and on about my stuff. Bellery, I want so much to ask you what you’re up to. But I also don’t want to know because I don’t want to hear about this amazing life you’ve been having without me. And I know that in all likelihood, you’ve forgotten about me, because that would be NORMAL and HEALTHY. I don’t think of you as often now. Out of six thousand thoughts in a day, over five thousand of them are now occupied with Iris and her baby—my soon-to-be niece/nephew! And maybe only fifty to a hundred of them are of you, and I know even then that’s fifty to a hundred way too many thoughts of you.

				Love,

				Tulip

			

			

			• • •

			At thirty-seven weeks, the baby stopped growing, so labor was induced. Just three hours after the drugs entered Iris’s system and triggered labor, I held her hand as she pushed, and even now, my right hand still clicks when I move my fingers in a certain way. Pretty sure she shattered my knuckles, but I’m not one to hold grudges. And anyway, Iris was in the worst pain I could ever imagine. I’d never heard any human making the noises that Iris made—a mix of screaming, weeping, and begging. It was awful, and I could only sob and ask the doctor why the baby wasn’t coming out. He was monitoring the birth closely because the cord was twined around the baby’s neck, and every ten minutes or so, the doctor would measure the baby’s heartbeat to make sure it wasn’t losing oxygen.

			“We may have to give her a C-section,” he said after the fourth push garnered nothing.

			I wasn’t too worried at first. C-sections were very common in Asia, where a lot of cultures believed in auspicious birth dates and times. But a glance at the doctor’s face told me this wouldn’t be like a normal, planned C-section. It hit me then that it would be an emergency one, unplanned and harried, and the fear struck like an ice pick straight through my chest. I brushed Iris’s hair back from her sweaty forehead.

			“Cici, you have to try again. Just one more push.”

			Iris’s eyes were wild, hardly able to focus on anything. But when I said, “Cici!” she blinked several times and met my gaze. She gave me a small nod.

			The doctor directed one of the midwives to climb up onto the bed and—to my horror—push down against the top of Iris’s belly as Iris started pushing. It looked medieval. My stomach heaved at the sight and I had to turn away. There was one last bloodcurdling shriek from Iris and crackling pain shooting up my arm as she crushed my hand, then there was one moment of silence that was broken by the sweetest sound in the world.

			The baby was here at last. The doctor caught her as she came out squalling, her little kitteny wails filling the delivery room. I laughed through my tears. “Iris, you did it! Oh my god. It’s a girl. You have a daughter! I have a niece!”

			Iris just lay there whimpering and weeping. After the baby was cleaned up, the doctor placed her on Iris’s chest for some skin-on-skin contact, but Iris didn’t hug her. She simply lay on the hospital bed, completely defeated, with nothing left to give.

			When I said, “Can I?” Iris closed her eyes and turned her face away. I stroked Iris’s arm and kissed her temple. “You did so well, Cici.” Then I picked up the baby gingerly, marveling at how fragile she looked, how tiny she was. “Hi.” The baby turned her little face toward me, blinking slowly. A tear dropped from my eye onto her cheek, and I laughed and wiped it away. “Sorry, little one.”

			Iris watched us blearily. “Name her.”

			“What?” My head snapped up. “I don’t—”

			“Some kind of plant,” Iris said. “But not a flower. Not like us. A strong name.”

			I wanted to say no, to tell her that I wasn’t ready for this kind of responsibility. But then I looked down at my beautiful niece and found her looking at me. Even though I knew she was way too young to even focus her eyes on a single object, I would’ve sworn that she was taking me in and that she completely understood my role in her life. And her name came to me, unbidden, as though it had been waiting for her to claim it all along. “Hazel.”

			Iris smiled and closed her eyes again. “Hazel.”

			

			• • •

			Hazel trees are more shrub than tree. They’re small, but despite their lack of height, the wood is strong, durable, and flexible. I didn’t know any of these things when I chose the name for my baby niece. I just liked the name Hazel because it was witchy and cute and a little bit magical. And, as Iris requested, it wasn’t a flower. But when I looked up the characteristics of the hazel plant later, much later, I thought it funny how apt the name was.

			The only people who visited at the hospital were Parker and a handful of Iris’s friends and contacts. Mama and Papa never showed. Neither did Parker’s family. I knew from weeks ago that Parker’s parents disapproved of Iris’s separation, and although I personally thought they were total snots who didn’t deserve a shred of my time, I could tell that Parker was displeased by the whole situation. But I chose to play the fool; I didn’t want to give any space to his concerns about saving face. It was just as well that Iris and I were largely left alone at the hospital. We were obsessed with baby Hazel. Well, at least, I was. To be honest, Iris was pretty out of it. Hazel had been born sunny-side up, with her face turned up as she came out, and the back of her head had fractured Iris’s tailbone as it was pushed out. As a result, Iris couldn’t sit down; she could only lie down or stand up, and obviously she wasn’t doing much of the latter. So she mostly flopped in bed, staring at me and Hazel in an exhausted fugue, trying to nurse Hazel without much luck.

			After two nights, we were allowed to take Hazel home. She was so tiny she didn’t fit in the newborn car seat, and I had to pad it out with rolled-up blankets to make sure she was secure. Her cries were pure magic—so high and keen and so short-lived, as though just the one cry alone exhausted her. This did not last long; within the week she would be wailing for what seemed like hours, and I would ache for those first few days where all she could do was mewl gently.

			The next few weeks passed by in a blur. I’d foolishly thought that the hardest part about babies would be the diaper changes, but it wasn’t, not by a long shot. The hardest part was, hands down, feeding them. First of all, you had to hold them in the right position; otherwise, they would refuse the bottle. Then you had to position wads of tissue paper around their chin to catch all the milk that would dribble out the corners of their mouths—and, oh, I swear, about half the milk they sucked ended up spilling from their little mouths. We’d put a bib on Hazel, then about four layers of tissue paper under her neck folds, and still everything would be soaked by the time the bottle was empty. Then she would look up at you lovingly for about two seconds before her little eyes crossed and with barely a warning, all that milk would come spewing out. Yep, Hazel had indigestion. I didn’t even know that babies could have indigestion. She threw up after almost every feeding, so we’d have to wait fifteen, twenty minutes before trying again. You were supposed to feed newborns every two hours, but it took over one and a half hours to feed her, so by the end of each feed, I’d look at the clock and say, “It’s…almost time for her next feed?” And both Iris and I would collapse in a pile of laughter and tears.

			Parker largely left us to our own devices. The few times he broached the subject about how long Iris and Hazel were staying with us, I immediately lunged for the “Are you saying you want to throw out a newborn and her mother onto the streets?” card, and he dropped the subject pretty quickly after that. I’d figured out by then, you see, that in the end, like most Chinese-Indonesians, what Parker valued above all else was saving face. His reputation. And instead of fighting it, I’d decided that I was going to lean all the way in and use it to my advantage. After all, I’d grown up being told to use my feminine wiles. I was merely putting the lessons I’d learned into practice.
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Chapter 18

			MAGNOLIA

			2008

			Hazel was four months old when I turned twenty-six. Iris made me tiramisu for my birthday cake, and Parker took a photo of the three of us crowded around it, Hazel squished in between us, looking so impossibly chubby. Iris often called Hazel her little potato because she was so chubby by then that her features were hidden by her full cheeks. I was looking at the camera. Iris was looking at Hazel, and her smile was both loving and sad. I still look at that photo from time to time and wonder what was going through Iris’s mind then. Because the thing is, while I found it effortless to fall completely in love with Hazel and put everything else in my life on hold for this little life, I knew even then that Hazel wasn’t Iris’s first love.

			Iris had always been ambitious. Her career had always come first, and it made sense, because that was maybe the thing that saved her, the thing that woke her and gave her the courage to turn her back on all of the patriarchal bullshit our parents had raised us on. When I say that Iris’s first love was her career and not her baby, I say that with no judgment. Remember this, Izzy. As women, we’re taught to put our children first, no matter what, and god help us if we ever admit to loving anything else as much as our children. But it doesn’t have to be that way, and watching Iris, I finally understood that one could still be a loving mother without giving everything up for one’s child.

			The changes in Iris were subtle. Certainly, Parker noticed nothing. But I saw them. The way she’d sometimes look out the window and stare off into the far distance, a look of longing on her face. The way she’d scroll through tech news as she pumped. And even when she played with Hazel, I could tell that her heart wasn’t one hundred percent in it. She enjoyed Hazel’s gurgles and squeals, but I knew it wasn’t fulfilling her.

			The day after my birthday, while Iris and I took Hazel out for a morning walk around the housing complex, I said, “You could go back to work if you wanted, you know.”

			Iris snorted. “Don’t be silly. Who’s going to look after Hazel?”

			“Me,” I said simply.

			Iris took in a sharp breath. I could almost hear her instinctive reaction, telling me no, but then she paused, probably flipping through the past few months. Recalling how much time I was spending with Hazel myself.

			“Now that Parker’s being groomed to take over the clinic, I don’t have as many responsibilities,” I pointed out helpfully. “And I love spending time with Hazel. You’d be doing me a favor.”

			“I don’t know…” Iris looked down at the stroller and bit her lip. “I feel terrible even thinking about going back to work. And the stuff I’m trying to do, there isn’t really a part-time option. It’s all or nothing.”

			“I know. You’d miss her. I could bring her by while you’re at the office. We could have lunch together, the three of us.”

			“Why are you doing this?”

			I shrugged. “I love Hazel. And honestly, I don’t really know what I’m doing with my life, aside from taking care of her.”

			Iris’s mouth thinned. She never liked that I wasn’t as ambitious as she was. That I could so easily fit into the Chindo wife mold, if I wanted to. “Would Parker be okay with it?”

			“I don’t see why not. He’s hardly home in the day anyway, so as far as he knows, nothing much would change.”

			As Iris nodded, I could see a tiny light dawning in her eyes. She was digesting my offer, considering the kind of life she could have. “Really?” she said after a while. “You really mean it?”

			“Yeah.”

			She stopped and hugged me then, and I tightened my arms around her. “I’m sorry I was always such a bitch to you,” she said.

			“You were never a bitch to me,” I lied.

			“Oh, I was. But it’s sweet of you to say I wasn’t.” Laughing, she linked her arm through mine and we pushed the stroller together, one hand each on the handle.

			Iris started working that very night. She contacted a couple of people and told them she was ready to dive back in, and by the time she got off the phone, her face was as lively as I’d ever seen it. I was just finishing up a feed and was in the middle of burping Hazel when Iris said, “So, you’ll be okay if I go back to the office tomorrow?”

			I nodded. The grin that took over Iris’s face made her look all of five years old, which assured me we were making the right decision.

			The next morning was utter chaos. Neither of us was ready for this. Iris went back and forth between shoving miscellaneous things into her briefcase and hurrying to Hazel and asking if we were going to be okay. I bounced Hazel on my hip and told Iris for the millionth time that we would be fine even as I thought: Oh my god, what am I doing? But I kept up a confident facade for my sister, ignoring the concerned, judgy glances from Parker. Parker disapproved of Iris’s decision to go back to work, but I wisely pointed out to him that the faster Iris got back on her own feet, the sooner she’d be able to move out. Of course I had no plans of encouraging my sister to move out, but I figured we’d cross that bridge when we came to it.

			As soon as both Iris and Parker were out of the house, I stared down at Hazel, both of us looking a little stunned, like we were both thinking: Oh shit, now what?

			“We’re gonna be fine, right?” I said to Hazel. Her face turned red and her cheeks tightened in a look of determination. “Yeah, see, you get it,” I said, a moment before she pooped so much that it blew out the sides of her diaper.

			But you know what? Ignoring the diaper blowout, the rest of the day went by okay. At four months of age, Hazel no longer had indigestion, which meant she was no longer vomiting up all of the milk we fed her. And she was able to fit her little mouth around the bottle now, forming a better suction so the milk was no longer leaking down her face when she fed. All in all, dare I say it, she was a pretty easy baby. And I—as much as Iris hated the term—was a natural mother. It sounds creepy, I know, but over the next couple of weeks, I took to taking care of Hazel like a duck taking to water.

			Everything I did with her felt like second nature to me. I took her to mom and baby classes where she plunged her chubby hands into sensory buckets and climbed all over a baby gym with other roly-poly babies. When people found out I was her aunt, not her mom, they were always shocked. “You look so much alike!” they’d exclaim, and I would smile and say, “She looks even more like her mother.” I sent Iris dozens of pictures and videos of Hazel. Hazel blowing bubbles, Hazel gnawing on her foot, Hazel napping.

			One morning, after Iris had rushed out of the house, I was putting Hazel down for her morning nap when I looked up and saw Parker gazing at us. His expression was surprisingly soft, especially after the tension that had lurked between us since Iris moved in. I smiled at him tentatively, and he walked over and looped his arm around my waist. The one gesture alone was enough to make me weak-kneed. We padded out of the nursery, careful not to wake Hazel, and once outside, he grabbed me and kissed me long and deep, the way he used to in the first few days of our marriage. Then he swept me off my feet, quite literally, and carried me to our bed, where we couldn’t get our clothes off fast enough before devouring each other.

			Is this making you uncomfortable, Izzy? Really, for a modern teen, you are very prudish. Look, all I’m saying is, your grandfather and I had a fantastic sex life. Well, sometimes, at least. Okay, I’ll skip to after.

			Afterward, I lay in his arms and closed my eyes, not quite dozing, just savoring this rare peaceful moment with my husband. When I opened my eyes, he was once again staring at me with that soft expression. “What?” I said, smiling.

			“We could start having one of our own, you know,” he said, tucking my hair behind my ear.

			The smile froze on my face. I thought to myself: Do not let it slip. “One of our own?” I said, trying to buy myself some time.

			“A baby of our own.”

			It took everything inside me not to roll off the bed and run out of the house. It wasn’t that I didn’t want a baby. You only had to look at my bond with Hazel to know I loved babies. It was that I didn’t want a baby with Parker’s family. Because I knew what a baby meant. It meant Parker’s mother and father would explode back into our lives, inserting themselves right into the thick of everything, controlling every part of the pregnancy and all the rest exactly the way they controlled the wedding. I’d watched enough of my friends go through pregnancy and motherhood to know that once you get pregnant in the Chinese-Indonesian community, your body is no longer yours, and once the baby comes, it is no longer your baby but the family’s baby. We hadn’t had to deal with that with Hazel because Iris was separated from Erik, and for that, I was secretly, selfishly, grateful.

			“You’re so busy at the clinic though,” I said. “You’ve got all these amazing plans for it, plans that I believe in.”

			“Yeah, but you’re so good at being a mom. I doubt it would affect what I’m doing for the clinic.” He said it with such confidence, like, Duh, of course a baby wouldn’t affect ME. Silly girl.

			I fought hard to keep a neutral expression on my face. I was afraid that if I rejected him outright, he might turn around and use it as ammo to get rid of Hazel. In the end, I said, “Let’s think about it. I want to make sure that I’ll be the best possible mom to our child.”

			He kissed the top of my head and said, “You will be. I know it.”

			That afternoon, when I took Hazel to the pediatrician, I stopped by the OBGYN and asked them to put in an IUD. Drastic? Maybe. But I couldn’t risk taking birth control pills; Parker might find them, then where would that land me? An IUD, on the other hand, would be invisible to him, and I could have it removed at any time. Once I was ready. When would I be ready? I looked down at Hazel, gurgling in my arms, and kissed her downy forehead. I would be ready one day. Just not today.

			

			• • •

			Here’s another piece of irony: in the end, what ended my time with Hazel was me encouraging Iris to go back to work. I know, it sounds ridiculous. But here’s how it happened.

			During that time, smartphones were becoming more common. Apple had released the iPhone 3G, and phone apps were only starting to become all the rage. Iris had seen this coming a long time ago and familiarized herself with the ins and outs of building phone apps. The company she had worked for back in California specialized in apps, and once she felt herself competent enough to form a team to build apps, she moved back to Indonesia. She was in the process of forming her own team when she met Erik, and she included him in her dream. They’d just started phase one of development when he started hitting her.

			By the time Iris went back to work, her team had largely dissolved. Only two programmers remained, and it was really only because they couldn’t find a job elsewhere. Iris wasn’t discouraged. She told me she had plenty of ideas for phone apps, and it was easy to find programmers in Jakarta, a city teeming with a growing middle class. She quickly got together a new team, and they got to work right away, developing a shopping app much like Amazon. It was a huge undertaking, especially considering the fact that online shopping wasn’t even really a thing back then, in Indonesia. But they got the prototype up and running, and before they released it into the marketplace, they started looking around for investors.

			During this time, Iris would come home jittery with nerves and excitement, and her energy would bleed over into Hazel, and she’d get restless and writhe and fuss. Iris would hold her tight, breathing in the sweet baby smell of her while she twisted and struggled in Iris’s arms. Then Iris would frown up at me and say, “Why’s she so fussy?”

			“She can sense you’re nervous about something,” I said. I never took Hazel out of my sister’s arms. I was always aware that Hazel was hers, not mine. It didn’t mean I didn’t want to take Hazel. My whole body was aching to pull her away and soothe her, but I reminded myself to stay put, to know my place.

			Iris handed her to me, and both Hazel and I went slack with relief. “Well, she’s right,” Iris said. “I am nervous as hell, because—god, this shopping app is good, Mags, I know it. I can feel it’s exactly what Jakarta needs. Our very own Amazon, can you imagine?”

			“Why not release it into the app store now if it’s good to go?”

			“Because the bottleneck of every business isn’t the product, it’s the marketing. Without marketing, no one will know this app even exists. And we need serious money to market it properly. If we go out too early, copycats will just swoop in and create their own version and put it out there.”

			“Yikes.” I was distracted by Hazel, who was pulling my hair and putting it in her mouth. “That does sound stressful.”

			“Yeah. I met with a few investors when I first moved back, and they were really keen to hear what I came up with. We met with a couple of them earlier today, and now we’re just waiting to hear back.” Iris gave me a terrified grin and glanced down at her phone.

			Her phone didn’t ring that day. Nor did it ring the next day, nor the next. When she finally mustered the courage to call up the investors three days after the meeting, she was told they weren’t interested. Over the next couple of weeks, Iris continued setting up meetings with more investors. Nothing came from them. In fact, most of the meetings didn’t even end up happening. By then, Iris was coming home as dejected as I’d ever seen her. Only the sight of Hazel cheered her up, and even then, only a little bit. She’d hold Hazel and close her eyes while burying her face in Hazel’s hair, looking utterly defeated. Hazel would squirm and try to escape, and Iris would hand her to me without much of a fight. I’d never seen Iris so ready to give up before. It wasn’t like her at all. I hated it.

			“It’s over,” she said, later that night after I’d put Hazel to bed. It was a Friday night, so Parker was out with his friends. I opened a bottle of red wine and poured Iris a generous glass. “My last investor canceled today’s meeting. There’s no one left.”

			“Oh, Iris. Did they say why?”

			She took a long swallow of her wine before answering. “They mentioned that it sounded too risky of an investment.”

			“Isn’t that true of most apps?”

			“Yeah.” She studied her glass of wine, running her finger along the rim. Then she looked up suddenly. “Wait, no. That’s not true. Actually, what they said was ‘You seem too big of a risk to invest in.’ Oh my god, Mags! Do you think they meant me and not the app?”

			“What?” I laughed. “Of course not, why would they mean you? They know nothing about you.”

			Iris had already gotten up and was pacing around. “When I met with the other investor on Wednesday, I had this feeling—I thought I was imagining it but, Mags, the way this guy looked at me…I swear he was sneering a little. I thought it was because he thought the app wasn’t as polished as he’d hoped, but I believe in our app. It’s as good as anything on the US markets. It couldn’t have been the app. Oh my god. It’s me!”

