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It is joy to be hidden but disaster not to be found.

—D. W. Winnicott
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1

The unveiling was to occur on a Monday morning. A woman with frizzy hair sat in front of us in the waiting room, an oxygen tank hissing beside her as she wheezed. On the television mounted to the wall above the restroom door, newscasters reported the latest mass shooting while the air-quality ticker scrolled orange, the smog warning: Unhealthy for sensitive groups, de rigueur for Los Angeles. The door groaned every time it closed, exhaling industrial cleaning fumes into our lungs.

“Fanny Feng?” a nurse with an open folder in one hand called into the waiting room.

As my mother stood up, all eyes in the room turned to look at her face, swathed from chin to hairline and ear to ear in clumsy gauze. She hadn’t wanted me to see her face yet, insisting on bandaging it alone this morning. The effect was lumpy, lopsided, mimicking the terrain I imagined lay below. I picked up her bag and followed as she shuffled to the heavy wood door held open by the nurse’s splayed feet.

The ritual commenced: weight, symptoms, allergies, vitals, blood.

“What medications are you currently taking?”

“Vancomycin, meropenem, Vicodin, Klonopin,” my mother listed. “And Zorvolex. Also: prednisone, Ancef, and loratadine.”

“Ancef and loratadine. Okay.” The nurse squinted at a computer screen and tapped the keyboard with her long acrylic nails painted in green malachite swirls. “Got it. Anything else?”

“Losartan, propranolol, Fosamax, albuterol.”

“Everything but the kitchen sink?” The nurse tittered and patted my mother’s arm. Her nails made a scratching sound as they brushed against skin.

“You’re new here?” My mother smiled through the lumpy gauze. She loved it when people pitied her. “I like your nails.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Fanny.” The nurse finished tapping and rolled her chair back. “You come around here often?”

“A lot.” She nodded. “This week, a terrible infection. A lot of pain, headache, fever.”

“Fever? Your temperature is normal.”

“That’s because I took aspirin this morning.”

“Forgot that one.” The nurse winked, rolling back to the keyboard.

[image: ]
“Hmm.” The doctor tilted my mother’s head from side to side. He frowned, squinting. He touched the tip of his own nose, bulbous with a spurt of black hairs, and pinched it in contemplation. In his other hand, a mask of bloody gauze and tape stared at me.

It hurt to look but I looked anyway. My memory of her pre-surgical face still overrode the face in front of me, my eyes refusing to accept what she’d done. Staring at its complex surface was like listening to techno music, signals combined from different frequencies to make a single track.

It was worse than I’d imagined. The tip of her nose was purple. It twisted inward as if it were trying to smell itself. A black scab the size of a silver dollar crept from the left side of her nose onto her cheek. One more rhinoplasty and it’s going to fall off, the responsible doctors had been telling her for years. The irresponsible ones always made promises of straight, thin bridges and elegant nostrils. Perfection was always one procedure away.

Now her face was bloated, pulled, stretched; the surface was proofed dough that had been punched down and was beginning to rise again. A sharp pain stabbed my chest. My heart beat irregularly. I felt an immense weight on my sternum, a barbell on a paper drum.

“It looks like…” The doctor tossed the gauze into the trash, then crouched down and looked up my mother’s nose, aiming a small flashlight into the nostrils. The thin skin on either side of her nose glowed red.

“Necrosis?” I asked. Another sleepless night… in anticipation of the unveiling today, I had researched the range of scenarios in preparation, rabbit-holing into a spiral of gruesome body horrors and their referential histories.

I wondered what would be there on my mother’s face after it fell off. I pictured a big black hole, the locus of a void, where you could throw things in it and they would disappear forever. Murder evidence, bad things you’d done.

“Very gruesome, aren’t you?” the doctor said lightheartedly, chuckling.

“What is that?” my mother asked, her eyes darting from me to the doctor and back again.

“Never mind, Fanny.” The doctor shook his head. “I’ve good news. The nose is already on its way to healing. It will be fine, though not without some significant scarring. But this does call for some leech therapy.”

“Leech therapy?” I asked. “What on Earth is that?”

“Leeches will preserve soft tissue and extract some of the excess blood that’s collecting here. See?” He circled the little flashlight around the purple tip of her nose. “Slow blood flow into the veins. Leeches work well because they secrete peptides and proteins that prevent blood clots.”

“I had similar issues last time,” my mother said. “After the previous surgery.”

“What surgery?” I asked.

How much work had she gotten since I’d seen her last all those years ago? The differing aesthetic goals of myriad doctors had made her face a battleground of warring ideals. I scanned her face, the entire thing immobile from years of Botox injections. Useless. It was impossible to take inventory in a landscape that was constantly shifting.

This wasn’t my problem. She was an adult. It was her life. If she wanted to keep destroying her face, that was her prerogative. Yet here I was again. It wasn’t my problem but somehow I was responsible for taking care of it—for the next few days, at least. Then I would be gone again. Back on a plane to my real life. My own life.

“I’m going to leave you with my most excellent leech man. You’ll need to do the leech therapy for a week.” He paused, pinching the tip of his nose again. “By the way, do you see a psychiatrist? Therapist?”

“No, never.” My mother looked up at the ceiling.

“Would you like a referral?”

“I don’t need to see one of those people. I’ve had a terrible experience. There are horrible doctors out there doing illegal things to people. I’m sure you can see that this is a matter of medical malpractice.” She pointed at her face. “This is the worst infection I’ve ever gotten. I have a headache the size of America.”

My mother would rather be impaled on a rotating spit, skinned, and charred black before going to therapy. All my attempts to get her to go to see psychologists had been thwarted by some emergency or another. Food poisoning, a ghost haunting, lost keys. Our mantel could have been lined with gold statuettes, she was so dedicated to her performances.

“Infection is on its way out, thankfully.” He gazed at her with the neutral empathy of a professional. “I see you’ve done a Westernization of the eyes?”

She nodded.

“Rhinoplasty?” He gently pinched her inflamed nose. “You’ve had quite a few.”

She winced, squeezing her eyes shut.

“When did you start getting these, ah, types of interventions?” he asked.

“After I came to this country.” She peeled back three fingers, counting the decades.

“And how many have you had?” He leaned back and tilted his head.

She shrugged. Her face remained immobile. A poster of perky daffodils hung on the wall behind a biohazard bin full of discarded syringes. The fluorescent lights buzzed above, a small army of tropical insects.

“Hundreds,” I said, my voice creaking with insolence. “We’ll take that referral.”

With that, the doctor nodded. He shook our hands simultaneously, one hand for each of us, before throwing open the door. “Nurse!” he called down the hall.

The doctors had debrided the dead tissue at the tip of her nose in the emergency room. Now we could only wait and hope that the rest of the tissue would receive enough blood flow so that the remaining flesh survived. What it would look like, though, after the swelling subsided and the stitches came out was unknown. Then there would just be a reprise of what had come before. My mother would need more surgery to correct the problems that had resulted from the last surgery. A contemporary ouroboros.
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When the leech man arrived, he was nothing like I had expected.

“Hello there!” A young man in scrubs carrying a small red cooler backed into the room, pushing the door open with his butt. He had extremely white, straight teeth. “Just sit back and we’ll get started.”

The leech man pulled purple latex gloves out of a box affixed to the wall and snapped them on. He ripped open a small packet and dabbed my mother’s nose with an alcohol wipe. Opening the cooler, he plucked a small black leech out of a plastic container half filled with water. Its glistening body wiggled around between his fingers. He placed the tapered mouth on the tip of my mother’s nose, where it instantly attached, the rest of its slimy body hanging, undulating, then body-rolling as the nectar began to flow. Bloodletting in action, pleasingly anachronistic.

“I’ll be back in ten minutes.” He grinned widely. “Don’t be alarmed if it falls off. When a leech is done feeding, it will detach. If that happens, just come to the nurses’ station to find me.”

The door shut softly with a click.

An email arrived from a booking site, prompted by a recent hotel search. I was starting grad school in the fall and planning my first cross-country drive from where I currently lived in Washington state to New York. After packing my car full of what little I owned, a few boxes of clothes and books, and saying goodbye to my colleagues at the nonprofit, I would drive east, stopping in Chicago to visit the Museum of Surgical Science and eat cracker-crust pizza with giardiniera. A road trip across America. I’d always hoped I’d have the chance to do it.

I watched the leech sucking my mother’s blood. She sat with her eyes slightly crossed, looking down at the lucky parasite. The night before, I’d had a strange dream about sleepwalking to the refrigerator, taking out a pot of soup, placing it on the floor in the kitchen, pulling my underwear down, squatting above it, and peeing.

My mother turned to me. The leech swung from her nose, feasting on the buffet. I thought of ancient Rome: bloodletting, vomitoria, leprosy—the oldest disease in the world. The scab on her cheek was meaty and thick, like beef jerky. If it got bigger, if it grew until it covered the entire territory of her face, we could peel it off and there would be a new face beneath it.

“The saddest thing about betrayal,” she said out of the corner of her mouth, “is that it never comes from your enemies.”

“Who, exactly, has been betrayed?” I was offended.

“We’ll take that referral,” she mocked my shaky voice. “Ever since you were born, you’ve been keeping me from happiness. The fortune teller warned me against having a baby.”

Sitting there with a huge scab on her ruined face, the leech sucking blood from her twisted nose. She had thrown her face away. The biggest shame of all.

“I didn’t do this to you. If I were keeping you from happiness, you’d be happy by now.”

“What kind of daughter abandons her mother? You disappeared.” She hyperventilated; the leech held strong. “They cut me open to take you out. You tried to kill me. But I fought back. I survived.”

I cracked my neck, my knuckles. Left. Right. I was a boxer and it was only the first round. They put me here to get knocked out. I didn’t want to fight. I was only a ringer.