			“Slow down, Iris,” I said. “You’re being paranoid. There’s no reason why—”

			“Yes, there is,” Iris said. Her eyes hardened. “Erik.”

			I stopped short. “He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t…” My voice trailed away as reality sank in. Why wouldn’t he? Why was my first instinct to assume the best in everyone, even the asshole who’d beaten up my sister? If he was capable of hurting her like that, why wouldn’t he be capable of hurting her in other ways? “But you said he didn’t fight the divorce, right?”

			Iris snorted. “What do you think?”

			The back of my neck ran cold. “But you said…” I hated how much I sounded like a little kid in that moment.

			“I didn’t want you to worry.” Iris gazed down at her wineglass. “But—ah, no—well, actually, it’s not going through. Because Erik refused to get a divorce. So we’re technically just separated right now.”

			“What?” I gaped at her. All thoughts screamed out of my head, then rushed back in, making me dizzy. What the hell does anything even mean anymore?

			“I consulted with a lawyer, who told me if Erik had the funds—which he does—he could turn this really ugly, and not only that, he could take Hazel away from me. So it’s best to do as he wants for now and stay legally married but separated.”

			“Is there nothing we can do? Like, what about the fact that he was hitting you? Surely that counts for something! We even have photos. We could threaten to leak them.”

			The corners of Iris’s mouth twisted down. “I don’t want to go ‘scorched earth’ on him, Magnolia. I don’t want this to get ugly. It would ruin all of us. Not just Erik. Look how Mama and Papa reacted when they found out. They blamed me. They haven’t even bothered reaching out to me this whole time. You think anyone else would react any differently? They’d be disgusted by his behavior, of course, but at the end of the day, they’d blame me for pissing him off.”

			My eyes burned with tears, and I quickly blinked them away. If I started crying then, Iris would have to comfort me, and that wouldn’t be fair to her. This wasn’t about me. Still, despite knowing that, it was impossible not to be overwhelmed by frustration. Not to want to tear things up and scream into the night. Why was it so fucking difficult to be a woman in this goddamn culture? No matter how hard we fought, it felt like everything was set up to kick us back down. Erik could beat the shit out of Iris and get away with it because the system ensured her silence. And not only get away with it but continue to keep her under his thumb, slowly squeezing the life out of her until she begged for mercy.

			“Meet more investors,” I said. “There must be tons of them out there, ones who don’t know Erik.”

			“It’s a small industry, especially here. And you know how Chinese-Indos do business.”

			I did know. The Chinese-Indonesian network rivaled that of the CIA’s. Everybody knew everybody’s business. Anyone who was anyone would be connected somehow—you only had to come to a wedding to know that this was true. It was the whole reason why our wedding receptions averaged two thousand guests. Everyone was somebody’s aunt’s cousin’s husband’s sister’s daughter. And whatever they did would be whispered through a hundred pairs of ears, eventually coming back full circle. There would be no other investor whose ears hadn’t been poisoned by Erik’s words.

			“What about Singapore?” I said, my voice coming out high-pitched with desperation. “You could go there and look for investors.”

			“God, I don’t even know where to begin with Singapore.” Iris buried her face in her hands, and for a few moments, the only sounds in the room were our breathing. After a while, she heaved a long sigh and said, “I’m going to bed.” She picked up her wineglass, then the bottle, and trudged out of the kitchen. “Good night.”

			I watched helplessly, hating that there was nothing I could do. In the end, I retired to bed myself, pretending I was asleep when Parker finally came home, though sleep was the furthest thing from my mind. I listened to Parker’s gentle snores and thought of how I should be grateful that my husband wasn’t like Erik. Then I thought: You stupid bitch, what a dumb thing to think.

			

			• • •

			The next few days, Iris didn’t bother going into the office. She stayed home and barely showered, which, in a tropical country, was quite the decision to make. Even Hazel avoided her, slapping her away whenever she tried to come in for a hug. I hated seeing Iris like that, and not just because of the smell. For as long as I’d known her, Iris had been a fighter. This was the first time I’d seen her so deflated, that brilliant fire of hers snuffed out. And there was nothing I could do for her.

			“How long is she going to be like that?” Parker muttered one night as we got ready for bed.

			I very nearly snarled at him. “I don’t know, however long it takes to get over the fact that her abusive husband has assassinated her career, I guess.”

			Parker sighed. “It’s not that I’m not sympathetic, but…she needs to get over it, you know?”

			I looked at him, my handsome, patient husband, and I wanted to hit him. “Would you get over it if you were her?”

			“I would,” he said with the confidence that only someone who could never see himself in her situation could muster.

			There was no use continuing the conversation. I shook my head and went to brush my teeth. Another sleepless night, wondering what I could do to help Iris. Another night spent silently railing against the patriarchy, feeling hopeless, feeling useless. It had been so easy back at Cal, my mind burning with the voices of feminists before me who poured their rage into moving essays. But what good were essays here? How could I, trapped as a glorified housewife, put any of what I’d learned into use? Never before had the futility of existing as a woman in my culture been more apparent.

			I should’ve known that Iris, with her brilliant, busy mind, wouldn’t allow herself to be beaten by the system. Not for long. One morning, I woke up and found her revived, her face shining once again. Hope fluttered in my chest and I placed Hazel in her high chair.

			“Good news?” I said.

			Iris handed me a cup of freshly brewed coffee. “Yes, actually.”

			I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. “Did you find an investor?”

			“No.” Her smile faded a little. “And I don’t think I ever will here. But it doesn’t matter, because I got a job!”

			“A job?” The coffee mug hovered just below my mouth. Something was off, I could tell.

			“It’s…back in LA.”

			“What?” I had to put down the mug before I spilled coffee everywhere. “But—how? What?”

			“Trust me, I know how crazy it sounds. But I couldn’t spend another day wasting away here. I overheard you and Parker talking, I know I’ve long overstayed my welcome—”

			“No, Iris. No. Not at all. I want you to stay.”

			“I know you do, but I don’t want to come between you and Parker. It’s not going to be healthy for your marriage in the long run. Trust me.” She patted my arm. “Now, let me make you some breakfast, and—”

			“No!” I cried so loud that Hazel jerked up in her high chair. She looked back and forth between me and Iris, then her little face screwed up and she began to wail. “Oh, sorry, baby.” I scooped her up and hugged her to me, and the proximity of her little body only fed into my desperation. I couldn’t lose her or Iris. Not now. When Hazel finally calmed down, I said, “Can we please talk about this?”

			“It’s a great job, Magnolia. It’s a medium-sized tech company run by women, making apps for women. I would get health care. It even includes childcare. I can’t pass it up.”

			It did sound amazing, even I had to admit that. How selfish would I be to talk her out of it, especially when all that awaited her here was a burning pile of rubble? “Would Erik be okay with you taking Hazel out of the country?”

			Iris grimaced, and I hated myself for even bringing it up. But it was a fair question, it wasn’t just me grasping at straws to try and make my sister stay. “Honestly? I don’t know. He hasn’t really asked about her, and last I saw on Facebook, he’s dating somebody. So I’m kind of hoping he forgets her existence?”

			As absurd as it sounded, I could see that being the case with someone like Erik. I’d seen his Facebook posts too, although I hadn’t shown them to Iris. Picture after picture of him with a woman who looked like she would make most Chindo parents happy. A woman who was much like me—straight shoulder-length hair, slim build, pale skin. The anti-Iris. I wondered if she knew about his past. Part of me itched to warn her. The other more selfish part of me thought: Maybe if things got serious with her, then he’d want to divorce Iris.

			“Where would you stay?” A stupid question, I know, but I was running out of questions that would make her realize she was making a mistake. Except she wasn’t making a mistake, was she? She was doing the best thing for her and Hazel.

			“I’ll rent somewhere,” she said easily. Then she took my hand, her eyes softening. “I wish you could come with me.”

			The thought of LA, that bright, endless Californian sky, took my breath away. I knew then, all of a sudden, like a lightning strike, that I had to go with them. Left behind, I would die, I was sure of it. It would be a slow death, unnoticeable on the surface at first. I would continue playing my role as a good Chindo wife while I withered quietly inside. And at some point, I would give in, bear Parker a child, then another and another. Or maybe I wouldn’t. Maybe I would snap, and the jagged shards of me would slice into everything I had built until it fell apart in shreds around me.

			“I’ll come,” I said.

			Iris gave a confused smile. “Huh?”

			“I’m joining you in LA. I don’t care what it takes. I’m going to figure it out,” I promised. It was the first promise I’d made to my sister, and I would be damned if I had to break it. One way or another, I was going to get to LA.
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Chapter 19

			MAGNOLIA

			2009

			It took much longer than I would’ve hoped to get me to LA, but I finally did it. I see you wondering how the hell I pulled that off. Aha. Your grandmother has a few tricks up her sleeve. Don’t make that face, Izzy, I didn’t use sex as a bargaining tool. Well, I did. But not just sex. If it had only been sex, I never would’ve gotten my way. Listen and learn. And wipe that judgy expression off your face.

			Remember what I said about how the thing that every Chindo family cared about the most was saving face? Saving face wasn’t just about avoiding scandals or protecting the family name. It was also about increasing your status within the confines of your social circle, whether it be through wealth, marriage, or education. Parker wasn’t immune to this. Like everyone else I knew, he was always trying to get a leg up, to rub shoulders with those above him on the social hierarchy.

			As Iris prepared for her move to LA, I went back to what I did best—staying quiet and observing. I didn’t try to persuade Iris out of moving; instead, I helped her with everything she needed to make the move as seamless as possible, scrolling the web for a suitable apartment, looking up secondhand cars, and searching for a baby gym for Hazel to go to, even though I knew Iris wouldn’t have the time to take her. And I observed Parker. I asked him questions about everything. How his day went, what sorts of meetings he’d had at the clinic, what was discussed, how the clinic was doing. For the most part, he was gently dismissive; he didn’t think I had anything useful to add, never mind the fact that when he first started there, all of his bright ideas had been my suggestions. He didn’t put me down in an abrasive way, like many husbands would though. I’ll give him that. It was more of an “Oh sweetie, you don’t have to worry about such things.” Still, I persisted. I wrapped my questions under thick layers of wifely interest, and whatever morsel of information he gave me, I rewarded him with kisses and smiles.

			Did I feel guilty about manipulating my husband to get my way? No, not really. Because I still held that helpless rage that had coursed through me as I watched Iris’s world get torn apart by Erik. It still burned a hole in my stomach, the knowledge that at the end of the day, Parker could do whatever the hell he wanted to me, and no one was going to help me. This became painfully clear the day that Iris and Hazel flew off. I clung to them at the airport, and the memory of Iris leaving for LA so many years ago crashed over me. Sobs racked through my chest. Parker looked uneasy; I was causing a scene, but I didn’t care. Hazel wailed and screamed, and in the end, Iris, her face tear-streaked, had to wrench Hazel out of my arms so they’d make their flight. By the time I wiped my tears away and turned back to face Parker, I knew I was done being a pawn. I wanted to be a player too, and by god, I knew I had what it took to be good at it.

			You see, I did have a good head for business. From the tiny pieces of information Parker dropped here and there, I was able to get a better picture of how Mama and Papa’s clinic was doing. It was chugging along decently, but growth had largely stopped, and the mood teetered between fearful contentment and simmering frustration. Same old story. They wanted to grow but didn’t want to take any risks—no bank loans, no leasing of new buildings, no recruiting of younger doctors. Parker had big dreams. He wanted the clinic to be more than just a family operation. He saw it multiplying, sprouting several branches, eventually turning into a nationwide corporation. And it was this dream that I decided would turn into my bridge to LA.

			Are you taking this in? Okay.

			How to Get Your Way and Make It Seem Like It Was Your Husband’s Idea in the First Place

			
					
					Identify your husband’s innermost wishes and insecurities. Like I said, I figured out pretty quickly that Parker was ambitious. But not just that; he was insecure. He had a chip on his shoulder about not being the eldest son. His older brother got to dive into his parents’ business, which was far more lucrative than my family’s business. And Parker hated that. He had thought, when he met me, that the clinic would be his chance to make it big. But he hadn’t foreseen the numerous obstacles in place. He’d failed to see how the doctors at the clinic, my parents included, were old and stuck in their ways and afraid of change.

				

					
					Lean into his insecurities. I started saying things like “I hate how they don’t take you seriously at the clinic,” and “I wish they’d treat you with the respect you deserve,” and “Why can’t they see that you’re so brilliant?” I also said things like “Oh, I talked to your mom today, and she mentioned that Percy is taking the family company to new heights. Sounds impressive.” These comments had to be made with extreme caution though. Push too far, and Parker would get mad (understandably) and the conversation would be over.

				

					
					Offer him a solution. My solution was very straightforward, actually. Get an MBA. I’d thought long and hard about this. Did Parker need an MBA? Of course not. Who in the world needs an MBA? But would it help him? Sure. Having an MBA would open doors for him, help him forge new connections, teach him the crucial steps it took from having ambition to realizing that ambition. And most of all, having an MBA would very much enhance his reputation. He’d gain confidence in himself as well as from others. It was a worthy investment. But of course, I couldn’t just say, “Parker, go get an MBA.” No, I had to lightly sprinkle in suggestions, mentioning how so-and-so just came back from the US with an MBA and now heads his own company, or how Papa mentioned at dinner last week that an MBA was the most respectable degree one could strive for.

				

					
					Once he starts talking about MBAs as though he were the one who came up with the idea, it’s time to act surprised and delighted. “You want to get an MBA? Wow! What an amazing idea. I love it, sweetie!” Go through the list of universities that offered MBAs, and gently steer him to go for ones in LA. UCLA, USC, Pepperdine, LMU. Nothing too straightforward, because if he detects even a hint that you’re at the helm, everything would come to a halt. You have to appear clueless, well-meaning, and eager to hear his points of view. Have I mentioned the sex? There has to be a lot of it. Then, while stretching languorously in bed, you say things like “Oh, sweetie, I can’t wait to do this on the beach in Santa Monica. The waves crashing on the sand at night, nobody around…” Or as you’re eating tacos for lunch, you might say something like “There’s nothing quite like tacos in LA, is there? I miss the carnitas at that food truck two blocks down from PCC. Did you ever go there? God, I miss PCC, don’t you?”

				

			

			There are more steps yet to this formula. Once Parker decided, on his own accord, to apply to business schools in LA, I had to help him with the applications. Make him sound so brilliant, so amazing, that no school admin in their right mind could possibly turn him down. I helped him with his résumé and his essays and all that other bullshit required to get him through the doors. All done in such a way that he didn’t think I was helping at all. It would’ve hurt his ego too much if he realized how much I was responsible for. It was okay; I wasn’t doing any of it for recognition. I had a clear goal in mind: get to LA, no matter what. So when the acceptance letters started coming in, I had to suppress my tears of joy. I let Parker revel in his success, and privately, I lifted an imaginary toast to myself. I did it. I was finally going back to LA.

			What I didn’t foresee was how, by moving to LA, I was going to ruin everything.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			An Interlude

			IZZY

			I give Nainai a look.

			“What?” she says.

			“You can’t do that!” I cry.

			“Do what?”

			“Say something ominous like ‘I was going to ruin everything’ and then leave me hanging.” I expected Nainai to laugh and admit that she has a flair for the dramatic, but instead, she grows quiet.

			“Yes, well,” she says finally, “I did ruin everything.”

			“Oh, Nainai.” I link both my arms through hers and squeeze. “No, don’t say that. Look at what you’ve built. How can you say you ruined everything?”

			She smiles sadly at me. “All of this, Izzy, I would give up in a second if it meant I got to be with my loved ones.”

			I can’t say that didn’t hurt. “I’m your loved one.”

			“Yes, you are. But you didn’t come along until much later, my dear.” She pats my arm and we continue walking down the dark street.

			“The way you talk about Yeye…” I say after a while.

			“Yes?”

			“Well, it’s just so confusing. Did you love him?”

			She mulls over that. “I did, yes. As much as I could’ve loved any man who was content to exist within a system designed to oppress me. Does that answer your question?”

			“I’m going to have to sit on that one for a bit.”

			“You do that.”

			“But, like, if the two of you had existed outside of this culture, like say there’s no patriarchy, that total equality has been achieved, do you think you’d have loved Yeye?”

			“Hmm. I don’t know. Because we would’ve been two completely different people. You can’t just extract the person from their surroundings and expect them to be the same people. I was as much a product of the Chinese-Indonesian upbringing as your Yeye was. Who can say what we would’ve been like if we’d grown up outside this culture? Silly question, Izzy.”

			“There are no stupid questions!” I say, laughing.

			“Oh, there definitely are.”

			We walk for another long bit without talking, until I feel the weight of her sorrow growing so immense that I can’t stand it any longer. “Okay, Nainai. I’m ready to hear it. How did everything fall apart?”

			“Well…” she says with a sigh. She looks up at the stars, and I’m surprised to see tears shimmering in her eyes. “I guess you could say it all began when I arrived in LA to find Ellery waiting for me.”
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Chapter 20

			MAGNOLIA

			2010

			Iris was renting an apartment in Pasadena, close to her new workplace. Well, I say “new,” but by the time Parker and I moved to LA, she’d been working there for close to a year. It had taken that long for me to convince Parker he needed to apply for an MBA and for him to go through the application process. I couldn’t believe how much Hazel had grown. I feared that she might’ve forgotten me, and she was hesitant at first, which cracked my heart, but then she toddled over to me and said, “Wia?” I knew she was trying to say my name, and the sound of it coming out of her little mouth was too much. I grinned through my tears and scooped her up into my arms.

			“My little Hazel tree,” I said, nuzzling her cheeks. Less chubby but still adorable and rosy and utterly kissable.

			Parker was going to UCLA’s Anderson School of Management. Papa would resume his old role at the clinic without Parker around, and we were relatively confident that the clinic would continue chugging along modestly while Parker was away. When Parker had decided on UCLA back home, I’d worried that it meant he’d want to rent at Westwood, but I needn’t have worried; the rental prices there were beyond ridiculous, and it didn’t take much convincing from my end to get him to agree that we should find a place in Pasadena. Iris kept a lookout, and the moment she told me there was a vacancy in her building, I pounced on it.

			The day we arrived, after all the unpacking was done, Iris took us out to Mi Piace at Old Pas for dinner. It was a nice place, but I was jet-lagged and tired from unpacking, so I hadn’t bothered dressing up. Parker was looking dapper as always; he was a natural businessman through and through, and I was aware of how rumpled I looked next to him. I didn’t care though. I’d done the impossible. I’d pulled all the strings that could be pulled, played all of my cards, and I was here, back in LA, the place where I felt most at home, and nothing could possibly rattle me right now.

			Nothing, that was, aside from seeing a ghost from my past. Her blond hair was the first thing I noticed, glinting under the soft lights. Then her face, slightly older but somehow completely unchanged. The smile that rounded her cheeks and hid her eyes as she held Hazel’s little hand in such a familiar way. She must’ve sensed me then, because she looked up, and I was plunged into those blue eyes of hers, ocean and sky blue, the color of an LA morning. Everything around us faded into silence. The only thing I was aware of at that moment was her.

			Ellery O’Shea.

			She stood, and the height of her overwhelmed me. I craned my neck to take her in, and my body remembered that, yes, this was the angle my neck got used to back then because I was always gazing up at her, always studying the perfect angles of her face, trying to memorize every bit of it.

			There wasn’t even a sliver of a second where we felt uncertain. Both of us grinned at the same time, then laughed, and it felt as though nothing had changed between us. In the blink of an eye, we were both dumb kids back at PCC, hanging out and doing dumb shit.

			“Tulip!” she said, and before I knew it, her strong arms were around me, and I was engulfed in the achingly familiar scent of her.

			God, that hug. It felt like coming home after years of wandering about, lost and alone. By the time we parted, my heart was beating significantly faster and I was slightly out of breath. I was grateful that the restaurant was dim enough to hide the redness of my cheeks. I turned around, and part of me was taken aback to see Parker. Oh god! Of course. Parker.

			“Parker, this is Ellery, my…old friend.” The term didn’t do her justice, but it was also the most apt label I could think of. She was, and had always been, nothing more than a friend. I glanced at Ellery, suddenly feeling shy, and said, “This is Parker. My husband.”

			She was a good four or five inches taller than him, a fact that I felt guilty for noticing as they shook hands. I could tell Parker was slightly taken aback by Ellery. Like most Chindo guys, he was mostly comfortable around women who were petite and soft-spoken and dressed in a way that was not at all masculine. So Ellery, tall, blond, broad-shouldered, and wearing jeans and a button-down shirt rolled up to her elbows was far, far out of Parker’s comfort zone. And seeing his discomfort was strange, both off-putting and affirming at once. I wanted to apologize on his behalf, explain to Ellery that it wasn’t her, no, she was magnificent, it was him, and not just him, but the entirety of the Chinese-Indonesian community that placed so much importance on conformity.

			Iris was watching us with a playful, wicked grin on her face. “Surprise!” she said, coming over and giving me a one-armed hug. “Oh man, you should see the look on your face.”

			I closed my mouth. Hadn’t even noticed it was open, really. I shook my head at her, dazed. “I don’t understand—how? What?”

			“Ellery moved back here, hmm…two? Three months ago?”

			“Three months ago,” Ellery said.

			“And we’ve hung out a handful of times.”

			I blinked. This was so bizarre there were no words to describe it. My sister and Ellery hanging out? Since when? Back when we were at PCC, they barely said two words to each other, and now Ellery was here and they seemed like they were friends and Hazel obviously loved Ellery and, oh my god, what the hell is going on?

			We sat down. I was in the seat adjacent to Ellery’s, and I found my gaze repeatedly flicking back to her as though there were a magnetic pull between us. I kept having to tear my eyes away from her face and force myself to focus on other things—my husband, for one. My niece. My sister.

			“So, what’ve you been up to, Tulip?” Ellery said.

			Parker frowned. “Tulip?”

			My cheeks burned. Somehow, having Parker find out about the nickname felt bad, like he’d just caught me doing something awful. There’s nothing wrong with a nickname between friends, I reminded myself.

			“It’s what I called her back at PCC,” Ellery said. She laughed. “Oh, it used to annoy you so bad.”

			“It only annoyed me because I couldn’t come up with a nickname for you! Aside from Bellery, which is pathetic compared to Tulip.”

			Parker gave a half-hearted laugh. Iris leaned closer to him and said, “Parker, it’s so wild that you’re here for business school. That’s amazing. Tell me about the application process. I heard it’s really tough.”

			Business school applications had taken over our lives for the past year, and Parker was only too happy to dive into the specifics. While he did so, I stole glances at Ellery. She really was here, right next to me, her presence unbelievably real. I could feel the very molecules in the air between us vibrating with the physicality of her. Ellery was here.

			“Um, so,” I said, “um. How was London?”

			Ellery turned to face me and her lips pursed into a small smile. There it was, the smile that said she was barely holding back a laugh. Everything inside me lurched. I loved that smile so much. Every time I saw it, I wanted to say more, do more, just to tease the laughter out of her. “Yeah, it was okay. I liked it.”

			“Very exotic place, London,” I said.

			The smile grew into a grin, and I felt a flush of pleasure deep in my belly.

			“Oh yeah, the most exotic. Unlike Indonesia, which is so basic.”

			“Very basic. Starbucks everywhere. Nothing but indoor malls to go to.”

			There, finally, was the laugh. Low and soft. Her laugh was a crescent moon, something I could fall into and be cradled in. Was I imagining the tenderness in the way she looked at me? I must be. Under the table, I pinched my leg, hard. I needed to shake myself out of whatever this was. I was here with Parker, my husband, damn it, and whatever the hell it was that I felt for Ellery, it was a long time ago and I couldn’t, wouldn’t allow it to take over my life the way it did before. I was no longer a teenager, for one. That version of me was gone, replaced over the years by a stronger, more weathered one.

			“So, how did you get in touch with Iris?” I said.

			“How does anyone get in touch with long-lost acquaintances these days? Facebook,” Ellery said. “When I moved back, I didn’t have that many friends in town—”

			“Thank you for making it sound like you only started hanging out with me because you didn’t have other better options,” Iris piped up.

			Ellery laughed. “Well, actually, yeah, that was exactly it.”

			Iris rolled her eyes, smiling, and went back to chatting with Parker. I got the strange feeling that Iris was focusing so much on Parker to give me and Ellery a bit of space to talk with each other.

			“Tell me what you’ve been up to, Tulip,” Ellery said.

			I took a gulp of water, thinking the question over. Because when it came down to it, what had I been up to? A whole load of nothing. I had no career to speak of, no children whose pictures I could whip out. “Um, you know, this and that. I was helping out at the family clinic for a while, but Parker’s taken that over now.”

			At the mention of his name, Parker looked over at us.

			“Wow, so are you a doctor too?” Ellery said to him.

			“No,” he and I said at the same time. I flushed. “Go ahead,” I said to Parker.

			He shifted in his seat into a more comfortable position. “I’m there in a business capacity. Running the place, growing it, that sort of thing.”

			“Oh, cool,” Ellery said. She looked at me, her expression thoughtful. I sank deeper into my chair, wishing I could disappear. She must be so disappointed in what I’d done for myself. A big fat nothing.

			“What about you?” Parker said. “What do you do?”

			“This and that. A lot of writing. I’m a freelance journalist.”

			“That’s amazing,” I said. The idea of Ellery writing articles was a beautiful one.

			“Who do you write for?” Parker said.

			“Everyone, really. I’ve written for Buzzfeed, Forbes, the New Yorker. And I’ve been dabbling in poetry. That’s pretty random, I know.”

			“I don’t know that you could call a fellowship at Exeter ‘dabbling,’ ” Iris said.

			“You got a poetry fellowship at Exeter?” I said.

			Ellery shrugged, blushing slightly. “Yeah. It was a fluke, really. I spent half a year doing the fellowship. It was nice.”

			The thought of Ellery writing poetry was doing things to me. Then it struck me that she probably wrote a lot of poems about the girls she must’ve dated in London, and jealousy stabbed through me, hot and sharp. I batted the thought away. I was married, for crying out loud. I looked at Parker’s handsome face. Married. To this guy. Someone who treated me well.

			The rest of the meal went by in both a haze and startling high-definition clarity. I remember nothing about the food, I didn’t even realize we’d ordered until the food arrived, and I couldn’t tell you what I had, whether it was pasta or meat or empty air. But I remember every detail about Ellery. The way she leaned forward ever so slightly as she spoke, a tiny gesture that somehow added so much intimacy to the conversation. I could see Iris and Parker and even Hazel falling under her spell. I remember the way her hands moved, as quickly as a bird, as she spoke, painting her words into the air. And the way her gaze became so intense as she got into the topic of conversation. That was the thing about Ellery, the thing that had made me fall in love with her in the first place. She was so passionate about everything, so interested in every new morsel of discussion. Parker would say something about the clinic, and Ellery would lean forward, her eyes wide, and she’d go, “Whaaat? Tell me more!” and give her undivided attention while he spoke. And it was genuine interest; she never faked anything, you could tell she really wanted to absorb everything you were saying. No wonder she was a journalist. I could just see people falling over themselves to share their stories with her, and Ellery loving every minute of it, plunging with her whole heart into their words and spinning them into something beautiful.

			By the end of the night, I was buzzing. I carried Hazel out of the restaurant because I felt such a strong need to be holding a warm body. She was much heavier than I remembered, but she was still soft and sweet and every bit the Hazel I loved. Outside, Ellery stuffed her hands in her jeans’ pockets and said, “This was really nice.”

			“Yeah, thanks for joining us,” Iris said. Her grin still held that little hint of wickedness as her gaze ping-ponged between Ellery and me. I wish I could pinch her to death. Then she turned to Parker and said something else, leaving me to stare up at Ellery.

			“So, I guess you’re here for the next two years,” Ellery said.

			“Yeah.” There was so much I wanted to say. So much I didn’t know how to say, so much that couldn’t be turned into mere words.

			“Well, I’m living in Glendale now, so I’m only a short drive away. We should hang out. I’ve missed you.”

			It felt as though every bone inside me melted at those three words: I’ve missed you. She hadn’t forgotten me after all.

			No, don’t be stupid. It was the kind of throwaway comment that friends made to each other all the time without much thought behind it. A casual remark one might make. Stop reading so much into it. Case in point: it was so innocuous, so casual, that she thought nothing of saying it in front of my husband. Which meant she didn’t see anything particularly special about it. She probably missed me the same way she missed good Mexican food. Definitely not the way I did, writing unsent letters to her for a decade. The memory of the letters I wrote to her over the years flushed hot through my body. Now that I was actually standing in front of the real flesh-and-blood Ellery, I wanted to curl up and go hide in a hole.

			Somehow, I managed to say, “Yeah, I’ve missed you too,” in the most lighthearted, airy way humanly possible. We said our goodbyes, I handed Hazel over to Iris, and as I walked away with Parker holding my hand, I looked over my shoulder. Ellery was watching us, and maybe it was just the way the streetlight made her face look, but I could’ve sworn she was smiling the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.

			

			• • •

			There were a lot of things still to be done to settle into our new place. We’d rented a furnished unit, so we didn’t have to buy bulky furniture, but we still had to get things like pots and pans and chopsticks and a rice cooker and cushions and all that, so Parker and I were busy for the next few days. Once his program began and he left the apartment every morning, I felt overwhelmed by everything that still had to be done. Setting up a Wi-Fi connection in the apartment. Setting up the TV. Washing all of the new bed linens. Speaking of which, among the whirlwind of shopping we’d done, we’d somehow forgotten to buy laundry detergent. An endless list of chores that seemed to grow by the minute.

			I was sitting there, staring at the list of chores, when my phone rang. I answered without looking at the screen.

			“What are you up to, Tulip? Got your number from Iris. I hope that’s okay.”

			The list was suddenly forgotten. I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at the screen. Ellery’s name was on it. Holy shit.

			“Uh. Hey.” I hoped that came out casual. “I’m looking at an endless list of dreary errands that I have to run today. What about you?”

			“What kind of errands?”

			“Buying laundry detergent, oh, and toilet cleaning fluids and olive oil…all that fun stuff.”

			“So a Target run?”

			“Yeah. You know, when I was living in Indonesia, I missed Target so much. But we’ve been back and forth there like three times in the past week, and I am so sick of Target.”

			“Sick of Target? Is that even humanly possible?”

			“I didn’t think it was, but I have proven myself wrong. I am definitely sick of Target.”

			Ellery laughed. “Well, I’m not sick of Target. I’ll go with you if you want.”

			“Really?” Oh god, that definitely sounded way too eager. “But don’t you have work to do?”

			“I’m a freelance journalist, Tulip. I make my own hours.”

			“Oh. Right.” And just like that, my whole body was filled with effervescent energy. I got up from the sofa and started pacing the room. “Um, yeah. Sure. Yes, let’s go to Target.” Oh my god. I’m going to Target with Ellery.

			“Cool. Do you wanna meet me there, or should I pick you up?”

			Somehow, the words “should I pick you up” sounded so incredibly intimate. I knew there was nothing to them, but still. There was no way I could’ve said no to that.

			“Yes.”

			“Yay! I’ll be there in twenty.”

			The moment I hung up the phone, I leaped into action, yanking off my pajamas and hopping into the shower. I scrubbed myself ruthlessly, then slapped on some rose-scented moisturizer and tried on two different outfits before settling on a pair of jeans and a soft sweater that hung off one shoulder. Not too dressy but still cute. I was in the middle of swiping on a layer of lipstick when Ellery called to tell me she was out front. By the time I came out to meet her, I was out of breath, but at least I was confident that I looked somewhat presentable.

			I slid inside the car and shut the door and was immediately transported back to over ten years ago, when she used to drive me back from school all the time. The familiar silence, with the hum of the engine in the background and the closeness of her and the sound of our breathing and the rustling of our clothes—it all dragged me back in time. I felt as nervous as I did back then.

			“Hey,” she said, with an easy smile. Her eyes were so bright and clear in the sunlight.

			“Hi.”

			She placed a hand on the back of my seat and looked around her shoulder as she reversed. I swallowed. She wasn’t even touching me, but I was super aware of her hand on the back of my seat. When she finally took her hand off and placed it on the steering wheel, I let my breath out slowly. Real subtle, Magnolia.

			“Stupid question,” I blurted out.

			“Go for it,” she said.

			Now I had to ask it, no matter how dumb it was, no matter how obvious. But if I didn’t ask, it would continue burning a hole in my chest, so might as well come out with it. “Are you…married?” I gritted my teeth once the question was out there, hating myself for even wondering. And, belatedly, I realized I hadn’t even said good morning or anything.

			Ellery laughed. “Classic Tulip. Comes out with guns blazing. No, I’m not married. Not seeing anyone.”

			I ignored the relief shooting through my limbs. “How come?”

			“Well, I’ve been dating on and off, but haven’t found the right person, I guess. And when I moved back here, I just haven’t really been looking.” She glanced at me. “Any other questions, Tulip? I can practically hear your mind spinning away. The wheels are always turning with you.”

			“Gotta keep up with you somehow,” I said.

			She grinned. “Damn straight! How about you? How’s married life treating you?”

			The last thing I wanted to talk about with Ellery was Parker. “It’s okay.”

			“Hmm.” She glanced at me again, then back at the road. “Are you…happy?”

			Why did I start this stupid conversation? What a way to restart our friendship. I had to change the subject, and quick. “I’m okay. Hey, when did you start hanging out with Iris?”

			“Oh yeah, that was pretty random, huh? She messaged me on Facebook a few months back, and we’ve been chatting on and off since. Then when I moved back, we met up and, oh my god, how cute is Hazel? I totally fell in love with her.”

			“She’s the best.”

			“I do a bit of babysitting for her sometimes.”

			“Really?” I was genuinely surprised.

			“Yeah.” Ellery pointed at the back of her car. “See?”

			I turned and saw a car seat installed in the middle of the back seat. “Oh my god. That’s for Hazel?”

			“Yeah. Those things are a bitch to install, so I don’t bother taking it out. Actually, I don’t know if I know how to take it out. It’s staying there forever.”

			I laughed. “That’s amazing. I can’t believe you got a car seat for Hazel. So, you spend a lot of time with her?”

			“Quite a bit, yeah. Iris gets childcare at the office, but Hazel gets pretty restless being cooped up in the same room from nine to six. So sometimes I swing by and take her out to the park. In fact, I was thinking of doing that today, if you’re up for it?”

			I stared at her. A day out with Ellery and my niece? What kind of a dream did I just fall into? This was way too good to be true. I didn’t want to wake up. I nodded and tried to keep the emotion from my voice as I said, “Yes. I would like that very much.”
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Chapter 21

			MAGNOLIA

			2010

			How does one cheat without cheating? On the surface, nothing that Ellery and I were doing would count as cheating. We were friends, best friends at the most, just hanging out with each other. It didn’t take long for us to fall back into our old, cozy pattern. Didn’t take us long to fall back into laughing so hard that we collapsed into each other’s arms. But there was nothing wrong with hugs between two buddies, nothing at all.

			How does one cheat without cheating? One does it by loving every second spent together, consuming every moment with her greedily, memorizing every facet of her, down to the way she blinks her eyes. One does it by making up more and more excuses to spend time with her, running all sorts of mundane errands with her, like changing the oil in your car, which you know very well how to do, but you pretend not to so she’d have to come with you. One does it by thinking of her nonstop when she’s not around, wondering how she would react to every little thing that happens in your life. Whenever something funny/interesting/sad happens, you don’t think: What would my husband say? You think: What would she say? How hard would she laugh at this? And this, and this?

			I promise you, Izzy, when I went to LA, I had no thoughts of Ellery. Aside from writing the occasional letter, I’d left her behind as a phase in my life that I’d largely gotten over. I did not harbor any secret hopes of meeting her. How could I? As far as I knew, she was still in London. But once we reconnected, there was no way in hell I could’ve stayed away from her.

			We spent almost every day together. And, god, those were the days. Even now, decades later, when I look back at that time in my life, it shines so brightly in my mind, overshadowing all other memories. So vibrant. I hadn’t realized how much living in Indonesia as Parker’s wife had dulled me. It was as though I’d been asleep for the past ten years and hadn’t even realized it. Like my name, I felt like I was a flower and Ellery the sun, and without her, I’d drooped low and sank to the ground, and now she was here once more and I felt her warm, bright light. I was unfurling, my stem straightening up, letting the skin of my petals soak up every drop of her.

			We took Hazel everywhere. Venice Beach was a favorite of ours. Hazel hated the sand at first, but she soon took to it and enjoyed paddling in the slow rush of the waves. Ellery sometimes surfed, and I would stand until the waves were up to my hips, carrying Hazel, and we’d watch Ellery riding the waves, her blond hair catching fire in the sunlight. Hazel would clap and squeal, and I’d murmur, “Yeah, she’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?” People would often stop and stare, especially when Ellery swam back to shore and came out of the water like some goddess, her toned shoulders rippling as she stripped off her wet suit.

			For lunch, we’d buy a large bowl of tuna poke from a stand called Poke Poke. The tuna came in big chunks, firm and well seasoned. Hazel was on solids now, and she absolutely adored that poke. She’d grab a square of tuna and gnaw on it while grinning and saying, “Yummy, Wia!” I’d say, “Yeah, it’s pretty freaking yummy, isn’t it?” Then she’d offer Ellery a chewed-up chunk of tuna and say, “Lewy, yum-yum.” Ellery didn’t even hesitate before taking the bite of half-eaten tuna from Hazel’s hand.

			It was yet another thing on the endless list of things I adored about Ellery. She never hesitated when it came to Hazel. Nothing was too gross or too dumb or too troublesome. I could never imagine Parker eating anything Hazel had gummed. I mean, that chunk of nibbled-on tuna was gross. Even I would’ve grimaced and tried to wriggle out of eating it.

			Then we’d walk up and down the beach, sucking on popsicles and going through the street vendors’ wares until Hazel fell asleep in her stroller. We’d find some shade and sit on the grass and chat. At some point, we’d end up lying down on the grass, still talking about nothing and everything until the sky changed from bright yellow to late-afternoon blue.

			What did we talk about on those long, slow days? Everything. There were no limits. She told me about London, finally giving me a glimpse into the last ten years of her life.

			“My first place there was this really old flat—you gotta call them ‘flats,’ Tulip, not ‘apartments.’ Anyway, it was so old the window frames were handmade. The wood was slightly wonky and curved, and if you looked closely, you’d see that the glass was thicker at the bottom because it had set that way.”

			“That sounds so cool,” I said.

			“Yeah. I thought that was really cool too, until winter came. Then I realized old windows didn’t do shit against English winters. Holy crap, I nearly froze to death. I basically spent the whole winter wrapped in my ski jacket.”

			I laughed at the thought of Ellery huddled in her tiny London apartment. I told her about my life in Jakarta and how I hadn’t been allowed to put my education to use at all. “I was a glorified gopher. Until I got married. Then I became a housewife. That’s it. The end.”

			She tugged at a lock of my hair. “The end, huh? You’re not even thirty yet, I don’t think you can say, ‘The end.’ ” She looked at me so intently that I felt my face grow warm. “You’re very far from the end. You’ll write it. Your own story. In your own time.”

			When Ellery said it, I could almost believe it. That there was a better future out there for me. That it wasn’t too late for me.