“I left to get away from you,” I said softly. “I think we both know that.”

In the womb, I’d twice wrapped my umbilical cord around my neck. My heart had stopped beating. This, my mother claimed, had caused her to almost die too. I’d never known if it was true. But I believed it. Forty-nine hours in labor, followed by an emergency cesarean section. She wore the scar above her vagina like a badge.

“When I’m here, I keep you from happiness,” I said. “When I’m not here, I’m abandoning you.”

“Anyway, you can’t leave now.” She crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin. The leech sucked away, its ridged body growing tumid with her blood, contracting as it fed.

“Why can’t I?”

“Your ma is dying. I can feel death in my bones. At night, ghosts circle my bed.” She mimicked crying. Her mouth fell open, releasing a whimper.

“My return flight is in two days.” The thought of my road trip in three and a half weeks and my new apartment a few blocks from campus lifted me out of the depressing exam room.

She turned her face toward me again, expectant. I didn’t know what she wanted me to do.

Something had changed since I’d left three years ago without notice and moved to Olympia. My mother’s emaciated body retained none of the defiance of previous years. She slept most of the day until the sky turned dark. I’d been back for four days and we’d been to six different doctors. Every day, I belonged less and less to myself.

Copies of a glossy brochure were stacked on a small table. “Good Health Is the Greatest Business of All.” How easy it was to forget that hospitals were businesses. I feigned interest in it for a minute before putting it back on the table. I opened a book I’d assigned for a workshop I led. A piece of paper fell out. A student loan letter from the bank.

There was so much to do before I left for New York: bank documents to send, plants and furniture to be sold. Wrapping up the twelve-week course for my Wednesday women’s group.

A curtain of longing fell over me. I was anxious to get back to my job. I’d been working at a nonprofit for the past two and a half years where I led workshops with incarcerated women who had been indicted on federal charges. They were in various stages of criminal cases: awaiting trial or post-conviction and pre-sentencing. All the women who participated in our workshops had experienced abuse, most often complex trauma throughout their lives since childhood, and epigenetically, even before birth. The situations they found themselves in at this stage of their lives were a result of everything they had gone through. My job was to help them begin to find a language for it all by reading stories about what other people had undergone and relating it to their own lives.

Studying psychology in grad school would be the next stage. For the first time, I felt like I knew what to do with the rest of my life.

I stared at the poster of daffodils on the wall opposite my mother. I took out my notebook and made a list of things I needed to do.


	Post furniture for sale.

	Schedule utilities for cutoff date.

	Map route to NY with daily driving goals and places to stay overnight.

	Call student loan officer.



After ten minutes, the leech had expanded to five times its original size, the body both girthier and lengthier, dangling down, hovering above her breast. Maybe it could work on reversing her inverted nipple next.

The leech man returned as promised—stopwatch around his neck beeping as he reentered the room—nodded, satisfied, and plucked it off. Back into the cooler it went.

“How do I look?” my mother asked, raising her chin.

“Perfect,” the leech man exclaimed.

I gave the leech man a dirty look.

The tip of my mother’s nose had turned from purple to deep red, a slight improvement. But it was constricted at the nostrils, swollen at the bridge, knobby at the tip, and twisted to the left, where it stared menacingly at the scab. She grinned at the leech man. For the first time since my arrival, my mother looked happy.

[image: ]
“Linli!”

Piles of clean laundry surrounded me. The cloying scent of detergent clung to the air. I’d fallen asleep. The laptop on the coffee table in front of me had finished uploading images of the furniture I was selling. Bookshelf, nightstand, sofa, bed frame, kitchen table, and chairs. Everything must go. I hit PUBLISH, feeling accomplished for getting a head start on my to-do list.

“Liiiin-liii!”

“What?” I shouted back.

“Come here!”

I heard the sound of crying from the bedroom. A guttural moan that grew higher in pitch before dropping down again, sending mercury coursing through my veins. I closed the laptop.

In the darkness of the room, the curtains drawn to maintain her vampire den, she lay on her bed in a strange position. Her arms were splayed out perpendicular to her torso. Her legs were straight, one leg pinned to the other leg in a crucifixion.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, my heart rate spiking.

“I can’t move my body.” Her eyes peered at me from her unmoving head.

“Why are you lying like that?” Walking over to the foot of her bed, I touched her socked toes like I’d seen neurosurgeons do during brain surgeries on television. “Can you feel this?”

“No,” she wailed. “I am paralyzed.”

Holding on to a big toe, I squeezed. “You can’t feel this?”

“I can’t feel my body.”

I squeezed harder.

“Ouch!” she cried.

“I thought you said you can’t feel anything.”

She moaned, a deep mournful howl originating from seven thousand miles across Earth, from our ancestral home in Hubei, from where her family had immigrated to Taiwan. A stream of drool that could solve the city’s drought crisis flowed from the corner of my mother’s mouth.

“How long have you been like this?” I sighed, wiping her chin with a pillowcase hem.

“A long time.”

“Are you sure you can’t move?” I walked to the side of the bed and picked up an outstretched arm. Slack and heavy, it bounced back onto the bed, deadweight, when I let go.

“I think I’m paralyzed.” Short inhalations of breath replaced her crying. Her eyes rolled from one side to the other, following me. “Seriously.”

“Maybe you’re taking too many painkillers,” I said, flipping on the bedside light.

“I might be quadriplegic.”

“From the leech?” I walked around to the other side of the bed. “I have heard that they carry disease. Poison the bloodstream.”

“They do?” She lifted her head to look at me.

“You can move your head,” I said, leaning in close to her face. I could see where the torn flesh on her nose had melded together, the enjambed pores on either side of the junction like polka dots on a cheap shirt where the seams didn’t match up. Cupping her jaw, I slowly moved her head from left to right. “Good mobility.” I nodded approvingly.

“I’m paralyzed.”

I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her forehead. Leaning in, I moved my face in closer to hers until we were almost kissing.

“Get out of here.” She winced and squeezed her eyes shut.

“All right.” I shrugged, standing up. “I’m calling 911.”

“Why?” Her double eyelids widened.

“If you’re paralyzed, then we need to call 911. I can’t carry you to the car. I don’t think you should even be moved. This is serious. We need paramedics. You might have to be hospitalized. For a long time. Paralysis is a symptom of imminent coma. I still have power of attorney, right?”

She stared at me. Her chest rose as she breathed through her mouth. The way her nose was shaped made it look as if someone had pinched it, given it a good twist, and then it had stayed that way, like clay. The bruises around her eyes were fading into blooms of yellows and greens. I reached for the phone. I hit 9-1 and paused, finger hovering. On cue, she lifted her head.

“You’re a terrible daughter.”

I smiled. “Am I?”

“You’re going to call 911?” She huffed, rolling her surgically sculpted eyes. She brought both hands into a prayer at her chest and pointed her toes. “How dare you?”

It would never end. I had to get out of here. Deep breath in. Out. Slow exhale. Sometimes people came in to lead meditation sessions before workshops. In, out. In, out. My flight was the day after tomorrow. I could do it. We stared at each other, unblinking, double to mono.

The most popular surgery in Asia, the creation of eyelid creases gave you younger, more innocent-looking eyes. Promotions in Chinese advertised this promise on flyers left on the counters of beauty parlors and printed on paper placemats at restaurants all over San Gabriel Valley. The only beauty treatment more widespread than double-eyelid surgery was skin bleaching. The bottle of skin bleaching cream in my mother’s bathroom smelled compellingly like sour milk.

When I was in elementary school, my mother made me wear strips of adhesive eye tape to simulate double eyelids. Like her, I was born with monolids. My eyes were two slits, which she would mimic, squeezing hers nearly shut and peering at me stupidly. If I wore the tape, according to the box of double-lid eye adhesives, eventually the creases would become permanent. They hurt my eyes. I rubbed them during class, despite being warned by my mother, unable to help myself. After numerous eye infections, eyelid cuts, and trips to the school health center, the nurse shined a small silver flashlight on my swollen eyes while I lay back, my knees dangling off the edge of the exam table. “What did you put on your eyes, Linli?” She called my mother immediately and forbade her to stick the tape on my eyes again. “If you don’t want to help yourself, that’s your problem,” my mother had scolded when we got home, tossing the box of beauty adhesives into the garbage.

She closed her eyes, laced her fingers, and placed them over her stomach. Had I aged out of child abuse? A bar of sunlight streamed in from beneath the window shade, illuminating dust particles suspended in the air. Backing away from her bedside, I saw that the position she had assumed resembled a body in a casket. Why was she like this? I remembered what the therapist leading my teen support group for children of addicts had said: “It doesn’t matter why she’s disturbed. It only matters that you know she’s disturbed.”
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It was time for dinner. I stood in front of the refrigerator. There was leftover oxtail soup. I took out the pot and put it on the stove to heat. Wait. My dream. I took off the lid. It looked like soup. I sniffed. Beefy, oniony, tomatoey. Had I only been dreaming that I’d peed in the soup? It had seemed so real. I turned the flame on high.

“Sit up.” I flicked on the lights in my mother’s bedroom. “Dinner’s ready.”

“What is it?” She scooted up in bed to sitting. “Oxtail soup again? Mmm.”

I set the tray down on her lap and raised a spoon to her lips.

“It’s hot. Be careful,” I said.

She pushed her lips out and slurped. She smacked her lips, frowning.

“Tastes different than yesterday.”

“Open up.” I fed her another spoonful.

“It’s bitter.” She winced, sticking her tongue out.

“It’s nutritious.” I lifted the spoon to her mouth.

“You’re not having any?” She reluctantly ate what my hand proffered.

“I’m not hungry. But you are. Eat.”







2

“Liiiiin-li! It’s almost eight o’clock.”