			She told me about being isolated in one of the biggest cities in the world. “English people are hard to befriend. They are friendly, up to a point. But it was hard to make close friends. I didn’t have anything like this back there.”

			“Why did you stay there, if you were so lonely?”

			She was quiet for a bit. “I don’t know. Out of habit, I guess. By the time I graduated from uni, I’d gotten used to living there. Forgotten what it was like here, really. Forgot what it was like to have a friend like you. You were my best buddy, Tulip. I can’t believe I fucked it up so badly.”

			“You didn’t fuck it up. You didn’t fuck anything up with me.”

			“Oh, I fucked up plenty of things with you. I’m just glad you don’t hate me for it.”

			Every word was a drop of honey that warmed me to my very core. I drank in her words and luxuriated in the glow of them. They fed my soul. I couldn’t have enough of them. Story after story we fed each other, unable to get enough. Desperately piecing together all of the lost puzzle pieces to get a blurry image of what our lives had been like all those years.

			Then we’d drive back to Pasadena, where Ellery dropped off me and Hazel. Hazel would rest her warm cheek on my shoulder as I waved at Ellery. Watching her drive off was always hard. I felt a piece of my heart leaving with her each time her car drove away into the distance. As the days went by, that piece became bigger and bigger.

			Some mornings, Ellery and I would go to the farmers markets. There were a ton of different ones in LA, and we visited them all. The most famous market was probably the one at The Grove, but it was kind of out of our way, and very expensive, so we tended to stay around the Pasadena area. Ellery would bring this wicker basket that was so ridiculously huge, I told her she looked like someone out of Children of the Corn, and she laughed and told me I was just jealous of her cool basket. She was still growing her own plants—we’ll get to that later—and her cooking repertoire had expanded since the last time we’d hung out. At the farmers market, she would buy clover honey, locally made stinky cheeses, and spicy sausages. Then we’d go back to her place, where we would gather other ingredients from her beautiful patio.

			When Ellery moved back, she’d splurged on a ground-floor apartment that had a large patio. It was really a modest space, plain concrete with a wooden fence around it, but Ellery had transformed it into something magical. She’d installed multiple hanging racks to maximize the space, and from these racks hung pot after pot heaving with herbs and vegetables and fruits. There were tomatoes and chilies and strawberries. In the front of her apartment, there was a row of huge pots, and in these she’d planted a lemon tree, an orange tree, and a lime tree.

			Ellery would take out the treasures she’d found at the market (that was what she called them. She’d say, “Let’s see what treasure we managed to find today.”), lay them out on the kitchen counter, and stand there looking thoughtful.

			“Clover honey and spicy chorizo,” I’d say. “Kind of a weird combo, Bellery.”

			And she’d say, “Oh, you just wait, Tulip.” Then she’d step out onto the patio. I’d follow, because I loved Ellery’s patio, and I especially loved watching Ellery in this magical space she’d built for herself. She had such a graceful way of moving, especially when she was surrounded by plants. She’d pluck the tomatoes and plop one in my hand. She grew two different kinds, and they were both the most delicious tomatoes I’d ever had, so tart and sweet they were almost like candies. Then she’d trim a few sprigs of basil and rosemary and press the sprigs into my hands, still warm from the LA sun. By the time we went back inside, my skin would smell of herbs and fruit.

			We’d go back to the kitchen, where Ellery would lay every ingredient out neatly on the counter before she started cooking. And, oh, the food she made. She’d perfected her art in England. She dipped the rosemary into the honey and brushed it onto the sliced cheese, and somehow, the combination turned the strong cheese into something surprisingly mild and completely addictive. The chorizo she diced up and sautéed with onions until the whole place was filled with a mouthwatering smell, then she mixed in some freshly cooked pasta, grated some cheese onto it, and presented me with the most delicious pasta dish. Everything she made was simple and yet perfect and so very Ellery.

			Other mornings, we would go hiking up in Griffith Park. Hazel loved going on hikes. She loved toddling uphill, though she would inevitably get tired after about twenty minutes, then Ellery and I would have to take turns carrying her up the trail. I swear, Hazel got heavier by the minute. By the time we reached the top, Ellery and I would both be panting like crazy. But there was something about the torturous hike that I loved, a shared experience that brought Ellery and me still closer together. We laughed so much doing it, her teasing me and me teasing her right back.

			“Hard to”—gasp—“hike when you’re so unfit, Tulip,” she’d say.

			“Oh please. I’m barely”—gasp—“out of breath.”

			“Oh yeah? I bet”—gasp—“I could beat you”—gasp—“to the top.”

			“Race you!” And I’d break into a run, Hazel squealing happily on my back. The run lasted all of seven seconds before I stopped, wheezing.

			Ellery would laugh when she caught up with me, patting my shoulder and saying, “Good run, Tulip. That was practically a marathon.”

			“I’m carrying a really heavy load here!”

			“A very cute heavy load.”

			“Obviously. The cutest. There is no one cuter than her.”

			We’d look down at LA, sprawled out beneath us, and I’d think: I’m here in LA with Ellery O’Shea, and somehow, we are just as close as we used to be. What a wonderful life it is. What a beautiful twist of fate. I’d steal glances at her and try to imagine what she was thinking of in those moments as she gazed down at the city. Iris was always full of ideas and fizz. She’d look down and see possibilities. Parker was driven by ambition; he’d look down and see a city he wanted to own. But Ellery was a dreamer, and I could never guess what was going through her mind. Sometimes, I felt like she lived in two worlds, and I could never gain access into the other world that existed in her mind. I realize this was probably what most writers are like, inhabiting two places at once, one foot in each world. I got stupidly jealous of that other world for taking up space in her mind, but then again, I knew it was yet another reason why I was so enamored with her, because I knew I would never be able to read her as easily as I read Parker. She was a mystery I would never be able to solve.

			Once, when she got that faraway look in her eyes, I asked her, “What are you thinking of?”

			She blinked, coming back to me in a flash. “I was composing a poem.”

			“Tell me,” I said, my skin tingling at the thought of a poem written by Ellery.

			But she never did. She was always too shy to show me any of her poetry. I would be lying if I said that didn’t hurt. I took it personally. Of course I did, I took everything personally back then. It’s probably part of being young; you think the world revolves around you. Well, I certainly did, anyway. And I thought Ellery didn’t want to show me her poetry because she thought I was too shallow to get it. But I didn’t make a big deal because, well, how could I, when I was so enamored with her? I’d lost her before, and it nearly broke me, and I didn’t think I could stand to lose her a second time.

			Some days, Parker’s classes ran so late that he chose to stay at Westwood until rush hour was over. It made sense; if he left during rush hour, he would’ve been stuck on the freeway for two hours. He was making friends. Business school was full of extroverts, and he fit right in. I’d been right about business school being a good thing for him. He was growing into himself, gaining confidence. He really did have a good head for business. So when he told me that he would stay in Westwood for dinner on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, I smiled and said okay. He felt guilty about it, at first, which made me feel guilty. But I assured him I would be okay, even as my heart fluttered with excitement. To assuage my own guilt, I first asked Iris if she’d like to have dinner with me. She said she couldn’t, and again, I felt a shot of guilty pleasure at her answer. Even though dinner with my sister would’ve been nice. Then I texted Ellery, and she replied: See u then!

			It became our thing. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evenings, Ellery and I would drive down to San Gabriel for dinner, mostly to Valley Boulevard. All of our favorite haunts were still there. Golden Deli, which had the best pho, Savoy Kitchen, which had the best Hainanese chicken rice, and Top Island Dim Sum, which had my favorite baked pork buns. Afterward, we’d stroll over to one of the many boba tea places and get a boba milk tea each. We’d sip our tea as we walked down the street, and more often than not, we’d turn it into a competition to see who could blow the boba the farthest. We were a menace.

			The routine became something so comforting. As I went about my day, I’d randomly think: It’s Wednesday. Dinner with Ellery tonight, and my entire body would fill with a warm glow that relaxed every muscle and brought a stupid, giddy smile to my face.

			Was it possible that I didn’t know how utterly in love with Ellery I was? I knew, of course I did. She was my safe space, the one I looked forward to seeing at the end of a long day, the one whose presence made everything light and brought color into my life. She was the one who made me belly-laugh until I wheezed for breath, and the one who I wanted to make laugh until she wheezed for breath. I wanted to make Parker laugh too, but he and I didn’t quite have the same sense of humor, and over the years, it had become much harder to make him laugh. With Ellery, I didn’t even have to try. She found little things I did endearing and hilarious, and she’d throw her head back and sweep me into a hug while she said, “Classic Tulip!” I never felt as funny and charming as I did when I was with Ellery.

			So, yes, of course I knew. Yes, I knew that although I was technically being faithful to Parker, I was also betraying him. I knew, and yet not once did I think about stopping. Would you, if you had a chance to be reunited with the love of your life? Would you not try to squeeze every possible moment to spend with her, to memorize every detail that made her, her?

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Chapter 22

			MAGNOLIA

			2010

			I hope you don’t think all I did while I was in LA was mooch around the apartment and wait for Ellery to hang out with me. You were thinking that, weren’t you? Have some faith in your grandma, please.

			Okay, yes, I did do that for the first month or so. Like I said, there were a lot of things that had to get done in order for us to really settle in, and admittedly, I was pretty distracted by Ellery’s reappearance in my life. But eventually, I started feeling restless. It was worse this time, being away from Indonesia and yet finding myself still suffocated by it. Part of me had foolishly imagined that just by stepping foot in LA, I would be magically free. I didn’t even know what being “free” meant, I just imagined I’d find it there.

			One night, as we strolled down Valley, boba teas in hand, I said to Ellery, “I’m so jealous of you and Iris and Parker. You guys have all figured out what you want to do in life, and you’re doing it. I still have no idea, and I’m twenty-eight.”

			Ellery stopped slurping her boba tea and regarded me thoughtfully. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Tulip. I never even thought to ask what it was you wanted to do. I kind of assumed you were happy with your current situation.”

			“Of course I’m not happy with my current situation. I’m doing jack shit, Bells! I’m literally a housewife, and I hate it.”

			“What do you wanna do?”

			“I don’t know.” I stirred my tea and sighed. “Something that contributes to society. Something that helps people. God, that sounds so stupid, doesn’t it?”

			“Not at all. Hey, I can totally see you doing that. And you majored in psychology, right? That makes sense. Did you want to be a therapist?”

			I had to think hard about that. “A little bit. I mean, when I did my course, that was definitely one of the options I considered. But I can’t do that. I’d need to get a master’s degree in order to be certified.”

			“So get a master’s.”

			I laughed. “Yeah, right. Just like that, huh?”

			“Why not?”

			I gestured vaguely. “Uh…a million reasons? We’re only here for two years, and Parker would never go for it, and what would be the use? I wouldn’t be able to do it back in Indo.”

			“How come?”

			“There’s just such a stigma against mental health. Our families, and Parker, wouldn’t approve of it. When it comes to mental health there, it’s super black-and-white. You’re either ‘normal’ or you’re ‘crazy.’ I hate it.”

			“Wow, okay. Yeah, I can see how that would be challenging. But if it’s what you really want to do, I can’t see anyone stopping you from doing that.” Ellery smiled down at me. “You’re Tulip! You don’t take shit from anyone.”

			What I loved most about Ellery was the way she made me feel. Not just charming and funny, but also invincible. With her, I wasn’t just someone who was good at fitting herself into the Chindo girl mold. I was someone who broke the mold, someone who took charge of situations. Someone worth listening to.

			I mulled over her words, wondering what it was that I was missing in life. When I brought it up with Iris, she said, “Dude, it’s obvious. You need to go back to school. Get a master’s in counseling.”

			“It’s obvious?” I said.

			She rolled her eyes in that very Iris way of hers. “You shine when you have someone to help. When I left Erik and had nowhere else to go, I knew I could turn to you. You’re usually such a wet tissue, but when I came running to you, you suddenly turned into this badass bitch who took control of the entire situation.”

			I laughed. “I was not badass.”

			“Uhh, I beg to differ.” Iris’s expression turned soft. “I wouldn’t be here without you, Mags.”

			A lump lodged in my throat, refusing to let me speak.

			“Wouldn’t have made it out, wouldn’t have my job. I probably would’ve fallen back into my shitty marriage because I ran out of options.”

			“You wouldn’t,” I managed to rasp out. “You would never.”

			Iris shook her head. “Who can say? I was at such a low point in my life. I couldn’t see the end of the tunnel. You were the one who brought me out of that. You have a gift, Sis. I know you don’t believe in yourself, but believe in me, at least. Believe in Ellery. You were meant to be so much more than Parker’s trophy wife.”

			I gave a tearful laugh. “I can’t believe that’s what I am now.”

			“Yeah…well, you kind of were groomed from the very beginning to become one. But you don’t have to stay one. Unless you want to.”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“So don’t.”

			“Parker would never agree to it. He’d say it’s too expensive, and it’s true, they’re very expensive.”

			“I’ll pay for it. It’s my turn to return the favor. I’ll pay for whatever master’s program you decide to do.”

			“You can’t do that!” I said.

			“Bitch, I’m making bank, I can do whatever the fuck I want with my money.”

			This time, we both laughed so hard that Hazel looked up from her playpen and started fussing. I went over, picked her up, and smelled the top of her head. “Really? You’d do that for me? It’s a lot of money, and I don’t even know if I’d be able to pay you back.”

			“What are sisters for?” Iris said. “You’d better ace it though.”

			

			• • •

			So I spent the next few months researching master’s programs in the area. I did broach the subject with Parker, and he shot it down, predictably.

			“Why would you want to waste money on that?” he said, wrinkling his nose.

			“Well, I’d like to actually do something with my psychology degree, and getting a master’s would allow me to become a licensed counselor.”

			“Yeah, but you’d be dealing with cra—sorry, politically incorrect. You’d be dealing with…unsavory people.”

			“I don’t know that calling people struggling with mental health ‘unsavory’ is that much better,” I said.

			Parker sighed. “You know what I mean, sweetie.”

			I hated it when he called me “sweetie,” because he only ever did that when he was frustrated and wanted to shut down the conversation. “No, actually, I don’t know what you mean. There are many people struggling with things like depression and anxiety, and it doesn’t make them any less human than you.”

			“Okay, I get it. You’re right. But why should you be the one dealing with those people?”

			“Because I want to.”

			Parker shook his head. “Well, I think it’s a bad idea, and I think doing a master’s course in it would just be a waste of time. We’re going to start a family soon, aren’t we? When are you going to have the time to counsel people?”

			Immediately, my defenses clapped into place. I still hadn’t told Parker about the IUD. Most Chindo couples conceive soon after marriage, and Parker wanted that for us. I wanted kids too, but not yet. Not before I figured out what the hell I wanted to do with my life. If I had kids before figuring myself out, I would be moved from the box labeled Trophy Wife to one labeled Mother, and there I would stay until my kids were grown and gone, and then where would I be? What box remained for me?

			“Not right now,” I said. “Not while we’re living in a one-bedroom apartment.”

			“Yes, but as soon as we go back to Indonesia, we’ll start trying. And you’ll be so busy once the baby arrives. Trust me, this whole counseling thing is a waste of time.” Parker rubbed my arms. “I know you’re bored at home all day. Why don’t you get a new hobby? Or ask Ellery out. She’s freelance, right? She’ll have a lot of free time.”

			It was so dismissive and patronizing and so very Parker. I looked at my husband and wondered how I could have loved him. But that’s the thing about love. With some people, it can be constant. Like with Ellery, I couldn’t stop loving her, even though I tried. With others, love can ebb and flow. There were times when I was sure I loved Parker, loved him enough to sacrifice my own needs for his. Then there were times when I fantasized about running away, not even to anyplace specific, just someplace that didn’t have him in it.

			My instinctive reaction was to acquiesce, as usual. But the past few years had changed me. When Iris escaped from Erik, pregnant and bruised, she changed something in me. Something irrevocable. I searched deep within me for that kernel of strength, and when I found it, I held on fast.

			I took a deep breath, made sure my voice would come out even when I spoke. Then I said, “You don’t have to support me in this. I won’t use any of our money for it. But I will be doing a master’s course, whether you agree to it or not.”

			“What? Don’t take out a student loan, Maggie. They’re predatorial. You’ll drown us in student debt.”

			“I won’t take out student loans.”

			“How would you pay for a master’s course?” Now that he was assured I wasn’t going to take out student loans, Parker smirked and leaned back. I wanted to hit him.

			“Iris said she’ll pay for it.”

			“What?”

			I reveled in his shock. That’s right, Parker, I thought. Iris is a badass. “She said she’ll pay for all of it.”

			“She’s—she can’t do that, she needs to support Hazel. She’s a single mother, for god’s sake.”

			The way he said “single mother” was so demeaning that I shut down immediately. “Well, she’s paying for it, so that’s that.” I turned around and walked away from him, both frustrated and victorious. Part of me wanted to push on, ask Parker what the hell he meant by “She’s a single mother, for god’s sake,” but I knew not to push my luck. If he got too angry, he might escalate, threaten to move us back to Indonesia. Much safer to keep the peace, especially since I’d gotten what I wanted out of the conversation.

			I was accepted into California State University LA’s program the following semester. I’d thought that I’d forgotten most of what I learned at Cal, but as soon as my graduate classes started, I was plunged right back into the world of psychology. I dug out my old notes from my undergraduate studies and devoured them. Everything came flooding back. Cognitive neuroscience. Neurobiology of stress. Even primate behavior came back, and I laughed at the memory of me sitting in my lecture hall back at Cal, wide-eyed and enthralled. I embraced the memory of my younger self, so full of hope and possibility. I also mourned her, but not too deeply, because I knew she was still there, somewhere inside me. There is a misconception that your career must start as soon as you’re out of college. But I was realizing that my own path didn’t go that way, and that was okay. Just because I was starting out later than most people didn’t mean I’d completely missed the train. At age twenty-eight, I was back at school, and I wouldn’t graduate until I was nearly thirty, and that was okay.

			The course was a lot tougher than I expected, but I loved every hour of it. I chose to go for a master’s in social work. My coursework included the diagnosing and treatment of various psychological problems. It all fascinated me, but what I was most interested in was women’s health. I kept thinking of Iris standing outside of my gate that night, hugging herself, looking so small and fragile. I thought of other women like her, who might not have a sister they could run to. I thought of women who had children they had to take with them in the middle of the night. I thought of women who did not, or could not, for whatever reason, fit into the unforgiving mold that our society had crafted for us. And I started to dream about carving out a space for them.

			

			• • •

			Those two years were hands down the best days of my life, Izzy. I loved school. I’ve always been a student at heart. I loved learning new things, and I loved the structure of school, of shaping my days around my classes and spending evenings poring over my notes and textbooks with a hot drink next to me.

			And to make things even better, Ellery loved it too. We’d hang out at her place, sit at her dining table, her working on an article, me studying, a pot of something fresh and hearty simmering on the stove. Just the two of us in her small airy apartment that smelled of rosemary and lemons, working side by side. The quiet presence of her, that was my favorite thing. We didn’t even have to say a word to each other; just knowing she was there was enough for me. It was the closest that I had ever come to inhabiting that secret world inside her head. In between chapters, I’d sneak glances at her and watch her be completely absorbed by what she was typing on the computer, and I’d think to myself: God, she’s so beautiful.

			Hazel was old enough to run now, and that was all she wanted to do. She ran without checking that the path was clear. She ran, laughing, everywhere. There was no way in hell that any work could be done when Hazel was around. She spent most of her time at the day care, but I didn’t have classes every day, so I made sure to take Hazel out at least twice a week. Ellery and I would bundle her up in her car seat, and we’d go to our favorite hangouts, usually the beach or some splash pad where Hazel could run and tumble and not get too hurt. If I had a lot of homework, I’d take it with me and sneak some work in while Ellery watched Hazel.

			Once, we drove to Echo Park and did the most touristy thing ever—rented a paddleboat on the lake. It was a terrible idea. Slow and hard work. Hazel got bored five minutes in, and Ellery and I got tired trying to pedal across the water. We gave up and went back to dry land, where we started walking around the lake. Hazel ran on ahead of us, and I watched her tiny figure with a small smile on my lips. Things were so easy with Ellery. If Parker were there, he’d grouse about everything, complain about what a waste of money the paddleboat had been and how hard it was to find parking here. The paddleboat had been a waste of money, and parking had also been impossible to find, but somehow, with Ellery, all of those irritating things didn’t seem to matter. In fact, they became things we laughed about.

			“That was some serious workout,” Ellery was saying. “My legs are feeling more tired than, like, on actual leg day at the gym.”

			“I think that means you’re slacking off at the gym.”

			Ellery gave me an exaggerated look of affront. “Excuse you? This coming from the person who has never set foot in a gym? I don’t think so, buddy.”

			“I work out!” I laughed.

			“Okay, lifting your textbooks from the apartment to the car doesn’t count as working out. Nerd.”

			“I do a lot more than that. I lift Hazel in and out of her high chair, and she is really heavy.”

			“She is getting pretty heavy, isn’t she?” Ellery grinned at Hazel, who had decided she’d run far enough away from us and was now sprinting back with a look of fierce determination on her chubby face. When Hazel got close enough, Ellery knelt down and opened her arms. Hazel flung herself into Ellery’s arms, and Ellery lifted her high in the air.

			The sunlight lined their bodies in a golden glow, and as I watched them, it hit me that it wouldn’t be long before I had to leave them behind. Parker’s program would end. My program would too. Then what? Then back to Indonesia. Away from Iris, Hazel, and Ellery. The three people who mattered most in my life. Ever since that awful talk with my parents about Iris leaving Erik, I’d barely had a conversation with them. They no longer occupied such a huge space in my life, and it was hard to think of what would be waiting for me back in Indonesia. Back to a life where I would only be defined by my husband and his achievements. Back to a life where my voice could never be louder than my husband’s, where my husband would always have the last word in any serious discussion, where both our families would redouble their efforts to pressure me into having babies. The restrictions would become even bigger then. If I thought the expectations placed on wives were high, the ones placed on mothers were even worse. This was what awaited me back home.

			It felt as though someone had reached into my chest and cracked my rib cage wide open. The realization hit me so suddenly that I felt winded. I stopped walking, my legs turning to water.

			“Wow, you must be really tuckered out,” Ellery said, still carrying Hazel.

			I couldn’t bring myself to say anything to her. I didn’t want to ruin this moment. But she must have seen it in my eyes when she looked over. She knew as well as I did that I was here temporarily. And like me, she’d chosen to forget it most of the time. But sometimes, the reality of our situation floated to the surface like a toxic bubble and popped, spreading its poison everywhere, tainting the moment. Ellery’s mouth thinned and she shifted Hazel to one arm and wrapped her other arm around my shoulders.

			“It’ll be okay, Tulip,” she said. She always knew just what to say.

			I leaned into her and pretended that she was right, that she wasn’t lying through her teeth, that either of us knew just what the hell we were doing.
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Chapter 23

			MAGNOLIA

			2011

			The closer we got to the end of both Parker’s and my programs, the more anxious and depressed I became. The irony of it, me studying counseling while noting signs of my own mental health spiraling down the drain. I started losing sleep at night, lying in bed, staring at the ceiling while Parker snored next to me. I’d nod off just before the sun rose and wake up cranky and bleary-eyed. I no longer bothered cooking myself a hot breakfast, opting instead for scalding cups of coffee in an effort to wake me up enough to get to class or get other stuff done. I smiled rarely, even when I was with Ellery. Even her voice felt like it was coming from afar, muted and thick. I was slowly detaching myself from reality, preparing for the inevitable end of my beautiful LA dream.

			The day I graduated was bittersweet. Ellery, Iris, and Hazel were at my place helping me get ready for the ceremony. Iris helped me into my graduation gown, then stepped back and studied me in the mirror with a huge smile on her face.

			“I’m so proud of you, Sis,” she said.

			I stared blankly at my reflection. My mind felt dull, and underneath the thick, numb surface, I could feel emotions thrashing about. No, I told myself. Better to feel nothing at all than to let the maelstrom out.

			Ellery and Iris exchanged a worried glance, then Iris cocked her head, and Ellery picked Hazel up and said, “Hey, let’s go see if your aunt has ice cream in her freezer, huh?”

			Once they were out of the room, Iris grabbed my arm and yanked me to face her.

			“Ow, what?” I cried.

			“What is going on?” Iris said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Where is my annoying little sister, and why has she been replaced with this zombie?”

			I sighed and turned away from her, but she yanked again. “Jesus, Iris. You’re hurting me.”

			“Good!” she snapped. “Then maybe you’ll start showing some emotion. What’s going on? Did something happen between you and Parker?”

			“No. Nothing happened between me and Parker.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice. “Parker and I are just fine.”

			“Wow, I have never heard the words ‘just fine’ said with so much acidity.” She softened her voice. “What is it, Magnolia? You know you can tell me anything.”

			Her voice was so gentle, so kind, and so unlike Iris that it undid me. It speared through the haze, slicing through all of the walls I had so carefully built around my heart over the past few weeks. Tears filled my eyes. “I—” My voice broke.

			Iris took my hand. “I know.”

			“You don’t understand.”

			“I do,” Iris said. “You don’t want to go back.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut and felt tears run down my cheeks, hot and filled with shame. I’d never even dared to say it out loud to myself, never mind to another person. What a betrayal it was. Not just a betrayal to Parker, but a betrayal to everything I’d worked so hard for. But it was true. There was no use denying it. “I don’t want to go back,” I whispered, and once the words were out, there was no taking them back. “I don’t,” I said, and this time, they came out as a plea, as though Iris could save me from my fate.

			“I know, Sis,” Iris whispered, pulling me into a hug. “I don’t want you to go back either. So stay.”

			“I can’t do that,” I sobbed.

			“Yes, you can.”

			“Parker won’t want to—”

			“With all due respect to Parker, fuck him.” Iris pulled back, still holding my arms, and said, “Look at me, Magnolia.”

			I met her gaze. Her face was set, resolute, and she looked like a goddess striding into battle. She looked like she could take on the whole fucking world.

			“What is it that you want?”

			There was no way I could’ve not answered her. “I want to stay. I want to stay here with you and Hazel.”

			“And Ellery.”

			“And Ellery.” I could only whisper those last two words, I was so ashamed of them. Hearing them brush past my lips sent a shiver down my spine, as though I’d just uttered a spell, and now it was flying wild and free in the air on feathered wings, and there was no taking it back.

			“It’s okay,” Iris said, pulling me back into her arms. I buried my face in her shoulder, wanting to hide from the world, wanting to pretend that none of this ever happened, wanting to disappear so I didn’t have to deal with any of this. “It’s going to be okay. You just need to be true to yourself, okay? You need to do this for yourself, Magnolia. You can do that.”

			“I’m not brave like you.”

			“Oh, yes, you fucking are,” Iris said, half laughing, half crying. “Mags, are you kidding me? You are one of the bravest people I know. You came here at age sixteen, and you were ready to take the whole city on.”

			“What are you talking about? I took nothing on. I was so scared.”

			“Well, duh, of course you were scared. I was scared as shit when I came here too. I changed everything about myself. My hair, my makeup, my clothes, even the way I talked. But you—” Iris smiled and tucked my hair behind my ear. “You stayed true to yourself. You marched to your own beat. You didn’t give a shit about anything. I was so jealous of that. I tried to help you fit in, buy you new clothes, but you wore what you wanted, and you know what? You made it work. You’ll make anything work, Mags. It’s who you are. You set your own rules. And you do it while making everyone fall in love with you.”

			I stared at her. “Was that really how you saw me?”

			“Yeah. My annoyingly sweet little sister who everyone loved. That was you.”

			I was dumbstruck. I thought back to our teen selves and how Iris always would roll her eyes at me. I remembered how badly I longed to be like her, and all that time, there she was, jealous of me. I couldn’t help but laugh at this revelation. “Oh my god. We were ridiculous.”

			“Yeah, we kind of were. But you know what we also were? Fucking kids, man! God, Mama and Papa really did just ship us overseas and forget about us. So fuck them. Who cares about them? Live your own life.”

			I gnawed on my lip. “I just feel so guilty about Parker. I mean, he’s done nothing wrong…”

			“Eh, I beg to differ. Sure, maybe compared to Erik, Parker isn’t so bad, but what has he done for you? Not for the two of you as a couple, but for you, as an individual.”

			“He provides for me.” That sounded pathetic, even to my own ears.

			“No, he’s the sole breadwinner because our stupid patriarchal society doesn’t allow you, a woman, to take over our parents’ clinic. That’s something that was given to Parker. He didn’t even have to earn it. What else you got?”

			“He…moved here. Because he knows I missed you and Hazel.”

			Iris gave me a look. “Oh please. He moved here because you manipulated him into moving here. Nice move, by the way. Pure genius. See what I mean about you marching to your own beat? Think what you could achieve if you didn’t have to tiptoe around Parker all the time.”

			“He—oh, I don’t know, Iris! I love him. He’s my husband.”

			“Are you in love with him?”

			My mouth opened and closed. After a long while, I sputtered, “I’m—I’m not out of love with him.” The words thunked out and fell flat. Even I could hear the hollow ring in them. Cold seeped into my bones, and I felt unbearably empty. No matter what, it’s a horrible feeling realizing that you’re no longer in love with your spouse.

			Iris squeezed my arms. “Just think about it, okay? You have time. Now come on, let’s get you to the ceremony.”

			I hastened to dry my tears and fix what was left of my makeup, then Iris and I hurried out of the bedroom. I couldn’t meet Ellery’s eyes. My insides were roiling with half a dozen emotions, and all of them were wrapped up in a thick layer of shame. Shame, I have since learned, is what has been trained into us from a very young age. Shame is the yoke on our backs, the threat that keeps our heads bowed. Remember that, Izzy. And ask yourself: What are you ashamed of?

			

			• • •

			The day after I had my talk with Iris, Ellery asked me to come over to her place. I actually considered turning her down. I just had no idea what it would be like to face her after all the things I’d said to Iris. The words I’d said were as much a revelation to myself as they were to Iris, and my insides still felt so raw. But I could never stay away from the magnetic pull of Ellery. Vaguely, I thought we’d hang out as usual, all of the confusing feelings inside me kept firmly under the surface.

			Her door was unlocked, as usual.

			“You know, I’m going to arrive one day and find that you’ve been murdered,” I said as I walked in.

			Ellery looked up from her sofa, where she’d been curled up with a book. “What murderer would use the front door?”

			“An efficient one. Or one who’s been studying your terrible habit of keeping the front door unlocked?”

			Ellery laughed and rested her cheek on her hand while she looked at me. For a second, the sight of her was too much. Frustration boiled inside me. I had to destroy this now before it destroyed me. I couldn’t leave her like this, so warm and sweet and perfect. It would haunt me for the rest of my life.

			“Um, so,” I said, clearing my throat, “I’ll be leaving soon.” The words gave me a little bit of satisfaction. Hah. This time, I would be the one doing the leaving. Let’s see how she likes that. Immature, I know, but I was hurting, and love makes us stupid.

			Ellery’s face fell and she straightened up on the sofa. “Yeah. I was kind of hoping to talk to you about that.”

			I frowned. “What’s there to talk about?”

			“Ah…” Ellery got up and, god, when would I stop noticing her height? She moved closer to me, wide-eyed with obvious nerves, and my heart burst into a gallop as she neared. “So…” She was right in front of me now, and the apartment felt so tiny, so silent, every single sound we made painfully audible. The thud of my heartbeat, the rustle of our clothes, the sound my throat made when I swallowed. “I would really like it if you stayed here.”

			I swear, every drop of blood inside me drained from my body. I gaped at her stupidly. Then I managed to say, “What?”

			“Stay,” she said so simply, as though it were an easy choice to make. As though it wouldn’t tear up my entire life, and suddenly, I was angry.

			The thing is, just because I was in love with Ellery didn’t mean I was no longer angry at her. And when I really thought about it, when I finally allowed myself to stop lying to myself and cut through all the layers of bullshit I’d wrapped around the truth, I realized I was furious at her. Because when it came down to it, she’d continuously chosen every other thing but me. She chose London over me. She chose Trish over me. I was never her first choice. And now here we were, and we’d just spent close to two years seeing each other almost every day, and when I wasn’t studying, my thoughts were consumed by her. Just like before. I’d fallen into Ellery’s spell and, god, I felt so fucking stupid. Nothing about us had changed. I was still the little kid who latched on to her, and for her, everything was so easy. “Stay,” she said, and that was it. Nothing more to it. Stay and remain as the friend who was obsessed with her. Stay and just hang out at her place, talking about dumb shit and wasting time until we grow old. Stay and give up everything while she gave up nothing.

			“Just like that, huh?” I said.

			“Yeah.” Ellery’s eyes burned into mine, her gaze unflinching. “Just like that, Tulip.”

			“Well,” I snorted, “that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” I turned away, and she caught my wrist. Her touch seared my skin, and I pulled away, but her hand only trailed down until it was clasped around mine.

			“I wasn’t joking. I want you to stay here in LA. You belong here.”

			With you, I thought. Say that I belong here with you. But she didn’t, and then I was so angry I could hit her. “Oh, okay, Ellery. Yeah, let me just fuck up my entire life so I can stay here and be your buddy.”

			The word “buddy” was spat out with such venom that Ellery blinked. Her mouth dropped open. Then she said quietly, “I don’t want you to be my buddy.”

			My insides threatened to melt, and I forced myself to harden them. I couldn’t afford to go soft, not right now. “No, I would just be your consolation prize.”

			“What?” She looked genuinely confused.

			“Please,” I sniffed. “I was always an afterthought. You never chose me. You were with Trish, and I was just some kid you hung out with who you never took seriously.”

			“I never took you seriously?”

			“You didn’t even tell me you were applying to schools in England.” There was no going back now. I ripped myself open and bled in front of her. My voice shook as I said, “You chose everything else but me. You left me behind and never looked back.”

			“No.” Ellery’s eyes were filled with pain. “You really think that?”

			“Yes. What else was I supposed to think?”

			“That I was in love with you!” she cried.

			“You were not.”

			“Yes, I was, you dumbass. I was so in love with you that I broke up with my girlfriend because of it.”

			All thought screeched out of my head. Time stopped. The world stopped spinning, and in this moment, there was just me and Ellery and the truth. “What?”

			Ellery’s voice softened. “You were my best friend and I was so in love with you, Tulip. All I could think about was you. I was so messed up thinking about you. I couldn’t—of course I couldn’t be in a relationship with anyone else, not when I was so into you. So I broke up with Trish. God, that time that we were messing around and you rolled on top of me…” She sighed. “Every muscle inside me just froze. I was like, Holy shit! It’s Tulip! On top of me! I was freaking the hell out.”

			I recalled that moment too, when my body had been on top of hers. I remembered how it felt like I’d caught fire and how, when I looked at her, she hadn’t seemed at all affected by it. Now I knew it had touched her the same way it did me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Tulip, you were sixteen.”

			“You were still around when I turned seventeen.”

			“Still a teenager. Still would’ve been really, really wrong.”

			“You could’ve waited. Was I not worth waiting for?” It sounded so desperate, I know, but I’d waited for her for years, and she couldn’t do the same for me.

			“You told me you were straight!” she blurted out. “You were always checking out cute guys and you had a crush on James…What would I have been waiting for? God, I was so mad at myself. Still am. How could I have fallen in love with a straight girl again? Especially after what happened back in Ohio? So fucking stupid.”

			“I—I’m not—I don’t—” The words fought me all the way out. I’d never said them out loud, not even to myself. But I had to now. I had to tell her the truth. “I’m not straight.”

			Ellery’s hand tightened around mine.

			“I don’t know what I am. Up until I met you, I thought I was straight, but then we became close, and…”

			“Yeah. But see, I didn’t know that back then, Tulip. I just thought you were only into guys, and I felt like the dumbest shit alive, and I just—I couldn’t stand the thought of being around you anymore. And having to watch you date guys, knowing I had no chance. I freaked out. I applied to London. What can I say? I was stupid and in love and so heartsick.”

			The thought of past us broke my heart. Both of us so young and foolish and so utterly in love with each other, and neither of us with the courage and wisdom required to tell the truth. We were best friends, closer to each other than anyone else could be, and still we managed to erect a giant wall between us. “How did we fuck things up so badly?” I whispered. The last decade unraveled before me, a never-ending series of what-ifs every step of the way.

			What if we’d just been a little bit more honest with each other?

			What if I’d told her how I felt?

			What if she’d told me how she felt?

			I knew, of course, what would’ve happened. We would’ve fallen into each other’s arms, laughing, crying, and I would never have left California. I wouldn’t have met Parker, wouldn’t be the trophy wife I was now. I would’ve stayed and done some internship after school, and maybe I would be a licensed therapist by now. Or maybe it would’ve been a disaster, and we would’ve crashed and burned because I was young, so young, and so was she, and we were just a beautiful mess with nowhere to go.

			“Tulip,” she said before taking a deep breath. “I have something to tell you.”

			I looked up at her, my mouth dry. What else could she possibly tell me right now that we hadn’t already said to each other?

			“I moved back here because of you.”

			“What? How—what?”

			“Iris. She reached out to me online months before you came and asked me for my mailing address.”

			Oh shit. Dread coiled in my stomach.

			“She sent me a box of photocopied letters. Letters you’d written over the years to me.”

			“Oh my god. No,” I gasped.

			“Yep.” Ellery rubbed her hands up and down my arms. “Tulip. I can’t believe you did that. I read them all, I’ve read them multiple times, actually. And they were so sweet. I just—I was swept away by your words. The last ten years, I’d wondered so much about your life. I wanted to know so badly what you’ve been up to, but of course I was always too chickenshit to reach out. When I read your letters…god. I cried, I laughed. I fell in love with you all over again.”

			My mind spun, scrambling through the years of unsent letters, each one raw, holding back nothing because I wrote them with the confidence that came with knowing they wouldn’t be read by anyone. And now I was finding out that Ellery had received them after all. Had read each and every single one. Jesus. Should I be horrified or glad or…?

			“Are you mortified?”

			“Uh, yeah? No shit!”

			She laughed and pulled me into her arms, and I let her. I rested my cheek on her chest, and slowly, my mind went from its frantic spin—ohmygodwhatishappeningohgod—to a slow quiet. I could feel Ellery’s heartbeat under my cheek, and it was fast too, as fast as mine was.

			“Don’t be embarrassed,” she said. “I loved them. I love you. Only you.”

			I refused to believe her, even then. It was too good to be true. Too much. Too unreal. I buried my face in her chest and squeezed my eyes shut.

			“Remember when you asked why I was still single?” she said.

			I could only nod. Her hand came up to the side of my face, her fingertips brushing back my hair before going down to my chin and tilting my head up. Our eyes met, and I knew she wasn’t lying. This was true. Everything else was noise, and nothing made much sense anymore, but this moment was pure.

			“Because this whole time, I couldn’t find anyone like you,” she murmured. “God knows I’ve tried.”

			And because it was so raw and so heavy, I couldn’t help but make a joke out of it. “I raised the bar too high.”

			Ellery said, completely serious, “You ruined the bar.”

			My smile disappeared, the last layer of defense I had evaporating. No more jokes. No more anger. No more misunderstandings.

			“I love you, Magnolia. Always have.”

			I had nothing left to give but the truth, and so I finally said it. It was an admission both to Ellery and to myself. The words, when they came out of my mouth, burned my lips. “I love you too, Ellery. I always have.”