“I know,” I shouted, closing the front door with my foot and rushing into the kitchen. I heated the lunch-special pork chops and tossed some cabbage into a wok.

One-fourth of a pork chop for my mother. I plated the pickled mustard greens and stir-fried cabbage. She wouldn’t even finish half the plate, nauseated from all the pills she was taking.

What I missed more than driving on wide streets with the sun on my face listening to the oldies station, the strip malls, speeding north on the Pasadena Freeway snaking around the base of Dodger Stadium alongside the LA River, and the magenta-and-lavender-streaked skies preluding sunset were these crusted pork chops from a Taiwanese café. The smell alone was a portal to childhood.

It was my last night here. My flight would leave in the morning. Dancing through the kitchen, I carried the tray of food while humming. There was so much to do before my big road trip.

“Liiiiin-li! It’s starting.”

“All right. Just a minute.”

[image: ]
As I passed through the living room, I glanced at the picture window where my mother had stood a week ago, watching me as I wheeled my suitcase up the driveway and climbed the porch stairs to the house.

We were face-to-face for the first time in three years. Hunched by the window loomed a body the size of a large child. My mother was no more than a hundred pounds. White gauze covered her face, leaving only her eyes and mouth exposed.

When I was eight years old, my mother had gotten a facelift, eyelid reconstruction, and nasal refinement; a plastic surgeon implanted a silicone bridge in her nose and shrunk her nostrils. My mother was equal parts artificial and human, her new face merely a distant reference to her old face, and without warning or precedent, the world tilted on a different axis.

I was never the same after this moment. It was as if my real mother had died and an imposter had been sent to replace her.

Despite her gaunt figure, her face was swollen beneath the bandages. Her lips were cracked and dry. Distended with collagen, they pulled down at the corners as if two invisible weights kept them from floating off her face. Bargain-basement work. Her double-lidded eyes blinked in double time. They were wet, but she wasn’t crying. She didn’t have the ability.

“It’s just…” I searched for words. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Three years.” She nodded at the couch. “You disappeared without a word.”

“You got another nose job.” I tried to sound matter-of-fact.

“It was a medical operation. For health purposes. I couldn’t breathe.”

“Medical.” I stared at a wall of old and not-so-old photographs behind my mother. In each one, she was a different version of herself. Collagen, fillers, facelifts, nose jobs, eye lifts. A cautionary tale told through my mother’s face.

“Where have you been, Linli? Where do you live? Why did you leave me?”

“I live in London,” I lied. I wanted her to think that I was far away, out of reach, doing important things since I’d gone. It was dangerous for her to know where I really lived. I didn’t want her showing up at my front door.

“London?” She was aghast.

“London.” I smiled.

Empathy is located in the face, but if a face is no longer recognizable, or if it evokes terror, or worse yet, if it is no longer a face, then everything I understood about my mother, sanctioned by her original face, changed when I was eight years old.

I held two faces in my mind: the original, which, as a baby, I had looked into while breastfeeding as if it were the face of God; and the other, which I could never quite comprehend.

That first night back in the house I’d finally escaped at the age of twenty-three, I couldn’t sleep. Terror struck as time fastened the ends of the day I had left to the day I had returned. My mother used to leave little notes in the pockets of my pants and jackets, which I’d find while at the bookshop or in line at a grocery store, telling me how she wished I’d never been born. Then begging me to stay when I packed my bags—“All I have is you.” I had escaped this loop. Now I was back.

When I’d recounted my mother’s behavior to a guidance counselor after falling asleep in all my sixth-grade classes, she used words I’d never heard before. Persistent emotional stress. Psychological shock. Vivid recall. Her condemnatory tone seared my ears. I didn’t like people defining us in language that did not belong to us; it would be many years before I made us vulnerable to outside judgment again.

The long night had begun to turn. I could hear morning traffic thickening on the street in front of the house. I got up to take a bath, my body creaky. A rhombus of light shone on the tiled bathroom floor. I put my foot where the light was, feeling the weight of its warmth. The clarity of the California sun. There was nothing like it.

I watched the water, the palest shade of blue, slowly rising in the tub. Water had millions of parasites, bacteria, protozoa, and viruses swimming around in it. When the tub was a third full, I turned the water off and stared at the glassy surface, myself floating around there too, protozoa of the morning. I tried not to succumb to the feeling in my chest, its dull intensity, as I lowered my body into the water. I ran my hands over my thin legs and flat chest. It was a body in many ways identical to the body that it had emerged from—though I had not inherited her single inverted nipple. I used to lie on her chest when I was a child, pinching it until it swelled and popped out. When I looked down at my body, submerged, I saw my mother’s. I rose from the water, grabbed a towel, and dragged it across my skin.

A cat yowled outside; a horn blared. I caught sight of myself, blotchy and furtive, in the mirror. Three years collapsed into none, into a lifetime.

I walked into my mother’s bedroom, my skin still damp, her body twisted around the sheets in bed, dawn giving shape and color to the San Gabriel Mountains through the window, the heavy bill of a crow cawing her name in the sharp morning air.
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My mother was neatly tucked under a comforter now, the flickering television casting dappled light on her electric face. With some of the gauze gone, I was able to see what it looked like. Sort of. Her face was still in flux, stretched out from trapped fluid beneath the skin, purple and green florets blooming across its craggy terrain.

She sat up in bed a bit, letting me feed her. Bruises radiated from both eyes, a result of trauma from surgery. A splint cradled the bridge of her nose. A strip of gauze taped beneath her nostrils curved up at the ends like a smile. The double bruises, nose splint, and gauze formed a smiley face within her face. Her two faces stared ahead expectantly.

I tore the pork’s flesh with my teeth, profoundly hungry, remembering yesterday’s oxtail soup with the pleasure of liminal memory occupying fiction and fact, as America’s Beauty began. On the television, velvet curtains parted to reveal six contestants who all looked like they were about to cry.

“She’s definitely going to win the platinum package,” my mother mumbled. “The guy who has no chin and the belly of a pig, he’s not getting anything. Not even half a milliliter of Botox for his crow’s-feet.”

I laughed so hard I spit pork onto the comforter. My mother could still make me laugh harder than anyone else.

I opened my notebook and flipped to the lesson plan for Wednesday’s workshop. We had been reading a memoir about a child soldier who was kidnapped by rebels during a civil war. The rebels made him prove his loyalty by forcing him to take drugs and slaughter civilians. Manipulated, drugged, surviving the madness all around him by becoming mad himself, the child soldier became so acculturated to the cruelty that it became his reality. There was a redemptive arc, but we hadn’t gotten there yet.

“You’re not watching.” My mother waved her arm in front of me.

“I am doing multiple things at once.” I closed my notebook. “Are you finished eating?”

“The pork tastes like wood.” She chewed absentmindedly while studying the faces of hopeful contestants, each inhabiting their own private economies of lack and excess.

What did she expect? It’s not like we could afford to eat animals who were hand-fed acorns, massaged and lullabied every night. No, only good old antibiotic-soaked cardboard diets and growth hormones for our suffering flesh.

I opened my laptop to go over class schedules for my future grad program. Children at Risk. Psychology and Neuropsychology of Language. Behavioral Epigenetics. Moral Cognition and Behavior. Developmental Psychopathology. I thought about studying in the stately library bathed in the soft glow of chandeliers, rushing across campus with the purpose of someone who knows how to get where she’s going.

I retrieved a box of mail that I had put aside when I first arrived, having forgotten about it after stashing it below a side table, and brought it back to bed. I sat beside my pillow-propped mother, dollish and stiff in a cotton nightgown.

Keeping her eyes on a commercial for kitty litter, my mother turned her head to me and opened her mouth. I fed her as if she were my own baby. All my mother’s bottom molars were missing. She could only chew with her front teeth. Her federal low-income insurance didn’t pay for root canals on molars, only for extractions. The reason, they claimed, was because people didn’t need molars. One by one, my mother’s teeth had disappeared.

The show started again and, just as my mother predicted, the woman she’d anointed had tallied three vouchers for procedures. Lipo, cheek augmentation, breast lift. “More, more, more!” the audience chanted. The chinless man hung his head as he was booed off the stage. My mother’s face, lit by the television’s flashing lights, remained frozen in a neutral expression. It was always this way, her eyebrows permanently raised in shock, the rest of her face devoid of emotion.

When she got the first nose job on my eighth birthday, I didn’t speak for an entire month. I recoiled when she came near me. After the bandages came off, a witch with a pointy nose stared at me across the breakfast table. My verbal skills had until that point been developing at an advanced rate; my teachers at school had recommended I skip a grade. But when the stranger’s face arrived to occupy my mother’s body, it shocked the language out of me. My grades slid down the alphabet’s ranks. I stared at the F’s on my report card. F was for Fanny. Instead of skipping a grade, I was left back.

I went to bed every night praying for my mother to return.

Kids chased me around the playground, stretching their faces taut with grimy hands, mocking my mother—who had debuted her new face at parent-teacher conference day to gawking spectators—shouting “Retard!” because everyone knew I was repeating the third grade. This was the urtext of my lifelong social alienation, rendered in high definition in recurring nightmares. The kids told me something I had always suspected and now knew for certain: I was debased.

“Why are your eyebrows extra green today?” I squinted at my mother’s tattooed eyebrows. Every time I looked at her, I had a new question about her face.

She shrugged. After decades, the tattoos’ black ink had faded to pea green.

Ripping open the envelopes with a nail file, I pulled out water and power bills, gas bills, insufficient-funds notices from her checking account, rent bills, credit card bills from six different banks, bills from various insurance companies—automobile, renter’s. They went back three years.

“Ma.” I held up a fistful of papers. “What is all this?”

“They’re about to do the reveal. Shhh.” She craned her neck forward.