			Then we were kissing, our lips crushing almost painfully together. We were so hungry for each other, desperately so. Her hands cupped my face, gentle, so gentle, and I clung to her, pressing the entire length of my body up against hers. I couldn’t bear to have any space between us. I had to have every inch of my skin against Ellery’s. She scooped me up at some point and carried me to bed, still kissing me, whispering in my ear, murmurs of love and promises that I lapped up hungrily. We couldn’t get our clothes off fast enough. Like I said, we couldn’t bear to have anything between us. We pressed tight against each other, and when we started moving together, she said my name like a prayer. I cried out her name like a promise. When we were with each other, it was more than sex, more than anything else I’d ever had. It was sacred. It felt like coming home.

			Afterward, I lay curled up in her arms, my face in the crook of her neck while she stroked my hair. I’d never felt so fulfilled in my life. So safe. That’s what I loved most about Ellery. How safe she made me feel. Her other hand was splayed protectively across my waist, her fingers brushing my skin as softly as a feather. I breathed in her scent, wanting to remember every ounce of it, imprint it into my mind. The smell of Ellery’s warm skin and both of our sex intermingled together. She kissed the top of my head and murmured, “I love you. I love you. I love you. My Tulip.”

			I lifted my head and kissed her and said the same words back to her. After so many years of hiding it, we couldn’t say it enough times to each other. “I love you, Ellery. I love you, I love you.” Still, the words weren’t enough. I should’ve said, You are my world, Ellery. You are my home. I should’ve said, I was lost until you. I can only rest here, in your arms.

			“Call me that again,” I said.

			“Tulip?”

			“Doesn’t matter. Just add ‘my’ in front of it.”

			Ellery smiled down at me. “My Tulip.”

			“Mm,” I sighed.

			“My Magnolia. My love,” she whispered.

			“My Ellery.”

			“Oh, you’re right. That is hot. Wow.”

			I laughed. “My big dork.”

			“Still hot.” Ellery cupped my face and pulled me in for a long, deep kiss. “Call me your Ellery again.”

			“I love saying, ‘My Ellery.’ I love calling you mine. And I love you calling me yours.”

			Hers, hers, hers. I caressed the words in my mind, enjoyed the feel of them. Her love. Her Magnolia. I was hers, and she was mine, and I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather be than Ellery’s love. I’d never wanted to possess someone and be possessed like this. I never got the same shot of joy when I referred to Parker as mine, my boyfriend, then my husband. It was just a label I never thought much about. This was different, so different. I wanted to scream it at the world. Ellery was mine! I was hers!

			We made love again and again that day, stopping to doze off in each other’s arms before waking up and devouring each other all over again. I liked sex, I enjoyed sex with Parker, and before that with previous partners. But this wasn’t just sex. This was our love story coming together in a beautifully aching moment. I couldn’t have enough of her, and it was obvious she felt the same way. At times, we cried as we shattered against each other, clutching our bodies helplessly, knowing there was no turning back after this.

			I can see you squirming and wanting to stop existing, Izzy. I’m not telling you the intimate details of my sex life to torture you. I’m trying to tell you that when it’s with the right person, when it’s with your soulmate, whoever that person may be, sex isn’t just sex. It becomes the essence of truth. All of the bullshit and the lies are stripped bare, and you are vulnerable in front of each other, no defenses, and it’s beautiful. One day you’ll find it.

			By the time we finally pried ourselves loose from each other, the sun had gone down. I was exhausted. So was Ellery. We could barely form the energy to plod into the bathroom for a hot shower. And still we managed to explore each other’s bodies in the shower while hot water cascaded down our skin. Sorry, that was too much information again, wasn’t it? I just get carried away. Can you blame me? It was a magical day. Best day of my life.

			Afterward, Ellery made us some chamomile tea and we cuddled on her sofa, sipping our hot drink.

			“I’ll stay,” I said.

			“Oh, baby.” Ellery wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “That makes me so happy to hear.”

			It made me scared as hell, but it also made me happy. “I’m leaving Parker.” The words sounded so unreal, but saying them gave them power. I said it again, more for my sake than anyone else’s. “I’m leaving him. I’m going to tell him that I’m not going back with him. Oh my god.”

			“It’ll be okay.”

			“I’ll move in with Iris.”

			Ellery was quiet for a bit. Then she said, “This sounds crazy, I know, but I was kind of hoping you might want to move in with me?”

			I turned my head and stared at her. “What? Are you serious?”

			“Yeah. I know it’s fast, but…” She bit her lip. “You don’t have to. I won’t be mad if you don’t. I just—I want to spend every moment with you, Tulip.”

			“I want to,” I said quickly. I looked around us, at her apartment with its mismatched furniture and plants everywhere. I thought of waking up here every morning, seeing the early sunlight stream through her colorful blinds, and turning in bed to watch Ellery sleeping. The curve of her blond eyelashes soft against her freckled cheeks. Watching her wake up and kissing her and saying, Good morning, sleepyhead. I wanted it so much it hurt. “Yes, I want to move in. I want to move in right away.”

			“Yeah?” Ellery’s grin covered her whole face and she hugged me tight. “I want you to move in right away too.”

			I called Iris then and there, with Ellery by my side. She knew the moment she picked up the phone that something momentous had happened.

			“Did it finally happen?” Iris said.

			Ellery and I glanced at each other and then burst into uncontrollable giggles.

			“Oh god,” Iris laughed. “You two idiots. You finally got your shit together?”

			“We did,” I managed to gasp out.

			“Was it all thanks to me?” Iris said.

			“You mean because you sent my private letters to Ellery? Yeah, you and I are going to have a serious conversation about boundaries.”

			“I’d say I made the right decision sending those unbelievably sappy letters to Ellery, wouldn’t you?”

			Ellery nodded and I rolled my eyes at her. “Debatable.”

			“So…” Iris paused. I could hear her licking her lips. “Does this mean you’re staying?” She sounded so nervous I wished I could reach out and hug her.

			“Yes,” Ellery called out. “She is.”

			Iris whooped. “Fuck yeah! You can stay with me and Hazel.”

			“Actually,” I said, “I’m moving in with Ellery.”

			“Oh. Holy shit, that’s fast. Okay.”

			“Well, it’s been over ten years in the making,” Ellery said. “So I don’t know that it’s actually fast.”

			“True. You guys have wasted enough time.”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“You’re welcome.” Iris laughed again. “Oh my god, I can’t believe this. I’m so happy! My stupid little sister and her stupid best friend finally getting together. We’re celebrating, okay? I know there’s a lot of shit you’re gonna have to deal with, but we can face it together tomorrow. Tonight, we’re celebrating. Come to my place. I’ll pick up champagne and food.”

			My cheeks were hurting by the time we hung up. Ellery hadn’t stopped smiling the whole time. We were so stupidly, deliriously, obnoxiously happy. We kept giggling and clinging to each other and leaning in for more kisses. Sometimes, I wonder if we were simply too happy, if that was why the universe decided it had to balance the score.
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			An Interlude

			IZZY

			Nainai’s voice breaks then, and she stops talking.

			“Nainai, what happened? Was it—did Yeye take it badly?” I didn’t know my grandfather well enough to know how he would’ve reacted to the news of his wife leaving him for a woman, but I can imagine it wouldn’t be pretty. And I knew how this story would end, because after all, Nainai is here, and I exist, and none of it would’ve happened if she’d gotten her way. I realize with a start that part of me is dreading what comes next. An ugly fight. Threats bad enough to force her to stay with Yeye. Do I really want to know what my grandfather was capable of?

			“No, he didn’t. In the end, he didn’t even know I came this close to leaving him.”

			I frown. “What? But…”

			“I didn’t have the chance to tell him.” Nainai’s eyes fill with tears. “It was both the happiest and the worst day of my life.”

			I rub her hand gently. “Tell me. Please, Nainai.”

			“Ellery and I waited at Iris’s apartment for a very long time…”
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Chapter 24

			MAGNOLIA

			2011

			The table was set as beautifully as I could manage, and I’d found an assortment of cheeses in Iris’s fridge and arranged them nicely on a wooden board. Ellery and I puttered about nervously, bumping into each other and hugging and kissing before breaking apart with guilty giggles. When my phone finally rang, I pounced on it and said, “Oh my god, what’s taking so long? We’ve been here nearly an hour!”

			“Is this Magnolia Chen?” a man said.

			“Oh. Yes, hi. Who is this?”

			“Ma’am, my name is Morgan Bartz. I’m calling from the Huntington Hospital. Your sister, Iris Chen, was involved in an accident.”

			“What?” I said stupidly. None of his words made any sense.

			“Could you come down to the hospital right now?”

			“What?” I said again.

			He repeated the words, and still my mind refused to comprehend them. Ellery, who’d been standing next to me, gently pried the phone from my hand and pressed it to her ear. “Hi,” she said, “could you repeat that, please?” She listened, then uttered a short gasp. “All right. I understand. We’ll be right there.”

			I was barely aware of Ellery taking me by the arm.

			“Come on,” she said. “I’ll drive us.” She grabbed my jacket and draped it around my shoulders as we hurried out the door.

			The entire drive to the hospital, I kept saying stupid crap like “This isn’t happening, right? It’s going to be fine, right? Right?”

			And each time, Ellery would nod and say, “I’m sure it’s all going to be okay, baby.”

			“Why didn’t Iris call me herself though? Do you think she’s okay? Maybe she was just busy? Do you think Hazel—”

			“Shh, don’t think about that right now.” Ellery took her eyes off the road just long enough to squeeze my arm. “They’ll both be okay.”

			When we got there, I ran inside, and once I gave my name, the receptionist’s face fell, and I knew then. I knew that nothing was going to be fine. In a daze, I was led down a hallway, where I met with the surgeon on call outside of the hospital room.

			I don’t remember much of that conversation. There was mention of organ failure and loss of blood. None of it made any sense. Then he said, “She doesn’t have long. Would you like to say goodbye?”

			Ellery caught up with me then. It had taken her a while after dropping me off at the entrance to find parking. “Magnolia,” she said. I looked at her and she must’ve seen it on my face. Her own face crumpled and she pulled me into a hug.

			“I need to—I have to go inside.”

			“Yeah. Of course. Yeah. Do you want me to…?”

			“I think I need to do this alone.”

			“Okay. I’ll be here.”

			I pushed open the door. There she was. My badass older sister who’d always been larger than life. Only two times in my life I’d seen her looking tiny and fragile. The first time was when I found her outside my gate. This was the second and final time. She looked so impossibly small in the hospital bed, covered up in thick layers of gauze, tubes sticking out of her. I took another step and my legs gave out from underneath me. I stumbled but kept going.

			“Iris,” I choked out. I was at her side, and this couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t be looking down at my sister while she lay dying. “Iris, I’m here. It’s me, Magnolia.” I leaned down and kissed her cheek, my tears dripping onto her skin. Wildly, stupidly, for a fleeting moment, I imagined we were in a Disney movie and that my tears would somehow heal her.

			One eye fluttered open. The other one, swollen beyond recognition, remained closed. “Mag…” she wheezed.

			“Iris,” I sobbed. I didn’t know what else to say. “I love you, Iris. I love you, I love you.”

			She closed her eye and opened it again. I knew she was saying it back to me. Then she whispered, “Hazel.”

			“She’s okay.” I recalled the doctor assuring me that, thanks to the car seat, Hazel was okay. “Do you want to see her?”

			A tear rolled down her eye. “Promise me,” she said.

			“I promise.” She didn’t even have to tell me what it was I was promising to do. I would’ve agreed to anything.

			“Hazel.”

			“Yes. I’ll take care of her. As my own. I promise.”

			“No Erik.”

			I shook my head, tears flowing down my face in a torrent. “No, never. No Erik.” It struck me as strange that she would bring up Erik in that moment, but Iris had always been smarter than anyone gave her credit for. “I promise, Iris.”

			She mumbled something else incoherent, her eye blinking, losing focus, and I knew she was slipping away. I held her hand and pressed my cheek to hers. “Iris, it’s okay. You can let go. I love you. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

			She died then, and I kissed her cheek and murmured, “It’s okay,” over and over until hands appeared at my back and gently pried me away. Then, finally, I succumbed to my grief and let myself shatter into a million pieces.

			

			• • •

			I was unaware of the next few days passing. They were a painful haze of endless forms to fill out and a hundred things to take care of, and in the midst of all of it, I had a little toddler who had lost her mom to look after. Hazel didn’t fully understand what had happened. The night that Iris died, I only had moments to fall apart and then quickly, clumsily, I had to put myself back together enough to face Hazel.

			She was largely unharmed, thanks to her car seat, but she was scared and bruised and very much wanted her mommy. When she saw me, she stretched her little arms out and said, “Wia!” And it undid me. I sobbed as I gathered her in my arms, and sobbed again when she asked, “Where Mommy?” Ellery embraced us both, crying as well.

			At some point, Parker arrived and we all left the hospital. I was a wreck. We all were. Going about our days with stunned expressions. I remember thinking: This isn’t real. This can’t be real. It’s a dream. I’ve somehow crashed through the fabric of my universe and landed in another one, and if I could just wake up, then it would all be okay. But I never did find that rip in the fabric. I never stepped back into the correct universe, the one where my sister was still alive and still bossing everyone around.

			I have to hand it to Parker. He really stepped up. He was the one who got all the correct forms filled out, and there were so many of them. Deaths were a complicated thing to file, even more so when it involved a car accident. There were insurance investigations and police investigations, which I found incredibly frustrating, especially since no one else had been involved. In the end, their findings said there had been an oil slick on the road and Iris had been driving a little too fast. The conclusion they came to killed me all over again. She’d probably been driving too fast because she was excited about coming home and celebrating me and Ellery.

			“You can’t think that,” Ellery said. I didn’t even have to tell her what was going through my head; she knew anyway. “It’s not your fault. It was an accident.”

			It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. If I hadn’t called her to tell her about me and Ellery, she might have been okay. She might’ve driven slower, or she might’ve been less distracted, and she might’ve seen the dark puddle on the ground and avoided it in time. Or she might’ve taken a different route home because she wouldn’t have had to stop by the grocery store for food.

			But self-hatred was a luxury I couldn’t afford. To be able to sit there loathing myself and blaming myself for everything was an indulgence. I couldn’t dwell on it for long because I had Hazel to look after. Hazel didn’t understand the concept of death. She would say things like “When Mommy stop dying? When Mommy come back?”

			And I’d be torn between trying to explain to her that there was no coming back from death and lying to her and telling her, “Later, baby.” Most of the time, I just hugged her while I blinked away my tears before distracting her with a toy.

			Although Parker was good with the bureaucracy, the subject of death made him extremely uncomfortable. He was sad, of course, but he’d never been close to Iris, and he didn’t know how to handle my grief. I remember one morning, he shuffled into the bathroom and found me sobbing into the sink. He stopped, uncertain, looking extremely awkward, then lowered his head and left. I’m not telling you this to convince you that he was a bad person or anything, he just didn’t know how to handle such strong emotions. I’d gone to a handful of wakes in Jakarta and seen spouses being told off for crying over their loved ones. In the Chinese-Indonesian culture, to let your emotions out without restraint is an act of selfishness; you are supposed to remain stoic and be strong for your family. When I told him that I was going to stay at Iris’s place for the next week or so to give Hazel some semblance of normalcy, he was more than relieved to agree to it.

			So I packed a bag and moved into Iris’s place. It was a terrible decision for myself, but Hazel needed it. She needed the familiarity of it, a space that still smelled of her mother. She needed to fall asleep at night in her own bed. The first night I was there, after I put Hazel down, I came out into the living room and started having a panic attack. I sagged to the floor and wheezed silently, squeezing my eyes shut. I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but there was a soft hand on my shoulder, and I opened my eyes to see Ellery there.

			“Breathe, Tulip. Breathe with me. Inhale, one, two. Exhale, one, two.” She repeated it until I felt a little bit less like I was about to pass out, then she helped me up and onto the sofa.

			“What are you doing here?” I said when I was finally able to speak.

			“Checking in on you.”

			I leaned against her and she wrapped her arms around me and kissed the top of my head. The knots in my muscles released and I melted into her.

			“I don’t think it’s good for you to stay here,” she murmured into my head.

			“Yeah. But Hazel needs it. For now.”

			“I know, baby.” Ellery stroked my hair softly. “You’re being strong for her, but you also need to look after yourself. I’m going to stay here with you, okay?”

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“I want to. I brought sleeping bags for us. I figured you wouldn’t want to sleep in the bedroom.”

			I hadn’t even thought of that, but she was right. I wouldn’t have been able to sleep in Iris’s bedroom, on her bed. If Ellery hadn’t come by, I would’ve ended up sleeping on the couch. I rested my forehead on her shoulder. “Thank you.”

			The next few days, Ellery took me and Hazel out as much as possible. We went to the beach and I sat and watched and cried while Ellery built sandcastles with Hazel. We went to the dog park, where Hazel squealed and ran alongside the dogs, and I cried under a tree while Ellery held me. We took her to ice cream parlors and candy shops and I cried seeing Iris’s favorite flavors. My grief was seemingly without end, and Ellery simply stood by me and let it crash against her so it wouldn’t touch Hazel. Thanks to Ellery, Hazel’s life during those first couple of weeks didn’t completely implode.

			At night, she held me tight in the sleeping bag as I cried, my tears soaking the pillows. She kissed my wet cheeks and brushed my hair back tenderly and whispered, “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.” Sometimes, I let my sorrow sharpen into anger and stabbed her with it.

			“It’s not okay, stop saying that.”

			She’d only hold me tighter. “I know, baby.”

			No matter what I threw at Ellery, she never let me go. “We’ll get through this together,” she said. “I’m not losing you again, Tulip.”

			She was even more patient with Hazel. Iris’s sudden disappearance from Hazel’s life had left a gaping, jagged hole, and inevitably, Hazel started to struggle. She threw tantrums over every tiny thing, and they were horrible to sit through because she screamed so hard I was afraid she’d ripped herself apart. I’d had formal training in counseling; I knew what to do, logically, but I was still struggling with my own grief, and I didn’t have it in me to be strong and calm and patient. Ellery would tell me, “It’s okay, go for a walk, I’ve got this.” And she’d simply sit next to Hazel as she thrashed and shrieked on the floor until Hazel tired herself out. Then Ellery would scoop her up and rub her back and say, “I’ve got you, sweetheart.” Dozens of times, Hazel and I imploded into sharp pieces, and every time, Ellery picked up those pieces and gently put us back together.

			But our time was running out. Parker had started to bring up the subject of going back to Indonesia. Now that both our programs had ended, there was no reason to stay. He’d been patient, extending our stay due to Iris’s death, but as he pointed out, we couldn’t possibly stay here forever. He was right. Somehow, I’d forgotten all about going back to Indonesia. “Going home,” he’d called it, and it had struck me because I’d stopped thinking of Indonesia as “home” a while ago.

			“But Hazel needs consistency and familiarity,” I said.

			“I think you’ve done all you can to provide that for her,” Parker said, not unkindly. “You’ve done everything for her. Sooner or later, she’ll have to come back with us.”

			I was too tired to argue with him, so I merely said, “I’ll think about it.”

			What was there to think about? The choice was startlingly clear to me. I had already decided to leave Parker, and nothing had changed about that. If anything, the last couple of months had made it even more obvious that Hazel and I belonged with Ellery. I could see a future for the three of us. Ellery would move into Iris’s place, and we’d dote on Hazel and help each other get through this. The alternative, with me and Parker plucking Hazel out of California and thrusting her into a completely foreign place, was too cruel to bear. It was the best choice for not just myself but Hazel as well.

			But knowing the decision I had to make didn’t mean it was easier to actually make it. I kept pushing for more time, dreading the moment where I would have to tell Parker. I was too wrecked to fight, and I had no idea how he would react. It would be the worst kind of betrayal. He would be humiliated, and humiliated people tended to lash out. I wasn’t ready for battle. Ellery never rushed me.

			“It’s an incredibly hard thing to tell him,” she said. “Take your time, Tulip. You’ve got a lot on your plate.”

			In the end, though, the decision ended up being wrenched out of my hands. I didn’t even get a chance to tell Parker before our world, already with a giant hole punched through it, completely fell apart.
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			It was Erik. Of course. It had to be him. I received a call one morning from a lawyer based in Jakarta. I was so confused that it took me a while to understand what he was saying.

			“Who are you again?” I said, distracted by Hazel, who was in her high chair, eating oatmeal with her bare hands.

			“I’m Hendrik Tjoeng, a lawyer representing Bapak Erik Sanjaya.”

			“Okay…” It hit me then that this must have something to do with the legalities of Iris’s death. “How can I help you?”

			“Ibu Magnolia, I’m very sorry for your loss, but I’m afraid there has been some confusion regarding the guardianship of Bapak Erik’s daughter, Hazel Sanjaya.”

			I froze. “What do you mean?” I hated the way he’d referred to Hazel as Erik’s daughter.

			“I see that you have filed for guardianship for Hazel in the state of California, but you don’t have the right to do that. Her legal guardian is her biological father, Bapak Erik.”

			A startled laugh choked out of me. “You have got to be kidding. Erik hasn’t even seen her. They have no relationship.”

			Ellery, who had been in the shower, came out then, toweling her hair dry. She walked toward me with a cautious look on her face. I could only shake my head at her.

			“That was not by choice. Ibu Iris had taken the child without his consent and run away—”

			“Yeah, because he was beating the shit out of her!” I snapped.

			Hazel paused mid-bite and stared at me. “It’s okay, I’ve got her,” Ellery said, and gestured for me to go out onto the patio.

			I did so, closing the glass door behind me. “Sorry, can you repeat that?”

			“I said, there are no records of domestic violence. Did Ibu Iris file a formal report?”

			“No. She didn’t want things to get ugly. She just wanted to get away from him.”

			There was a pause. “Then there are no records, like I said. And Bapak Erik is well within his rights to claim guardianship of his child.”

			“She’s not a thing!” I hissed. “She’s a child who just lost her mother. He can’t just take her away from everything she’s known and claim her.”

			“I understand this is a very tough situation for all of you, but the legalities of the matter are quite clear. And since Ibu Iris and Bapak Erik never filed for divorce, they were technically married up until she died. Hazel is very much Bapak Erik’s responsibility in every sense of the word.”

			“He was an abusive husband who beat my sister up while she was pregnant. Please, please don’t do this.”

			The lawyer sounded genuinely empathetic when he said, “I am so sorry to hear that. But this is a matter of law.”

			“I’m not taking her to Indonesia. We’re staying here, in LA.”

			“I would highly advise against doing that. If you refuse to comply, this could turn into a criminal case. You could be charged with kidnapping.”

			“Kidnapping?” It was so utterly ridiculous that I laughed. A mirthless, shrill sound I barely recognized.

			“Yes. I highly advise you against doing anything brash. Please, Ibu Magnolia, let us do things peacefully. Bapak Erik is being generous; he has purchased airplane tickets for both you and Hazel to return to Jakarta, and he is prepared to reimburse you for all of the costs of looking after Hazel since her mother’s passing,” he said.

			“I don’t need his money!” How stupid and petty I sounded then, even to my own ears. “I’m going to fight this. I’m going to take him to court. He can’t do this.”

			“When you do find legal counsel, please have them contact me. This is an urgent matter, Ibu Magnolia. I suggest you find a lawyer within the next twenty-four hours.” With that, he ended the call.

			I stared at the phone until Ellery knocked on the glass door, making me jump. I went inside and told her what just happened, and her face turned pale. We both looked at Hazel, who was done with her oatmeal and was now on to blueberries.

			“What can I do?” I said. I could feel the edges of a panic attack starting, but I reminded myself to keep breathing. I didn’t have the luxury of falling apart right now, not when there was a real possibility that Hazel could be taken away from us.

			Ellery took my hand. Her face was so tight with fear, but her voice somehow remained even. “Call your parents. They run a business back in Jakarta, so they’ll have contacts for good lawyers. You need an Indonesian lawyer, I think, since Iris and Erik were married in Jakarta and had Hazel in Jakarta.”

			I nodded. “Right. Okay.” I went outside again and dialed Mama’s number. I had no idea if she would even pick up. Ever since Parker and I moved here, my relationship with my parents had withered into nearly nothing. The last time I spoke to them was when Iris passed away, and what they had said was, “Oh god,” before hanging up the phone. I wasn’t sure if they’d had to go and process their own grief; truth be told, I was too wrapped up in my own grief to reach back out to them. And now I was realizing what a selfish thing it was for me to leave them to their own devices.

			“Hello?” Mama said, picking up after the fourth ring.

			“Mama.” My voice came out high and tight, so close to breaking.

			“Magnolia.” She sounded tired. “When are you coming home?” There was zero hope in her voice, only resignation, and my heart twisted. Had she been waiting for me and Parker to go back all this time?

			“I don’t know. Listen, I need your help.” I quickly filled her in on the situation. “I need a good lawyer, Ma. The best one you know of.”

			“I’ll ask the other doctors.” Mama paused, and I could sense her hesitation. “I…have always wanted to apologize to you. And Iris. For the way I reacted when she left Erik.”

			A tear slipped out of my eyes. “It’s okay, Mama.”

			“I should’ve been there for her. For both of you. I shouldn’t have cared about anything else other than her well-being. I failed you both as a mother.” She started crying then. “Please, Magnolia, will you come home?”

			“I…I don’t know. I need to do what’s best for Hazel.”

			Mama sniffed, swallowing her sobs. Finally, she said, “I understand that. She’s your baby now. I’ll call up the other doctors now. One of them will know of a good lawyer.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Magnolia?”

			“Yes?”

			“Give Hazel a kiss for me.”

			She called back within the hour with four names for me to try. I thanked her and started going down the list. The first two lawyers I called were unavailable. The third put me on hold for fifteen minutes before the line suddenly went dead. I was on the fourth and last lawyer. It turned out to be a woman, which took me aback, because I knew just how impossible it was to be a woman and stay in such a competitive profession in Indonesia. I recovered quickly and introduced myself.

			“What can I help you with, Ibu Magnolia?” the lawyer, Andika, said.

			She sounded young, and I second-guessed the wisdom of consulting with her, then hated myself for doubting her. If she were a man, I would spill everything without even a second thought. I filled her in as best as I could, stumbling over details and feeling like I was making a meal of it. I was so nervous, and there was so much on the line.

			Andika listened quietly, only saying, “I see,” and “Right,” once in a while, until I was done speaking. Then she said, “Just to clarify: You would like to put yourself forward as your niece’s legal guardian, even though her biological father, who was still legally married to her biological mother up until her death, is still in the picture and making a claim for the return of his daughter?”

			God. When she put it like that, it sounded so hopeless. “Yes,” I said in a small voice.

			Andika took a deep breath. “It’s going to be very tough. I don’t know if—”

			“He used to beat her up. Even when she was pregnant.”

			There was a pause. “Did she ever file charges?”

			My stomach sank. “No.”

			“Were there any witnesses?”

			“Me. And my husband. And my parents. Well, we didn’t actually see him beating her, we saw the wounds.”

			“Did you document these wounds?”

			“Document?”

			“Did you take any photos?”

			I started to shake my head, then stopped. “Yes. Yes! We did. Iris didn’t want to press charges, but we took pictures in case Erik tried to make life difficult for her.”

			“Do you still have those photos?”

			“Yeah. I’ll need to look for them, but they’ll be on my laptop somewhere.”

			“Good.” She made a hmm sound for a moment, and I could almost see her sitting there, thinking. “We may have a case. If we could show the judge that Bapak Erik has a history of violence, we could argue that he would make an unfit parent to Hazel.”

			I wanted to leap up into the air. My stomach was flip-flopping inside me. “Yes! Exactly.”

			“And her legal guardian would be you,” Andika mused.

			“Yes.”

			“You are married, correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“What do you and your husband do?”

			“My husband is the head of an OBGYN family clinic, and I…” I hesitated. “Well, actually, I just finished a master’s degree in social work.”

			“Oh, good. Very impressive. We would make a good case to show that the two of you would be far more appropriate guardians to Hazel.”

			“We would…” My voice trailed off.

			“Why do you sound unsure?”

			“Ah…” I gritted my teeth and grimaced at the wall, cringing at what I was about to ask. “Would it be possible to prove that I would be a more appropriate guardian to Hazel? Not me and my husband, but me as an individual.”

			Another long pause. “Are you and your husband planning on separating?”

			“It is…a possibility?”

			There was a hiss, like Andika was sucking in her breath through her teeth. After a while, she said, “Do you have a stable income?”

			I closed my eyes. “No.”

			“Any assets? Annual dividend payouts? Stakes in the clinic?”

			“No.” The clinic was as good as Parker’s, because of course it couldn’t possibly be passed down to a woman.

			“Where would you reside after separating from your husband?”

			“I—here. In LA. Probably at my sister’s old place.”

			“Oh.” Andika sounded taken aback. “In LA? The US?”

			How many LAs are there in the world? I wanted to scream. “Yes. It’s where Iris and Hazel have lived for over two years. I think it would be in Hazel’s best interest to stay here.”

			“I see. Well, I can understand why you might feel that way, but I can tell you right now that no judge is going to allow you to take Hazel outside of Indonesia, at least not for the foreseeable future. Even if you did get granted full custody of Hazel, her biological father will have visitation rights, which means you will have to stay in Jakarta, unless he waives his rights.”

			“But Hazel has forgotten all about Jakarta. It’s basically a foreign place to her. Moving her there is going to be a huge upheaval.” Desperation made my voice shake, and I fought to keep my emotions under control, but I might as well be trying to row in a stormy sea.

			“I understand and empathize with you, Magnolia. I am merely letting you know that Hazel’s father will likely gain visitation rights, even if you gain custody. The bigger problem here is your impending separation from your husband. I’m afraid your chances of winning custody as a single mother are slim to none.”

			Please, I said silently to no one in particular. Please, I said to the universe. Please, no.

			Andika continued speaking, every word a hammer blow. “You said yourself that you have no stable income, no assets, and no housing in Jakarta. If you want to get custody, you must have proof of a stable income and a house that is appropriate for children. And you really do need to be married. In all my years practicing family law, I haven’t come across a successful adoption from a single parent household, especially when the adoption is in contention. The only exceptions are where the bio parents expressly wish for a specific person to adopt the child. But that’s not the case here.”

			In the end, the patriarchy will always get us. The system was designed to make us fail at every turn. No career equals no financial stability equals no rights.

			“What can I do?” I whispered brokenly.

			“I can’t tell you what to do with your life,” Andika said. “But as your legal consultant, my advice is if you really want to adopt your niece, then you need to stay with your husband and move back to Indonesia.”

			“And if I don’t?”

			“Then you will lose your niece to her biological father.”

			She said it so simply. Black and white. Hazel or Ellery. I thanked Andika for her time and told her I would think about it. Then I hung up the phone and slid to the floor. I thought I couldn’t possibly shed any more tears, not since Iris died. But somehow, I found more.

			Ellery crouched down next to me. “Hey,” she said, placing a gentle hand on my arm.

			I couldn’t bear to look at her. “I need a moment.”

			“Okay, love.” She kissed my temple and left me, and the moment she was gone, I let myself shatter once again.

			

			• • •

			I tried everything, Izzy. Don’t think I backed down without a fight. I called up LA-based lawyers. They all told me the same thing, that the case was an Indonesian one, so I had to play by Indonesian rules. I even, stupidly enough, called up Erik. The conversation went about as well as you could expect. Names have power, and so I don’t say this lightly, but Erik was a true asshole.

			“Why are you trying to get custody of Hazel?” I said to him, struggling to keep my voice civil.

			“Because she’s my daughter?” he said, like I was a particularly slow learner.

			“You have never been a father to her.”

			“Because your sister kidnapped her, and I chose to take the high road.”

			“Didn’t know wife beaters get to say they took the high road.”

			He was silent for a beat. When he next spoke, his voice turned into a low growl. “I was going through a very hard time. Some mistakes were made. But I am a better man now. I am changed.”

			“I somehow doubt that.”

			“It’s not for you to judge. It’s up to an actual judge to do that. Now please return my daughter to her home country; otherwise, I will tell my lawyer to alert the authorities.”

			“Iris made me promise to take care of her. On her deathbed, she made me promise not to let you have her. That was how badly you treated my sister.” I didn’t think it humanly possible to hate someone this much.

			“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

			I could practically hear him smirking as he said it. He hadn’t changed one bit. He was still the sadistic, coldhearted monster he’d been when he was together with Iris. He was enjoying this, I realized. Savoring the power he held over the whole situation. The thought of sweet little Hazel being under his control made me almost physically sick. How would he react to her tantrums? What would happen when she shrieked or cried too long or lashed out and broke something of his? How would he raise this inquisitive, bright girl?

			I saw Hazel under Erik’s care. The way fear would shape her life, molding her with its sharp talons into a scared young girl, then a fearful young woman who believed that when a man raised his hand against her, it was because she hadn’t tried hard enough to please him. And I knew then that I couldn’t let him do that. I couldn’t let Hazel be handed off to him. Iris had been smart enough to see this coming. She’d made me promise because she knew what would happen once she was gone. And I had promised.

			I felt my heart crack in half as I said, “I’ll see you in court.” Then I hung up and let my head drop against the wall. The thump woke Hazel from her nap, and I went into her room.

			She was sitting up in her bed, rubbing her eyes. When she saw me, she smiled and said, “Wia.”

			I gathered her in my arms and kissed her forehead. “Hey, baby girl.”

			“Wia, I miss Mommy.”

			“Yeah. I do too, baby.”

			“Wia, you will die too?”

			“No. No, I’m staying.”

			She patted my cheek and looked up at me, and she looked just like Iris in that moment. “You promise?” It felt like a sign, like Iris reaching from the other world to remind me of our last exchange.

			“Yeah.” I closed my eyes and breathed her in. “I promise.”
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Chapter 26

			MAGNOLIA

			2011

			The next day, while Ellery was out getting groceries, I dropped Hazel off at the day care. When Ellery came home, I was waiting for her. “Hey, Tulip.” She put the milk and fruit away, then wrapped her arms around my waist. I turned away before she could kiss me, and her smile faded. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

			I kept my gaze on my feet and stepped away from her.

			“Hey, what is it?” she said softly, taking my hand.

			Everything inside me screamed not to do this. There must be another way. Something I’d missed, a last-minute solution that would save the day. But there was none. There was just this horrible thing I had to make myself do. To end the one true relationship I’d ever had in my life. I made a mistake then. I glanced up and caught her eye, and immediately got lost in the endless ocean of her eyes. I knew then that I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave the love of my life. So I did the only thing I could.

			“I want you to leave me,” I said.

			“What? Tulip, what are you talking about?”

			“If I want to have a fighting chance at keeping Hazel from that—that horrible man, I need to stay with Parker. I can’t be a divorced woman with no income and no house trying to win a custody battle.”

			“Oh, Tulip—”

			“I’ve done all my research. Spoken to all the lawyers I can speak to, and they all agree on this. I mustn’t leave Parker. I need to move back to Indonesia with him.”

			Ellery’s face crumpled. She was so tall, so strong, and yet that day, she looked like a lost kid. “We can work something out. I’ll come with you to Indonesia. We can arrange something with Parker, something discreet, something—”

			“He’ll never agree to anything like that. He’s too traditional. I won’t risk it. If he gets upset, he might leave me, and then Erik will get Hazel.”

			“Baby, slow down,” she said.

			“There’s no other way. And I can’t leave you, Ellery. Not you. Never you. You saw my letters. You have always had a piece of my heart with you.”

			“Tulip.”

			“So you have to do it. You have to leave me.”

			“No.”

			“You did it before. You can do it again.”

			“I won’t.”

			I imagined my heart, soft and fleshy and vulnerable. I imagined it turning into steel, cold and hard. “You left me! You left me. I was in love with you, and you left. Just like that.”

			“Don’t do this, Magnolia, I swear to god.”

			“You’re good at leaving. So leave me again. Don’t DM me, don’t email me, don’t Like any of my social media posts. Just do what you’re good at doing and leave me.”

			“Jesus,” she whispered. “You’re totally serious.”

			“I am.”

			“Look at me, Magnolia.”

			I turned away, but she caught my chin between her thumb and index finger and turned me to face her.

			“I love you,” she said. “Let’s work this out together.”

			“There’s nothing to work out.” I was shaking with futile rage at the world. I let it lash out against her, knowing she would catch me. “I won’t risk losing Hazel.”

			Ellery’s face was a picture of anguish. “Please, Magnolia, don’t do this.” She lowered her forehead to mine, our breath hot against each other’s cheeks. “Please don’t.” Her lips brushed against mine, soft at first. I kissed her back, long and deep, wanting to taste every bit of her. To sear every part of this into my memory. We clutched at each other, yanking our clothes off with reckless abandon. I wanted to inhale all of her, consume her, become one with her, and I sensed the same desperate need from her. I wanted to imprint the feel of her skin on mine. I wanted to memorize every second as we moved together, until we both reached that moment of impossible perfection.

			When it was over, I made myself turn away from her instead of falling into her arms as usual. She reached out for me, but I shrugged off her hand. I stared at the wall and said, “Please leave now.”

			“Tulip.”

			I didn’t bother answering her. I kept my gaze trained on the wall. A tear slipped down the side of my face. I heard her choke back a sob. I heard her sit up, then stand up. The rustle of her clothes as she put them back on. Her receding footsteps. And still I didn’t turn around.

			“Tulip,” she said again, soft and tired. “I will wait for you. Always.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth so I wouldn’t be tempted to answer. Only after the door opened and closed did I curl up into the fetal position and burst into hot, ugly, stomach-shaking tears.

			

			• • •

			There was an envelope slipped under the door the morning we were due to leave for Jakarta. On it, my name. I locked myself in the bathroom to have a bit of privacy before opening it. I raised it to my nose and inhaled. It smelled of the ocean and rosemary. Ellery. I swallowed the lump in my throat before opening it slowly, carefully, as though I were handling a newborn chick. Inside was a small piece of paper with a few short lines written on it.

			A poem.

			Tulip

			The only way

			for us to be together

			is to trundle

			slowly

			toward old age

			and hope that

			in the beyond

			there is a place

			where souls can wait

			patiently

			for each other.

			A place where

			we’d be young again

			but wiser this time

			knowing what it took

			to find our way back

			to each other.

			I read it until the words became too blurry with tears, then I put it back in the envelope and slipped it inside my pocket. I carry that poem with me to this day. See? Beautiful, isn’t it?

			

			• • •

			Parker and I moved back to Jakarta, Hazel in tow. Erik took us to court, and Andika presented the judge with the photos of Iris’s horrific bruises. Then she proceeded to paint me and Parker as the ideal couple, a picture of parental and financial stability. Mama and Papa showed up as well, vouching for us and vowing to help look after their dear granddaughter. In the end, Erik was only able to get supervised visitations, and when he failed to show up for three visits in a row, I went back to court and got the visitation rights struck down. I had come back for blood, and I didn’t feel a shred of guilt after taking away his visitation rights. I still don’t. I never heard from Erik again, and every day I pray that he lived a miserable life and died alone and in pain.

			The other thing I was determined not to do was revert back into my role as a trophy wife. Now that I had Hazel to raise, I was even more conscious of the fact that I didn’t want her to be put in the same box I had inhabited. I wanted so much more for her. I wanted to punch my way out of that fucking box and rip it to shreds and then burn the shreds to the ground.