“These are all past due. Why haven’t you opened them?”

“Can’t you be quiet? It’s rude.”

I grabbed the remote and turned the television off.

“What are you doing?” She glared through the halos encircling her eyes.

“You haven’t paid any of these?” I clutched the bills, thrust them at her.

“I was watching that.”

“Are you planning on paying any of them?”

“I don’t have the money. I never even leave the house anymore.”

She reached for the remote control with a rigid hand. The piles of bills rustled as she struggled to sit up. I held the remote out of reach. She sat back, defeated.

“You’re on a fixed income. You should have enough money from disability and Social Security to afford a basic life. Utilities, rent, food, gas. We did all the budgeting years ago.”

“It’s not enough.” She sighed. “You left a long time ago. Things cost more now.”

“Like what?” I waved two fistfuls of bills in the air. “Like nose jobs?”

“I get bargain nose jobs. The cheapest in town. Do you think I would look like this if I were going to Beverly Hills?” She rolled her eyes. “You should never have left me.”

“The doctors said ten years ago that if another scalpel even touched your nose, it would probably fall off. And look at you now.”

“Just leave me in peace.” She kicked some mail off the bed with her foot in protest. “I thought things would be easier if you were here but not if you’re going to nag me about every little thing. Leave me alone.”

“I’m leaving in the morning.” My throat constricted around the sentence.

“Go ahead.” She got off the bed, walked to the television, and smashed the power button with a flat hand. It burst to life. The sound of hysterical laughter and cheering blared from the speakers. “Go back to your fancy life in London.”

“This isn’t about some argument between us. What do you think is going to happen? They’re going to evict you. Where will you live?”

“Let them try. I will stab myself in the heart before they kick me into the gutter.”

The velvet curtains parted again. Expectant faces gasped. Confetti fluttered. Pink balloons descended. A spotlight beamed on a woman with shiny red lips and a tiny waist wearing a silver evening gown, her skin so tan it was burned, who looked nothing like the shame-laden silhouette of twenty minutes ago. The host clutched the refurbished contestant’s hand.

Beside me, with all the bills scattered around the bunched comforter and the tray of gnawed pork at our feet, my mother clapped as the camera zoomed in on a face that matched her own in its affinity for the uncanny.
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“Give me a tramadol,” she said weakly. “I feel like my chest is going to break open. That’s the sacrifice I make—take a rib to give a second life to my nose.”

The botched graft was responsible for getting me here. A hospital social worker found my name listed as staff on the nonprofit’s website. One telephone call to the office later, there was nowhere to hide.

The rib graft had made her into her own messiah. Resentment fossilized my body, rendering me aphasic. I opened the plastic box filled with bottles of her various pills. Flagyl, codeine, Vicodin… the identical orange bottles with white safety caps in varying sizes rattled as I picked them up, each with a different doctor’s name on them.

“You can’t find it?” she asked. “Bring it here.”

I carried the box over and set it on her lap.

“It’s right there.” She pointed to a bottle in the corner without picking it up. “Linli, look. Her face is shaped like a stop sign. All the angles. Wide in the middle. They need to reshape her skull with some aggressive contouring.” She giggled. “By the way, when are you getting married?”

Two white pills rolled into my hand. She threw them into the back of her mouth and swallowed, dry. A part of me wanted to tell her no. No more painkillers. She was already high enough. But I didn’t have the energy for nonstop microbattles. Just give her what she wanted. I’d be gone in the morning.

“Are you going to answer me?” She raised her green eyebrows. “Don’t ruin me any further by becoming an old maid.”

“The next episode is on.” I increased the TV’s volume to shut her up. I vowed to spend the rest of my life alone, just to spite her.

I opened my laptop, trying my best to ignore her, and sent discussion questions to my students. How does the child soldier change from being someone who is subjected to violence into someone who perpetrates it? What does holding two simultaneous truths mean in relation to the acts of violence he committed as a child soldier and later, hearing his therapist say that the choices he made were a result of being abused? I wrote that I was looking forward to seeing everyone on Wednesday. I’d order a pizza the size of North Korea to celebrate our last workshop together.

“You’re never hungry?” she asked. “You barely eat.”

“You make me anxious,” I said.

“You should take some magnesium and zinc supplements. They’re calming. Natural minerals. Help you sleep more soundly too.”

“All right,” I agreed. “Where are they?”

“Here. Let me see.” She reached for the box and rifled, the bottles rattling around.

Two pills appeared in her hand. I slammed them down with a glass of cooled tea and crawled under the covers beside her.

A new fleet of about-to-cry contestants waited for their turn on America’s Beauty.

Pick me, pick me, pick me, their puppy eyes watered.
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When I awoke, the television was still blaring. An infomercial for an infrared LED photon facial therapy mask flickered on the screen. To my right, my mother was sitting up, snug beneath the comforter. She clutched her chest with one hand over the wound where they had taken her rib graft. The other was placed over the remote control, as if she were swearing on a Bible. Sunlight streamed in the windows through the curtains.

The digital clock read 3:47 p.m. My plane had already taken off and landed.
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“It must have been a mistake, bao bao.”

“Don’t call me that. You drugged me. On purpose.” I shot out of bed, dizzy. My legs crumpled. My tailbone hit the floor. Hot lava flowed through the grooves of my brain.

“Why would I do that?” She blinked innocently. “I’m on a lot of tranquilizers right now.”

“Congratulations.” I pulled myself up, grabbing the bedpost. My eyeballs seared. The air in the room was as thick as gel. “You made me miss my flight. But there are dozens of flights. You’re not going to keep me here again.”

I had to get out of this house. My suitcase was already packed. I stumbled to my childhood bedroom, grabbed my duffel bag and suitcase, and lumbered to the porch.

“Where are you going?” My mother ran out of the house, howling.

“Home!”

“To London? At least let me drive you to the airport.”

“Ha, ha, ha!” I laughed deliriously.

I turned away from her and dialed the taxi service that had delivered me back to hell last week. I would find a flight from whichever airline had the next one out.

“I’m sorry. Don’t do this to me again. When you left, you didn’t even tell me you were going. I just woke up one day and you were gone. Then I don’t hear from you for three years. I hired a private investigator. Do you know how painful that is for a mother? I don’t have anything in this world except for you. Please at least let me say goodbye this time. I’ll drive you to the airport.” She got on her knees, sobbing.

A private investigator? Was she lying?

She rocked back and forth, her face tilted up for heaven to see.

I couldn’t stand her like this. I didn’t know who I hated more, her or myself. I had known how much it would hurt her when I left without a word. That’s why I’d done it.

“Please. Just let me say goodbye this time.”

“Fine,” I said. “But I’m driving.”

She wiped her nose with a sleeve and smiled at me, just a little.
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“Don’t just sit there with your face boiling in anger.” My mother reached over to touch my arm as we pulled onto the freeway. “It’s not good for your health.”

I yanked my arm away.

“Why do you hate me?” Her voice cracked. “Why do you hate me so much?”

“I left three years ago because you told me that the only reason you didn’t dump me at foster care decades ago was because you needed to cash a monthly welfare check. You don’t think telling me that would make me want to get as far away from you as possible?”

“I don’t remember any such thing. You’re making it up. Why would I say that to you?”

“Don’t gaslight me! You’d gotten botched again and you were hell-bent on destruction—which meant, as usual, taking everything out on me. I was going to die if I stayed.”

The hill sloped down past the exit to Dodger Stadium. Traffic clotted as we approached downtown. I hit the brakes, causing the car behind me to swerve. I maneuvered the car across three lanes and weaved between traffic all the way to the turnoff for the 10 West.

“I did the best I could,” she said. “I didn’t even speak English when I came to the US. I made five dollars a day working at a restaurant. Customers would mock my accent and then wait for me to get off work to follow me home. They thought I would prostitute myself. Or for free. You don’t know what I’ve been through. You have no idea.”

I stayed silent. Little cast-iron hammers pummeled my thin skull. She knew I hated these stories of coming to America, how she was exploited and ridiculed. Immigration raids sent her and other undocumented people running through back alleys behind the restaurants where she washed dishes and scrubbed layers of desiccated urine off toilets. Then she had me, her American anchor baby.

“Did you hear me?” I asked. “You used me for welfare and then you threw it in my face.”

“You think you know about my choices, but you really don’t. It’s just you and me, Linli. That’s it. It’s us two. You are all I have.”

“Speak for yourself.” I sped up around an SUV. “I’m not responsible for you.”

“Why do you always turn it like that? Everything I do is not against you. I’m a person too. I do things for my own reasons that have nothing to do with you.” Her voice quivered.

“STOP!” I shouted. “I’m NOT getting into this with you again. You’re not even listening to me. Nothing will ever change. There’s no use. The only thing I can do is get away from you.”

“Fine, if that’s what you want!”

She reached for the door and pulled it open. I jammed my foot on the brake. She leapt out of the car while it was still moving, screaming as horns blasted around us in orchestral stereophony.
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We watched reruns of America’s Beauty, boiled frozen dumplings and ate them in bed side by side, bags of snacks scattered between us. I made my way through the bottle of painkillers the doctors had prescribed for me for my neck and back, the pain in my right shoulder, pills that blurred time and eradicated desire in equal measure. I was high out of my mind, the only escape left now.

TV had given my mother a PhD in the English language. She began watching it nonstop the day she stepped off the plane from Taiwan. The new language siphoned into her brain, flooding it with slang, adages, barbs, and witticisms. She watched anything. Sitcoms, dramas, soaps, morning news, holiday musicals, late-night talk shows, cartoons, game shows, documentaries, police procedurals. She became a master of language in thirty-minute intervals.

Now my mother lay beside me, her leg in a cast. She had broken a femur leaping out of the moving car. I truly hated her.

“No one in history has needed plastic surgery more than her.”

“Is it the codeine or his face that’s making me so nauseous?”

“Hypnotically ugly!”

Bellies distended from fast food, teeth rotten because we’d been denied care by insurance companies, body parts that were either too big or not big enough, stretch marks and unshapely breasts rendering a woman abject—bodies were born again, reshaped, dignified.

“Go, go, go… big lucky energy. More gas!”

“America’s Disaster.”

“Hair plugs from 1982.”

If the pickup truck in the right lane had not braked and crashed into the median, it would have run her over. When the police arrived, I listed all the medications she was on, told them she thought we had arrived at our destination, unaware we were still on the highway. She was confused. It was a mistake. Eight police cars arrived on the scene, flashing red lights reflecting in the windshields of a hundred gridlocked cars. Tow trucks arrived for the four wrecked vehicles. I climbed into the back of the ambulance with my mother, strapped tightly to the gurney with an oxygen mask obscuring her face.

Little did anyone know the true scope of the accident. What language could I give to the event: suicide attempt, self-harm as spite, sociopathic retribution? I considered committing her to inpatient, but she wouldn’t get better there. They’d only lock her up, toss her a handful of diagnoses and medications, blame her for what had been done to her, and rack up charges to her Medi-Cal until the insurance ran out.

I knew how to take care of my mother.
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I propped myself up beside her in bed, my flight to Washington deferred once more. The painkillers dulled the edge of anger. But we still fought. We accused the other person of being lazy. We argued about dirty dishes, the overflow of garbage bins that we forgot to drag out to the curb on trash day. We pitied each other. We apologized, begged forgiveness, made promises. We held the other accountable for our ruined lives.

I had missed my last workshop. I was too ashamed to write to the women, to lie about why I had disappeared. What would I say, that my mother had drugged me and then rolled out of the car on the freeway? Better to close my eyes and drift off to that other place.

The scab on my mother’s face began to loosen at the edges, freeing itself little by little. She couldn’t resist scratching it. The crust contracted as bits fell off and grew again when fresh blood dried, forming new perimeters. The scab mutated and migrated across her cheek, but she kept it alive.

By week’s end, dread started to seep through the cracks. I had vowed to never again let myself slip into the abyss, and look at me now. I watched the clock advance from where I lay in bed with my mother, passing rattling orange bottles back and forth. There was only one television. Despite or perhaps due to our pain, we were bonding again. We were best friends when we were strapped to twin gurneys.
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An administrator from my grad program called. They hadn’t received my deposit. I was on the phone for two hours with the bank—slurring but unexpectedly coherent—before finally sorting out the issue, a misspelling of my name on the documents. Not Lily. Lin-li. The transfer would go through by the end of the day. I cringed as I reviewed my loans online and the cost of tuition. It was the best and also the most expensive program I’d gotten into. To afford living costs, I’d taken out multiple private loans. The expenses of one year at school would last me seven years in Washington. My stomach soured. Everyone did it, I told myself. Borrowing from the future to pay for today.

My state school undergrad education had cost as much as it was worth: nothing. It was time for me to stop basing all my decisions on money, choosing a shirt from the thrift store that had a green half-off tag instead of one that I actually wanted, buying two-for-a-dollar diced tomatoes that tasted like the cans they came in. I had crossed a threshold, one in which I strapped blinders to my head in order to transgress my own limitations of a life dictated by poverty.
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The opioids stopped working so well. I had a relentless migraine. We barely spoke, so vacated from our bodies that we couldn’t feel or think. Her frail body, as still as a sarcophagus.

I climbed out of my mother’s bed and crawled into my childhood one.

All night, sleep evaded me. The clock sped toward daylight, a color wheel spinning in the sky. Black, navy, purple, red, orange, yellow, and finally the luminous burn of the white-hot sun on my cracked eyes.

I crept out of the twin bed, splashed cold water on my face. My eyes had gray circles around them. I was entranced by the ghostliness of my own image in the mirror.

I couldn’t do this again—hide in oblivion, find so much pleasure in giving up. The thing about this kind of enjoyment, though, was that it was astonishingly easy and more satisfying than anything else I had ever known.
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I pulled a croissant from the toaster oven and put a small plate of pickled radishes and pork floss in front of her at the small dining table. She liked to buy frozen croissants in bulk and ate them with Chinese dishes.

We’d gotten out of bed. We were making progress.

“What are you going to do now?” She held the croissant in both hands, nibbling like a raccoon. The question dilated in her mouth—now could mean today, this week, the rest of my life.

“I think I’m going to stay a little longer.”

“Really?” She looked surprised, then quickly regained composure. “I think it’s best.”

I smiled at her. Bluff. Disappear again. The only way I could leave. I stared past her.

The grass in our yard was as brown and dry as any in Los Angeles. Perpetual drought warned homeowners against watering. The city issued fines. Through a tip line, neighbors tattled on one another anonymously for violating the no-lawn-watering edict. In doorframes, workers wedged flyers for eco-friendly lawn painting. Because the companies used different shades of green paint, satellite images of neighborhoods in the city formed a patchwork quilt of lawns stitched together in limes, alpines, olives, and jades.

Our fig tree no longer produced edible fruit, damaged after my mother had backed her car into it. When a fig tree experienced trauma, it would never be productive again in the same way.

A thicket of bougainvillea climbed up our wooden fence. Dogs barked; engines shifted gears. The deep magenta bracts of the vine were like little cusped hands, hundreds of them reaching out and falling around our feet.

Across the table, I stared at my mother’s face in all its machinic glory, the natural and the plastic together in one face. I imagined my mother’s face melting off her skull. I imagined her body crushed by a pickup truck on the freeway.

Her face was a palimpsest of what had been done to her and what she had done to herself. How had so much happened in these three years? So many procedures in such little time. She was up to something.

I pictured back-page mail-order brides; the fake designer Proda bags sold in Santee Alley; the time in MacArthur Park when I bought a woman baby formula from a corner bodega only to find out later that this was a common ruse for fencing goods, which people then sold back to the same bodega for cash. Scams and swindles. The past three years brimmed with my mother’s secrets. I needed to figure them out.
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My mother dozed after taking her post-meal tranquilizers. My raging headache from lying in bed all week throbbed. I had to get myself together. I was more than just a hostage in a torture chamber.

I researched routes for my drive to New York. There was so much to see. Yellowstone, Black Hills, Devils Tower, Badlands. I’d speed across the country without looking back.

I booked another plane ticket to Washington. I did the dirty dishes overflowing in the sink. Ran the washing machine. Got a quote for lawn painting. Scheduled a utilities shutoff for the end of the month at my apartment I’d be moving out of. Replied to queries about the for-sale listings I’d posted. Paid the deposit for the studio owned by the university near campus. I projected myself into the glinting future.
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The next morning, I woke up to an overcast sky. Low clouds spread thin, held together in a wabi-sabi of light pushing through the seams of broken slate. I got to work immediately.

“Stop. What are you doing?” My mother hobbled into the living room on crutches.

“Getting rid of all this junk. I thought you said you don’t leave the house anymore. So why do you need so many clothes and shoes?” I picked up shirts with tags dangling off the sleeves. There were boxes on the floor full of things she’d bought and never opened.

“I buy on sale. Punish me.”

She bent down, balancing on one crutch, and pulled something green and a wine rack out of a garbage bag.

“This is new,” she said. “Why would you throw it away?”

“You don’t even drink wine.”

“What do you know?” She hugged the wine rack. “This is for soy sauce, not wine.”

“You have twelve bottles of soy sauce?” I laughed.

“Soy sauce, vinegar, sesame oil, chili oil. I don’t have to register every bottle with you.”

“Lovely. Keep it, then.”

“Thank you. You need to think with the other half of your brain. The Chinese half. Not for wine, hah.” She sat down on the couch and placed the rack next to her. “Please don’t tell me what to do.” In her other hand, she clutched a green fistful of fabric. “Look at this green velvet. Matches my eyebrows.” She giggled, holding a dress up to her face. “Put it on. Don’t you want to meet someone? Before you get too old to attract a man.”

“Stop. Don’t mess up the return piles. It took me hours to sort them.”

“This dress was final sale. You can’t return.”

“You feel fine today?” I continued sorting through the boxes.

“Do you think they can take some cartilage from my ear to fix my nose?”

They had already taken bone from her rib to graft onto her nose. Now she wanted cartilage from her ear. How much could a body borrow from itself? Behind the couch where she sat, the wall of photographs charting the evolution of her face mocked us. The gradual disappearance of my mother, from a beaming young student holding a parasol on the banks of the Nankan River to this tragedy.

What if my mother had never left Taiwan?

She was forever complaining about how idiotic Americans were, how wasteful and selfish. One point of pride for her was potty training me at six months. In the pediatrician’s waiting room, a concerned mother had pointed at me.

“You forgot to put a diaper on your baby!” she exclaimed.

“She doesn’t need a diaper. She’s potty trained.” My mother smiled smugly.

All the mothers looked at us and tittered. This woman is delusional, they must’ve thought. Potty training a six-month-old. Yeah, right.

As a toddler, I had thought of myself as somewhat of a genius, my peers sitting on fresh loads of wet caca while fighting over blocks; and then there was me with my svelte posterior, sans diaper. My therapist during adolescence, however, associated my early potty training—forced control over motor skills an infant’s body hasn’t yet developed—with a panoply of my issues, both developmental and interpersonal, thus reframing my genius narrative into a trauma. Further complicating the competing narrative strains was my own research in adulthood: It was common in China and India for babies to be potty trained at exactly six months. In America, developmental trauma. In China, standard practice.

I stood up and walked over to the black-and-white photo of my mother, her faultless face not yet riven by the violence of the world.

“Don’t you think, Linli?” she asked.