			I sat Parker down one quiet afternoon. “I have a business proposition for you,” I said.

			He raised his eyebrows.

			“I would like to start a new division at the clinic. Counseling Services.” I raised my hand before he could protest. “For pregnant women and new mothers who might be struggling with things. The customer base is already there. When the OBGYNs see their patients, all they have to do is give a brochure for the counseling services. No need for more marketing. And this is what will set us apart from all the other OB clinics out there.”

			Parker frowned. I could tell that despite his reluctance for anything mental health–related, he could see the point in what I was saying. There were so many OBGYNs in Jakarta. It really was a saturated market, every clinic boasting its fair share of celebrity doctors. All male, of course.

			“Many women are uncomfortable talking to a male doctor, especially when it comes to something as intimate as giving birth. And many women suffer from postpartum depression, and even the ones who don’t will typically have increased levels of stress and anxiety following something as major as giving birth. They will want to talk to a female therapist,” I said. “And it won’t affect the clinic’s reputation at all. In fact, it’ll enhance it.”

			I could tell he was still hesitant, so I added, “This is exactly the kind of thing we need to try if we want to remain relevant. Be a disruptor, Parker. Take calculated risks. Isn’t that what you learned in business school? We can do a trial period. Three months. And if it doesn’t work, or if it impedes the clinic in any way, then I will stop.”

			“And then we can start trying to have a family?” Parker said.

			I stared at him. Was this what he’d been angling for this whole time? I sighed. “Sure.”

			“Okay.”

			I held out my hand, and he shook it. “We have a deal.”

			

			• • •

			For the first two weeks, Counseling Services didn’t get any clients. Crickets. Each morning, I’d go to the clinic and check on the brochures at the reception desk and the posters on the bulletin boards. I’d go around to each doctor’s office to chat with them and gently remind them to please let their patients know about the new services we were providing. Most of the older doctors were openly resistant, laughing in that indulgent, patronizing way that older men often do and nodding while ushering me out of their offices. But a couple of the younger doctors were a little bit more open-minded. One of them had gone to med school at Johns Hopkins, and he thought offering counseling services was a great idea. Still, those first two weeks were brutal. Despite the brave front I put up, inside I was withering. Maybe I’d been wrong all along. Maybe women here didn’t need counseling.

			Then one Tuesday morning, when I arrived at the clinic, the receptionist called out to me as I walked past the desk.

			“You have an appointment,” she said.

			I stopped and looked around to make sure she wasn’t talking to a doctor behind me. I pointed at myself. “Me?”

			“Yes. Mrs. Grace Cahyadi at ten a.m.”

			“Oh. Oh! Okay.” I glided into my office and did a happy dance. I kissed my fingertips and pressed them to the framed picture of Iris on my desk. “It’s happening,” I whispered to her. I imagined Iris rolling her eyes and saying, Don’t flub it, Sis.

			I was nervous as hell, but I didn’t flub it. I did the opposite of flubbing it. Grace walked in a bundle of nerves and left—well, she was still a bundle of nerves because counseling isn’t magic—but she was a little bit less anxious. And she requested two meetings a week. My first patient. The next morning, the receptionist informed me I had another patient. And the morning after that, I had two more patients signed up.

			Everything in Jakarta works through word of mouth. And it seemed that women in Jakarta were starved for an objective, sympathetic ear. Within the month, I was nearly at capacity. In the second month, I had to start a wait list. During the next biannual clinic-wide meeting, I brought up the subject of hiring another therapist to help with the growing list of patients. A couple of doctors snorted, but the majority of the room nodded their agreement.

			“My patients who started going to you are noticeably calmer,” the Johns Hopkins doctor said.

			I smiled gratefully.

			“New patients are coming in too,” Parker said. “Counseling Services is not only growing its own clientele, but it’s actively helping OBGYN and Pediatrics grow as well.”

			I was speechless. Parker had been willing to let me take this risk, but he hadn’t been particularly supportive of it. This was the first time I’d heard him say anything positive about the program, and I saw him in a new light that day.

			It had been a year since we moved from LA, and I’d been determined that this time round, I wasn’t going to spend the next ten years writing letters to Ellery. I knew there was no going back, and the only way I could survive losing her a second time was if I truly let her go. Fully, without looking back. I’d forced myself to stop thinking of her, using everything I knew about cognitive theory to leave her in the past. I reminded myself that our emotions come from our thoughts, and we can control our thoughts. Put that way, it seemed simple enough. All I had to do was train myself not to think of Ellery.

			Of course, it wasn’t as easy as that, but every little bit helped. And that afternoon, when Parker added his support to my request for another therapist to add to the team, I felt something blossoming inside me. A tiny shiver of affection for him.

			Parker wasn’t perfect, no. He was a product of a patriarchal society, and he never did stop to question it too much. He was perfectly content with the status quo, at peace with it all as long as it didn’t bother him. But he was also someone who had fought alongside me to save Hazel from Erik’s clutches. And now that Hazel was ours, he’d assumed the role of a father with enthusiasm. On weekends, Parker and I took Hazel to playgrounds. He didn’t have Ellery’s natural ease with her, but he was trying. He held her hand and turned up at her school on Parents Day. He wasn’t perfect, but he had his heart in the right place, and I loved him for it.

			Ours never was a passionate love. It wasn’t even a constant one. It was battered and frayed, but it endured. So when you asked me if I loved your Yeye? Yes, I did. He wasn’t the love of my life, but I was lucky to have his love anyway. It was then, at that meeting, that I realized I was ready to start a family with him. Hazel had settled in nicely at her nursery school, and Counseling Services was growing at a healthy rate, and I knew I would always have a place at the clinic. I’d managed to break out of my box, and now that I was out, I was no longer fearful that being pregnant would turn into a jail sentence.

			The rest you know about, my dear. I had your aunt Lily, then your uncle Chase, then your uncle Thomas. And Counseling Services boomed, treating not just women but children as well. We expanded to do early diagnostic testing to identify children on the spectrum and children with ADHD. For the longest time, we were the first to do any of that stuff in a friendly, approachable environment without any of the social stigma that plagued mental health. We became a safe space for women and children to turn to. I interviewed every therapist myself and made sure they were on the same wavelength as I was. Even the slightest whiff of judgment from them set off my alarm bells. I protected my patients fiercely, and they in turn spread the word to the rest of the city.

			At some point, I started doing talks about mental health and the importance of understanding and acceptance. I was invited to do magazine interviews, radio interviews, and TV interviews. The publicity led to more patients, and Parker finally got his wish of opening another branch of the clinic. We were becoming a known brand. Ironically, the brand was Counseling Services and not so much the obstetrics section. Parker didn’t care. He was just happy to have a business he could work on growing. Soon enough, we opened up a third clinic, then a fourth, and the sky was the limit. I loved public speaking. I loved the limelight. Oh, I know you’re not supposed to say that, but you know what? Fuck that. I loved being in front of the camera. I shone. I wasn’t made to skulk in my husband’s shadow. I reveled in the attention, stood tall with my shoulders back, and told women across the country that there was a safe space for them to turn to. At some point, I became the brand.

			Mama and Papa were proud, in a slightly baffled way. To be clear, they weren’t proud at first. They were actually slightly embarrassed by all the attention I was getting. But then enough of their friends told them, “You must be so proud of your daughter,” and after a while, they got used to not being ashamed that I wasn’t a stay-at-home mom.

			
				Dear Iris,

				Hazel is seven years old today! Oh my god, can you believe it? Okay, let’s see. She…

			

			
					
					Lost her front tooth last week. It came out while she was sleeping and she swallowed it and got upset because she really wanted to sell it to the Tooth Fairy. Happily, the Tooth Fairy gave her some money anyway, despite there being no tooth under her pillow, so she’s happy. She plans to buy a yacht with the $5 she got.

				

					
					Has a new favorite food—lasagna! It cracks me up how much lasagna this skinny little thing can put away. We’ve made two different types of lasagna so far and she loves them both. And every time we go to an Italian restaurant, that is what she orders. We all call her Garfield now.

				

					
					 Ran for student council! Didn’t win. I told her the other kids must be dumb not to have voted for her. You know what though? She came home smiling. Said she was proud of herself for running even though she lost. I don’t think I could’ve been any prouder of her. She’s got this amazing quiet confidence about her that is unshakable. Reminds me of someone.

				

					
					Loves her little siblings so much. Her favorite is Thomas, but I think that’s only because he’s the baby of the bunch and is not yet able to snatch her toys the way Lily has started doing. She adores bossing Lily around. Lily was okay with it for a while, but now that she’s turned three, she’s starting to be like “Okay, whatever, Big Sis.” Does that remind you of anyone?

				

					
					Still wakes up in the middle of the night sometimes and slides into my bed. When I ask her what woke her, she’ll sometimes say, “I dreamed about Mom.” I’ll hold her tight and rub her back until she falls asleep and I’ll think: “Iris? Did you come to say hi? I wish you’d come say hi to me.”

				

			

			
				I miss you every day, Cici. Remember when you told me to stop calling you that? God, you were such a snot. If you were here, I’d call you that all the time just to piss you off. Oh, hey, guess what? I’m famous now. Seriously! I was on Forbes. Well, Forbes Asia, but still. I can just see you rolling your eyes and calling me a massive sellout. I didn’t sell out though. I got here by doing what I love and believe in, and it’s all thanks to you, Iris. I wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t pushed me to go back to school. If you hadn’t paid for my master’s degree. So thank you. I love you, and I can’t wait to see you again.

				With love,

				Your sister
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			An Interlude

			IZZY

			I wipe my eyes and look up from the letter to see that Nainai is also dabbing at her eyes. I realize now that more than half of the pile of letters are addressed to Iris and not to Ellery.

			“How often did you write to…uh, to Grandma?” Even though I’ve always known that Iris was my biological grandmother, it never stopped feeling weird to call her that. She was a stranger to me. She was a stranger even to my mom.

			Nainai shrugs. “Whenever I felt the need to. And of course, every time your mom has a birthday, I write a little update for Iris.”

			“Does Mom know?” It’s so hard to think of Mom as Hazel, the child Nainai had given everything up to protect.

			Nainai narrows her eyes. “I’m not sure, actually. I might have mentioned it here and there, but I don’t think she ever asked to read the letters. So she’s probably forgotten that I write them. It doesn’t matter. They’re for Iris, not Hazel. Hazel has a life of her own, and that was all I wanted for her. Even though she’s grown into someone more…traditional than I would’ve liked, that was her choice to make. Sometimes, I wonder if the family is so conscious of public image because of the company, because they all grew up in the limelight. But at the end of the day, I can’t dwell on that too much. I gave them the best education I could, I made sure to tell them to stay true to themselves, and they’re free to make their own paths in life.”

			“Oh, Nainai.” There are no words. I hug her narrow shoulders and lean my head against hers. “I can’t believe you went through so much.”

			She pats my hand. “I did, but I also got so much out of it.”

			I sniff and smile at her. “Okay, I’m ready for the good part now. How did you reconnect with Ellery? Tell me everything. I need all the details.”

			She looks up in surprise. “What?”

			“Well, you’re with her now, so tell me how that happened.”

			“Oh.” Her face falls. “Oh, Izzy. I’m not with Ellery.”

			“What?” It’s like a gut punch. I actually feel winded. “But your—female partner—”

			“My girlfriend’s name is Sawyer. I met her when I traveled to Spain last summer.”

			“But Ellery—” My world is spinning. This whole time, I’d listened with the happy confidence of someone who knows that the story would end with Nainai and Ellery as a couple, and now I’m realizing it doesn’t. Not even close. And it feels like such a betrayal.

			Nainai seems to sense my grief. “Darling. I meant what I said about leaving Ellery in the past. At least while I was with your grandfather. I couldn’t betray him again, not after he helped me win Hazel back. I was determined to be as good a wife to him as I could be.”

			“But didn’t you ever look her up?” I cry. “What about when Yeye passed away three years ago?”

			“Well, I grieved him for a year, then yes, I looked Ellery up.”

			“And?”

			“She’d passed away too. Two years before Yeye died. From what I can tell, she led a happy life. She won several journalism awards, she did another poetry fellowship at some point, she traveled the world. She was unmarried though.” Her voice grows wistful. “I like to think that she meant it when she said she’d wait for me.”

			“No,” I whisper. “No, it’s not supposed to end like this.”

			“Oh, Izzy,” Nainai says, running her fingers through my hair. “Silly girl. You know better than that. Life rarely gives a shit how it’s supposed to turn out. That’s why you have to grab the bull by the horns and shake it until it gives you what you want.”

			Tears roll down my cheeks. “You really didn’t get a chance to talk to Ellery again?”

			“No.”

			“Fuck,” I whisper.

			“It’s all in the past,” she says so simply. Then her jaw hardens. “I’m more concerned about the present.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Izzy,” she sighs. “I’m talking about you. I know who you are. And I love you just the way you are, but I hate that you’re in this situation, this place that doesn’t allow you to be fully yourself.”

			My face burns hot. Instinctively, I want to hide from her, but who am I kidding? There’s nothing that can be hidden from Nainai. “How did you find out?”

			She shrugs. “Call it a gaydar, call it an instinct. Whatever you want. It doesn’t matter. It is a big regret of mine that despite everything I managed to do for mental health, I was never able to shift the way this country views LGBTQ rights. Pretty ridiculous, really, that even now we’d still be fighting for those basic rights. But this country will come round at some point, I’m sure.” She cups my cheek. “In the meantime, it hurts me physically to see you having to hide your beautiful self because of bigotry. But I want to tell you right now, Izzy, that I’m so proud of you. I see so much of myself in you, and even better than that, I see so much of Iris in you. If your grandmother were around, she would squish you and tell you that everybody else can go fuck themselves and that you need to do you.”

			I laugh through my tears. After everything she’s told me about Iris, yeah, that sounds about right. “I love that Grandma and you are both such bad bitches.”

			“The baddest,” Nainai agrees. “And if I was to be honest, you gave me the courage to truly be me.”

			“I did?”

			“Well, I thought to myself: I could sit Izzy down and lecture her about being honest with herself. Or I could show her by example.” She grins at me. “So after I finished grieving Yeye, I traveled around the world and I started dating women. That was how I met Sawyer. Oh, we have had some very fun adventures.”

			“Oh god, please don’t go there, Nainai. I am begging you.”

			“Prude.” Her face grows somber. “I want to pave the way for you. I don’t care what people will say about me. Let them say whatever they want. I am untouchable. But you, you have your whole life ahead of you. Do not let anyone put you in a box.”

			I say in a choked whisper, “I’m scared, Nainai.”

			“I know, baby girl. And it’s not safe for you here. I know that. But in just a few short years, you’ll be off to college. Go someplace where you can be yourself. I’ve put aside some money for you. A lot of money, actually. Use it wisely. Use it to buy your freedom.”

			I can only manage to nod through my tears. Nainai wraps her arms around me and strokes my head as though I’m a child, and I lean into her embrace and cry. I cry for both of us and for my grandmother and Ellery and even for Yeye. But most of all, I cry for myself, because I am finally, irrevocably, utterly seen.
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Epilogue

			IZZY

			Four years later

			I’m in the middle of my essay when my door opens. I don’t look up from the computer screen until arms wrap around my shoulders and a kiss is placed softly on the top of my head. I lean back and see Kate standing over me. She stoops over and kisses my nose.

			“One day, it’ll be an axe murderer walking in here because you never lock your door,” she says.

			“I’ve got nothing to steal.”

			“Uh, I beg to differ.” She gestures around the room at all of my electronic gadgets.

			“Damn it. Okay, point taken. But if I lock my door, you won’t be able to pop in and out and annoy me all the time.”

			“Hmm, true.” Kate plops down on my bed and grins at me. “Okay, forget what I said. You can continue to risk your life and keep your door unlocked so I can come in and bug you whenever I want.”

			I save my document and get up, stretch my arms over my head. For a moment, I’m distracted by the view before me. My dorm room is on the twelfth floor, and from my window, I can see the entirety of the UC Berkeley campus. It is so beautiful that even now, well into my second semester here, the sight of it sometimes still catches my breath. And today, of all days, I’m more sentimental than ever. When I look out onto campus, I imagine I can see Nainai strolling down the rolling hills, books in the crook of her arm, her thoughts on Ellery.

			“You ready to go?” Kate says. Her voice is gentle.

			I tear my eyes away from the window and smile at her. “Yeah.” I pick up the urn that contains Nainai’s ashes and place it carefully in my backpack. “Let’s go.”

			Kate and I hold hands and leave my room. It’s so easy to hold her hand. So natural. Our fingers fit perfectly, as though our hands were designed with each other’s in mind. We talk about our classes as we walk down the hallway to the elevators. Kate is premed. I’m still undecided, but I love hearing all about her classes, and for whatever reason, she finds my random classes fascinating. We take her car to the beach, and I laugh when Kate drives with her knees during a quiet stretch. My god, I think. Nainai, if you could see this now. She would crack the hell up, then she’d tell us to stop being idiots and to drive safe.

			The beach is deserted at this time of year. The Bay Area’s beaches are pretty poor year-round, actually. The water is cold and gray, and the sand is rocky. Still, Nainai said in her will that she just wants to be spread in Californian waters—doesn’t matter which end of California—so here we are.

			I stand with my feet in the freezing waves and stare out at the vast ocean. The waves crash and roar, and I hug the urn to my chest, thinking of the time that Nainai waited outside of my window in the dark so that she could tell me about the love of her life, all because she wanted me to be true to myself. I think about where I am, her alma mater, and I think about who I’m with, and I smile through my tears, because I have never felt so free in my life. She made this possible. I open the urn and tip its contents into the water. The ashes tumble out and fly into the wind, whipping away from the shore as though they couldn’t wait to fly. I watch them until the last speck is gone.

			“Hey,” Kate says, placing an arm around my shoulders. “You okay?”

			“Yeah, actually.”

			And I am. I let my head rest on Kate’s shoulder, and I know she’s wondering if I’m really okay, but it’s so hard to explain to her what I know. In the end, I decide to keep it to myself. I don’t even really know how to describe it. A dream? A memory? A glimpse?

			But here it is.

			The day that Nainai passed away, peacefully in her bed back in Jakarta, I knew she was gone before my mom even called me. Because that same night, as I slept, I had the most vivid dream of my life, so real and richly detailed it feels wrong to call it a dream. More like a vision.

			In it, I saw Nainai as a young woman in her twenties, beautiful and shining with vitality and life. She smiled at me before walking across a bridge made of magnolia flowers. A voice said, “Magnolia Chen. She’s been waiting for you.”

			A beatific smile lit up Nainai’s face. “She has?” Then she spotted the tall figure in the distance and started to run toward her. When she was a couple of paces away, she lunged, and the figure caught her and swung her. She said, breathless with wonderment, “You waited for me.”

			And Ellery, her blond hair wild around her face, her eyes the same incandescent blue I’d imagined, replied, “Always, Tulip.”

			Arms around each other’s waists, they faded into the air. After a lifetime of waiting, Nainai is finally reunited with Ellery, together the way they have always wanted to be.

			And that is why I do not grieve Nainai’s death. That is why, as I bury my face in Kate’s neck, I’m smiling through my tears. I don’t know if Kate is the love of my life. As Nainai said, it’s a tragedy to meet the love of your life too young. It doesn’t matter, because whoever I fall in love with, I know I’ll fight like hell to be with them. Nainai and Grandma have paved the way for me to have the life I want to have, and I won’t let their sacrifice go to waste.

			As Kate and I walk back to the car, I turn and give the ocean one last look. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I swear I catch a glimpse of two figures in the water in a tight embrace, right before the ocean swallows them from sight.
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