“What?” My eyes darted from the photo to the convoluted topology of my mother’s face.

“If they did just one more.” She beamed. “This time I really need it.”

I got up and walked out of the living room. There were so many things I wished I knew.

When she believed, what did she believe in?

Before America, before all this.
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Café Maroc was full of screenwriters tapping on laptops. The sounds of double cheek kisses smacked the air. Teenagers coasted on skateboards past Spanish Colonial houses.

Beatriz was smoking beneath the awning. A stretched-out T-shirt barely holding itself together hung to her knees, worn over a long corduroy skirt. We squinted at each other.

I walked up, snatched the cigarette from her hand, and took a drag.

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “How long has it been?”

“Three years.” I gave Beatriz back her cigarette. “How are things?”

“The same. Nothing changes here.” She rolled her big hazel eyes.

We sat down at a sidewalk table, flanked by the jobless. The hot metal chair seared my thighs as I sat. The sensory overload was a savage contrast to the isolation of my mother’s house.

“Beatriz—”

“You disappear and now suddenly ta-da you’re here. Your mom called the bookstore a hundred times. We didn’t know what to tell her. Just that you didn’t come to work one day.”

“She did?” Heat surged into my face and popped at the surface. I pressed a glass of ice water to my cheeks. “I had no idea.”

“She eventually hired a private detective and found out you were in Washington.”

My mother had mentioned an investigator. So, she knew I didn’t live in London.

“I got into a huge fight with her one day and I just left.” It was a relief to say this out loud. No one in Olympia knew. I hadn’t told anyone there about how I’d fled LA. “It was totally impulsive.”

“Must’ve been some fight.” She looked at me suspiciously.

The server came around with menus. I ordered the lentil salad, one of the cheapest things on the menu that wasn’t an appetizer.

“Did I ever tell you about my sister?” she asked. “The one in an abusive relationship? We had to pack up her stuff one day when he was at work and sneak her out.”

Safety planning. It was something the women in my workshop talked about.

“You never told me,” I said.

I was distracted by this new information that my mother knew I lived in Washington. Why hadn’t she contacted me or boarded the first flight? It was almost vexing that she hadn’t.

“She’s fine now.”

“Who?” I asked.

“My sister.” Beatriz stared at me through glassy eyes.

“Oh, right.” I tried to refocus.

Her Mormon parents had adopted eight children, including Beatriz. She’d lost her virginity to one of her brothers, gossip she loved to spread about herself. So what? she’d shrug. They weren’t related. The more someone was scandalized by the fact, the more graphic she got.

My salad arrived. There was too much dressing on it. I dragged chunks of free bread through the lentils to sop up the vinegar. I picked at the overcooked glop of lentils.

“Do you want to send it back?” Beatriz looked at me, her eyes full of concern.

“I’d rather sit here feeling sorry for myself.” I shoved a forkful of soggy arugula into my mouth to prove my commitment.

“That’s more fun, I agree.” Her big gold earrings shook as she laughed. She peered at me through a curtain of scraggly black hair.

“How’s the bookstore?” I asked, eating more of the salad with newfound purpose.

“Six years in the stacks. I need out.” Beatriz scooped some lentils from my plate. She placed them on a torn baguette and ate it as if it were caviar. “Where do you live, Seattle?”

“An hour south of Seattle. But I’m moving to New York in a couple weeks for a grad program.” I felt a little bad telling her. I was also desperate to share the news with someone.

“Take me with you.” Beatriz frowned. “I almost moved there with this Mafia guy I dated. His family owns a bunch of apartment buildings in Yonkers.”

“Mafia?” I asked.

“Serious Mafia. When my sister was going through her thing, he said, ‘Want me to kill the guy for you?’ I was like ha ha, but he was serious. I asked him what I had to do for it. ‘Just do me a favor sometime.’” She’d imitated a Brooklyn accent. “Can you believe?”

“He killed people?” I was fascinated.

She shrugged.

“Did you say no?” I asked.

“Yeah, but he killed him anyway.”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“I was about to.”

“How did he do it? With a gun?” I suddenly felt very alive, alert.

“He used this lethal crossbow to avoid detection on those gunfire locator systems that cops use to track shootings. Silent, right?”

“Crossbow? That’s so cosplay. Does the Mafia use crossbows now? It’s a thing?”

She shrugged.

I swallowed the last glop of lentils. Murder. Just like that. Maybe Beatriz would introduce me to this guy in Yonkers. It wouldn’t hurt to know someone like that.

“Linli.” Beatriz sighed. “No. This guy did not kill anyone for my family.”

“He didn’t?” I was disappointed.

“It would be cooler if he did, but he did not, babe.”

“No crossbow?”

Beatriz shook her head.

“Where did you meet him?”

“At that bar on Sunset where we bought mescaline once.” Beatriz slurped her iced tea. “Do you want to meet him?”

“What?” I giggled.

“Shut up. You do not need to hang with some Mafia guy in Yonkers I dumped. You’re going to grad school.” She chomped some ice cubes and wiped the condensation from her empty glass on her forearms. “Besides, that man was sad. The saddest man I ever did see. His brother moved to some Buddhist colony in Japan to get away from la famiglia. But this dude, he couldn’t get out. He was under daddy’s thumb.” She smooshed a lentil between her fingers.

“Cheers to leaving.” I raised my water glass.

“Leaving is hard. Going back to school is hard,” Beatriz said. “Staying is easy.”
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I pulled up to a yellow house surrounded by droopy cartoon topiaries flopping over the spray-painted lawn. The grass hadn’t been sprayed evenly; brown patches dappled the lime-green paint.

My mother emerged from the side of the house where she had told me to pick her up. The screen door slammed behind her as she loped down the gravel driveway, her crutches crunching rhythmically. A huge visor that looked like a welding shield covered her face. She often wore it to avoid getting tan but really it was to block gawking. I reached over and opened the passenger door from inside.

She silently slid into the rental car, propping the crutches on the floor beside her feet.

She turned away from me and looked out the passenger window, clutching a black notebook.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

I pulled the key from the ignition and crossed my arms.

“I don’t believe you,” I said.

She wouldn’t look at me. Her body slumped forward.

“Who is this friend you were visiting?” I was getting upset.

“I told you already, my friend Xiaoqing.”

“What did you do with Xiaoqing?”

“Had tea. Nothing. Gossip.”

“Let me see your face,” I demanded.

“Quit harassing me.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

I reached over to lift her visor. She slapped my forearm with a backhand. “No, no!” she cried. “Stop!”

“You didn’t. I can’t believe this. You lied to me.” I clutched my aching arm. “You said you were going to sing karaoke.”

“Leave me alone. It’s my life. You don’t even care about me anymore.”

“What did you do this time? Botox? Fillers?” I accidentally honked the horn with my elbow. “You jumped out of a moving car two weeks ago. You really need Botox right now?”

“That’s my business.”

“Show me your face,” I demanded.

“No.” She shrunk away from me.

“Let me see your face! Who would even dare touch your face the way it is?” I reached over and pawed at her head.

She screamed so loudly all the dogs on the block started barking. My ears rang.

I turned the key in the ignition. The tires squealed as I pulled away from the curb. We sped in silence. The chorizo factory with the pig mascot in a baseball hat, smiling all the way to slaughter. Commerce Casino, filled with Asian men, their long pinkie nails scraping the felted pai gow poker tables. The indoor swap meet from my childhood, sitting on cardboard boxes doing homework while my mother sold plastic shoes in a booth, headachy from chemical inhalation.

Beatriz was wrong. Staying was not easy.
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In my room, the silhouette of the jacaranda tree bolded in the foreground of the moonlit sky, I pulled down a shoebox of photographs from a closet shelf. There was a photo of my mother and me in matching polka-dot bikinis sitting on the edge of an indoor pool, my fat legs kicking the air.

A photo of the red hatchback parked in front of our house. We drove that car up and down the California coast, watching the surf crash from cliffs in Mendocino at sunset, picking mushrooms in the early morning fog in a forest near the Oregon state line, flinging tortillas through the air at hungry seagulls in Carlsbad, holding hands eating cactus paletas on a pier overlooking San Diego Bay. In the photo, my grinning mother leaned against the hatchback in shorts and knee socks, one sassy leg stretching across the hood. It was impossible to remember she had ever been that limber, that carefree.

In all the photos, taken before the first surgery, she was my mother. My real mother.

I slid the box of photographs back onto the closet shelf. The past was a betrayal.
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Dawn scratched my eyes. I leapt up. Yesterday was old news. I was taking my mother to the botanical garden today to see the roses, her favorite. It was my last day.

I heard the television blaring the morning show from her bedroom. “Seventy-three. Another perfect day in sunny Los Angeles.”

How long had she been up? The door to her bedroom was cracked. I pushed it open.

In the half-light of the television, I saw the shape of her body beneath the covers and what looked like a deflated gray volleyball atop the pillow. I flipped the light on.

“Ma!” I ran to her bedside. My stomach dropped. “Wake up.”

I grabbed her shoulders and shook. Two eyes peered at me through a puddle of flesh.

She moaned weakly.

“Who did this to you?” I shouted at her.

I picked up her phone and dialed 911.

“911. What’s your emergency?” a woman asked.

“Something’s wrong with my mother. Her face. Please hurry.”

My mother moaned, touching her face all over with her hands, feeling it like braille.

“Tell me what happened.”

“I don’t know.” I hyperventilated. “She had something done to her face yesterday. She wouldn’t tell me what. Now it’s… oh God… lopsided. It’s three times the size. HURRY!”

My mother sat up, her arms flailing around, hitting the phone out of my hand. My screaming was making her hysterical. I picked the phone up off the floor.

“Hello? HELLO?!!” I wept. “Are you there? We need help.”

“Yes, miss, I am here.”

“3690 Sycamore Road.”

“The paramedics are on the way. Stay with me now. What is your name?”

“My name is Fanny Feng,” I shouted into the receiver.

“What is your mother’s name?”

“Fanny Feng. I mean, she’s Fanny! I’m Linli!”

My mother pushed the sheets onto the floor. She stood up, her torso stiff. She forced her broken leg to take her weight as she heaved her body forward.

“Linli. Is your mother conscious?”

I followed my mother into the bathroom.

“Are you with me, Linli?”

I heard sirens approaching, the sound pulling the living world behind it.

“Ma, they’re almost here. Don’t worry.” I felt faint. I ran to the front door and threw it open. Three men jumped out of a fire truck. An ambulance screeched to a halt in front of the house. I was wearing only a T-shirt. The morning wind chilled my bare legs. I waved my arms. The men bounded up the driveway. “Hurry!”

From inside, a single scream shattered the sky.

She had looked in the mirror.
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This time, I was at the hospital with her. Instead of being her emergency contact, I feared I would be her next of kin.

The paramedics hadn’t let me ride in the ambulance. I drove the rental to the hospital in a daze. I had no idea how I’d gotten here.

I paced in the waiting room. What had she done? My flight left in the morning. I had to get on the plane. I had to leave this city. A short nurse came out wearing scrubs that were so long they wrapped around the heels of her shoes.

“Are you the family of Fanny Feng?”

“Is she okay?” I had until this moment been in a state of oblivion—but tears suddenly came as I returned to my body. “I’m her daughter.”

The nurse reached over the counter and handed me a box of tissues.

“Are you aware that your mother has a practice of getting illegal cosmetic injections?”

“Illegal? You mean by someone unlicensed?” I blew my nose into a wad of tissues.

“Yes. Also illegal in the sense of nonmedical materials.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We have seen it here before. Sometimes it is construction-grade silicone. It can also be fake Botox from overseas, comprised of unknown chemicals and, in the worse cases, substances that are poisonous. There are illicit clinics all over the city that are getting raided.”

“Is this what happened to my mother?” I asked. The bright lights of the waiting room seemed to be getting brighter and brighter still, some kind of psychedelic Guantanamo torture. I shrunk two inches, then three.

“We don’t know yet. It’s a possibility. The information she gave us was that this was done in someone’s home. She’s having a reaction to a foreign substance that’s not the same composition or consistency as subcutaneous tissue. We’re doing close airway monitoring. There is a possibility that her upper airway may be obstructed.”

“Oh my God.” I imagined her on a ventilator, with multiple organ failure. It was finally happening. My worst nightmare and fantasy—the death of my mother. “Is she going to die?”

“Her condition will likely worsen.”

I grabbed the nurse’s wrist and yanked it. “Is she going to die?”

A man in scrubs rushed into the waiting room. Loud beeping rang through the hallway.

“Code… code…” he breathed heavily. “Cardiac arrest.”

The man disappeared again, as quickly as he’d arrived.

“Is that my mother?” I asked.

I had trouble breathing. My chest constricted. The short nurse with her big eyes drifted in my field of vision. The room was underwater. Her big brown eyes detached from her face, swimming around above her head.

“Miss.” The nurse reached out to touch me. “Do you want to sit down?”

An orderly came down the hallway, rubber soles squeaking on the linoleum floor. My knees began to buckle. Down, down, down… his huge hands as soft as gummy bears… the muscles in his arms flexed as he carried me… the squeaking of his shoes—left, right, left, right, left, right—harmonized…
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I woke up on a gurney in a hallway. A nurse gave me a cup of water and asked me if I was dizzy, faint, nauseous. I had fallen. No, I assured her. I felt nothing.

The anvil of my situation dropped. I promised that I would do anything to keep my mother alive. If my mother lived, I would not get on my plane. I would not drive across the country. I would not go to New York. I would not begin my grad program in the fall. If she lived, I would stay in Los Angeles, because my mother was the only person I had in this world.

The nurse said my mother couldn’t have visitors yet and directed me to the waiting room to rest. I wouldn’t stay here with all these sad-looking people. I couldn’t stand it. I kept walking. The double doors opened grandly. I glided out the front doors of the hospital.

I circled the axis of the parking structure, coasting the rental car in neutral all the way down to ground level, paid forty-five dollars for parking. The attendant wished me the best as the arm of the gate lifted. How many times a day did she offer consolation to bleary-eyed drivers, watching the reels of their lives flicker, superimposed on the road in front of them, who passed through her station?

All the lights down the parkway turned green as I approached each intersection. There was a single car on the road at 4 a.m. to assure me that I was alive. I pulled into our driveway and cut the engine. My clothes smelled like the hospital, like metallic chemicals suffusing sour bodies.

I didn’t want to be here. Everything that this house had ever contained. The eternal return.

I started the car again and backed down the driveway, swerving into the street.
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I knew all the highways, the tight curve of the 110 South that followed the banks of the LA River, speeding past the circular turrets of the Bonaventure Hotel—where every spring, teenage girls in prom dresses pressed their faces to the glass elevators reflecting the cinegenic expanse of the glinting city—to the turnoff for the 10 West to Santa Monica.

I rolled down the window. The intoxicating scent of oily wood from the pier filled the interior of the car. On the Pacific Coast Highway, trompe l’oeil garage doors were painted on stucco houses, deterring beachgoers from parking on the street in front of their properties to access the public beaches; the trick was in making the public think there was a driveway—a great niche in the city for set painters between gigs.

Heading north to Little Dume, I flicked off the headlights—a momentary void, hurtling through black space, neither alive nor dead but somewhere in between. When I flipped the lights back on again, the world resumed.

The car drifted to a stop on a street of houses with darkened windows. I got out and made my way down a trail to the secret stairs leading to the beach. The stepped lines marking the different tidal swellings receded to where the waves broke. The surf, advancing and retreating, looked like a tender lip eating night.

The pregnant moon. The ocean and sky seamlessly black. I remembered, in high school, taking acid, the fibers of the tiny paper square dissolving on my tongue, racing up Cabrillo Beach chasing grunions, their glinting bodies arching up to the moon, the shore a coruscation of silver. That was the night I almost drowned in the ocean, the tide pulling me out, too wrecked to do anything but float into the black sea, the tangerine moon blazing a trail, narcotizing me into submission.

My memory played back our road trips up and down the coast. I could see my mother standing on the Mendocino cliffs, outlined by the citrus glow of the setting sun, watching me. Arms open as she ran toward me in her matching polka-dot bikini, kicking seawater. My mother’s face framed inside the red hatchback’s windshield, cruising down a winding road to where I was. No other people appeared in these memories, just my mother and me.

My mother’s soundless voice threw a line, yanking me back to shore as I drifted away on the acid trip. The grunion run, the silver shore that I had witnessed as a teenager, seemed at once to belong to a movie I’d once seen and to have just occurred tonight, caught in a schism of time.

There was nothing like the ocean at night. There was nothing like feeling the damp sand on my bare feet, the crashing waves a private viewing on an empty beach. I put my shoes on top of a rock. The frigid seawater washed over my ankles, soaking the legs of my pants as I leaned into the scrim of the black ocean night.

The wind picked up, blowing from the east. I gathered my hair so it didn’t lash my face. After a while, I let go and let my hair lash freely. The wet sand sucked at my feet as I walked. Flies bit my ankles. Waves lapped at a big rock in front of me. As I got closer, I saw its brown sheen glistening in the moonlight. Flies swarmed around it. Not a rock but a dead sea lion.

My hair whipped my cheeks as I stared at the lifeless body.

The briny wind made my eyes water. With blurry vision, I retreated a few steps from the water and lay on the shore between clumps of tangled seaweed and the sea lion, pressing my back into the sand to carve a space for holding my body. As I lay there beside it, sight going in and out of focus until the world disappeared, I could not tell whether my eyes were open or shut.
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After checking in on the top floor of a brutalist high-rise in Mid-Wilshire, its hallways lined with marble-facade walls, I sat down on a plushy chair, clutching my résumé. ANOTHER HORIZON, the sign above the receptionist desk read. People were perched on chairs around the perimeter of the reception area. Darting eyes, bobbing knees, a sleeping body with a dropped head.

I thought of the morning a month and a half ago when my mother was rushed to the hospital in the ambulance. Her heart had stopped. They had brought her back from the other side. She had survived it all. That was her role in this world, to survive and survive through each disaster, each bout with death. True to my promise, I had stayed in LA.

A moving company in Olympia had packed up my apartment and put the boxes in storage. I was going to defer grad school. Farewell to all that. Maybe I could make spring semester. But I couldn’t think that far ahead now. I was numb to most of it except for leaving my job without saying goodbye to any of the women there.

Twenty minutes later, the receptionist showed me into a small room with hanging ferns, which also lined the filing cabinets and the desk. The morning sun through the aluminum blinds striped her face.

“He’ll be in shortly,” she said. “Need anything? Coffee?”

“Thanks, I’m good,” I said.

The ferns crowded the office. I envisioned myself hiking alone through a cloud forest, where no one could touch me.

A man entered wearing a dress shirt and jeans, closing the heavy wood door behind him.

“Linli Feng.” He shook my hand. “I’m DB Kennedy.”

“DB,” I repeated. “Nice to meet you.”

“Pam sent you? I’ve known her for a long time. Great work she’s doing.”

I nodded. “I worked with her in Washington at the nonprofit,” I said.

It was hard not to get lost in the drama of his hair, the surge of its swells, its subtle intonations of playfulness and insouciance falling over his forehead. Despite his average mien, his hair raised his appearance to a level of elegance that seemed out of place with our surroundings.

“Tell me why you’re here,” he said.

“Here at this interview?”

“That’s right.”

What should I say, that I was resigned to being in this wretched city once again? I needed a job. Legal tender. Direct deposit.

“Pam thought that I should meet you and—”

“Not what Pam thinks. You.”

I shifted uncomfortably. The second hand swept the wide face of the clock on the wall by the door. I hadn’t been around many people except for my mother for the last two months.

“I think you’re here because you care about helping people,” he said. “At Another Horizon, we help the people who need it—not more or most but just as much as everyone needs and deserves care. From workshops to reading groups, restorative justice, movie screenings, picnic lunches, community outreach events, and connecting people with the resources they need, we work with our clients free of charge as a federally funded community center to help them be a part of a world that wants and values them.”

I shifted in my seat, still clutching my résumé.

“It can be a life-changing decision to come here and to activate your own future. The workshops we run can be the first step toward a new beginning, a way forward when previously there was none. But it’s only an opportunity. What you do with that opportunity is up to you.”

I didn’t like how he kept saying you.

“Who’s given you an opportunity?” he asked me.

“My mother gave me life,” I blurted. My face grew hot.

“The greatest gift of them all. But life isn’t necessarily a gift for all people as it is for some.” He stared at me in the eye. “What about you?”

“What about me?” I asked.

“What kind of life were you born into?”

“Not one I would have necessarily chosen,” I said. “But it was an asset, I suppose, for my last job, which, you know, supported women at an inflection point in their lives. It was the first time that the familial relations I’d dealt with growing up were actually useful.”

“Lived experience is really important for the work we do here too.”

I nodded.

“What do you know about Another Horizon?”

“Not much,” I admitted.

The old feeling had come back. I was losing my ability to navigate the waters, use my muscles to push my way toward a shore that I wanted to swim to. My body was just floating now, the current taking me wherever the forces prescribed.

“Molecular revolution is political.” He sat back.

I nodded, though I didn’t know what he meant.

“Now, the office assistant position we’re looking to fill is probably a little too junior for you, but—”

“I’m happy to have any job, really.”

“Let’s give it a go and see. You’ll have lots of opportunities to engage with the community and the potential to move up if there’s an opening in the future.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Really, I owe Pam for this referral.”

“I’ve heard good things about you.” He smiled.

There was a little light in the way he talked, a pinprick in the darkness. I needed something to believe in now that I was no longer en route to grad school, kicking Los Angeles in the face behind me on my way out.
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I stared out the window at the smooth white dome of the Griffith Observatory while I waited for the elevator after the interview. At night you could see the flashing lights of cameras taking photos, like a thousand dying stars. I admired the panorama of Wilshire Boulevard stretching into the distance, the La Brea Tar Pits to the west, and the Hollywood Hills rising above the bustling valley just west of the observatory.

Being here with all these people was exhilarating. I was out of the house doing something that had no direct relation to her. She needed help bathing, wiping her stinking cunt. The cast, her weak heart, her scabby face. It would be so easy to kick her down the stairs. One leg lift. One set of muscles flexing.

The hospital had kept her for four days in the ICU, monitoring her heart rate and breathing. They gave her a blood transfusion when she went into septic shock. Her body had reacted to the black-market Botox injection by going into overdrive. This produced a blood clot that blocked blood flow to her heart. A broken heart—wasn’t that what it was?

Since returning from the hospital, she’d been bedbound, watching America’s Beauty with ice packs on her face. She would need reconstructive surgery, a subject we did not broach because we couldn’t afford it. We couldn’t even afford to fantasize about it.

My mother had sabotaged herself to the point where she had manifested the very face she was terrified of having: the ugliest face in the world.

It was a brutal thing to say about one’s own mother. But it was true. To me, it was the ugliest face I had ever seen. It was the source of all our misery. It had wrecked our lives. It had deprived me of my real mother.

Someone was responsible for my mother’s newest disfiguration. After days of my interrogation, she finally admitted that she went to afternoon “tea parties” where new cosmetic procedures were offered to women. Straight from Asia, treatments like salmon DNA, stem cell placenta injections, and infrared bionic laser pulsing were yet to be approved in the US. My mother never knew what was really injected into her face. The last time, it was advertised as an age-reversal serum. It had something to do with cellular regeneration. The roving team of beauty peddlers claimed they charged such low prices because they didn’t have overhead and could avoid taxes and import fees because everything they did was under the table. She brought other women to the parties, and if they got procedures, my mother would get a freebie or two, discounts. More and more, it had become her side hustle. It was the only way to afford the demands of her face.

I pushed her for information, names.

“Whose house was it?” Shrug. “Who organized it?” Shrug.

It wasn’t smart to make trouble, she warned me. What had been done was just that: done. Past tense. But I wouldn’t let it go. I wouldn’t accept her unknowing.

“I’m concerned about what happened to you, who did this to you. It’s not the first time. You’re surely not the only one who has been harmed.”

“Linli,” she said, exasperated. “Don’t look to the past. It’s not healthy. Turn around. Face to the future.”

The past was what we were comprised of. How could she not understand?
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The drive home from the interview in traffic only torqued my anger. I couldn’t even think about the interview. I stormed in the front door. If she wasn’t going to tell me, I would find my own answers.

My mother was sleeping, chest rising and falling in a twisted nightshirt while she lay in bed with the blinds drawn.

I shut her door and let her nap.

The nurse had said that these illicit places were getting raided all over the city. I searched for news on the internet. Inland Empire counterfeit Botox bust. Criminal ring smuggled misbranded drugs. Med spa clients hospitalized for strange symptoms after being injected by unlicensed fraudsters. One victim was left blind after getting discount injections. Another had to get her legs amputated. Botulism, heart palpitations, slurred speech. Victim after victim.

I wondered what these places were like, where my mother went. I pictured a creaky cellar door leading to an unfinished basement, dingy bare bulbs dangling above a heavy wooden table where my mother lay on a butcher block covered with plastic sheeting. Used needles jabbing unanesthetized flesh.

“Liiiiin-li!”

I jolted, the laptop sliding from the couch onto the hardwood floor with a thud. Every time I heard my name screeched over the transom, a heat-seeking missile straight to my skull, it felt like an electrocution.

“You’re awake?” I cracked the bedroom door and peeked in.

“What are you doing?” She yawned, stretching her arms out and splaying her fingers.

“Reading about a woman who is blind because she got fillers done at a fake med spa.”

“That’s depressing. Oh, that reminds me. I have a book coming in the mail today. Can you go see?” She sat up and clicked on the bedside light.

Butler, chef, maid. I switched out hats all day long.

I looked in the mailbox and delivered the package to her. She put on her reading glasses.

“Did you hear what I said?” I asked. “She’s blind.”

“Blind people have rich and fulfilling lives, just like you and me.”

“Excuse me, which one of us has a rich and fulfilling life?”

A police siren blared down the street.

“See?” She pointed at me. “They’re coming to arrest you for being depressing.”

I rolled my eyes. I was about to tell her that I’d gotten a job, but she cut me off.

“Look!” she said. She tore open the package, tossing the envelope on the floor.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The newest book in this series. I had to order it from overseas. It’s about a young English wizard who goes to China to find a porcelain doll to defeat his nemesis, Yando… Yando something. Oh right, Yandomort. The original story is boring, all about a miserable boarding school—anyway, I never read it. This unauthorized Chinese version is much better. The wizard boy can speak Chinese, but he has trouble using chopsticks.”

“It’s a copy?” I asked. “What about the original author?”

“The original is not important. This version is superior, much more imaginative and fun. That’s what we Chinese do—take something and make it better. Things are always changing, becoming different. Consider evolution. There is no original in nature. Nature is innovative. A story doesn’t belong to one person. Anyone can take a story and reshape it, cut off an arm and sew a leg in its place. That’s how we free ourselves from control.”

“Okay,” I said, confused about what we were actually talking about. “So should I get fillers and give myself a new face? That’s freedom? That’s a form of resistance?”

“You need to read some Chinese philosophy. Expand your Western mind.”

“What if I wanted to change my face too?”

“Those who grow a cabbage can eat it any way they want.” She flipped through the book, glancing up at me in the doorway.

“You wouldn’t care if I went to one of these places and got some fillers?”

“It’s your business.” She lowered her reading glasses and stared at me. “But I can tell you one thing. You were born here. You’re different. Your brain is what you should be evolving.”

“I hope you finally learned your lesson. You died and modern medicine brought your corpse back to life. Don’t have it all be for nothing.”

It was depressing—she was right. Those awful basements teeming with fools marching straight into the mouths of bottom-feeding hustlers. I never wanted to think about them again. That chapter of our life was over.
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“What day is it?” She burst into the kitchen, dancing with her crutches. She grabbed a warty bitter melon and held it to her mouth, singing, “I was dancing with my darling…”

“It’s Sunday,” I said. Her vivacity should have made me happy—she was alive, after all—but instead, I was annoyed. She was as gleeful as ever. No consequences of her own making could touch her. I stirred a bowl of mung-bean porridge. “You seem happy today.”

“Don’t tell me you forgot my birthday.” She stopped dancing.

“It’s today?”

“You don’t remember your own mother’s birthday?” She wagged the bitter melon at me.

“Your birthday is different every year. I can’t keep track. Happy birthday.”

“It’s my year, you know. The rabbit.”

My mother refused to celebrate her birthday according to the Gregorian calendar. It meant that her birthday fell on a different day each year. Chinese holidays were observed on lunisolar dates. You had to calculate the days and match them up with the lunisolar calendar, a system I had never understood.

The phone rang.

“Hello? Oh yes. Nice to hear from you,” she said with artificial cheeriness. “Uh-huh. Certainly. Of course. Thank you.” She swung out of the kitchen, casting a sidelong glance at me.
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This was the year of the rabbit, my mother’s year. I’d always thought that the return of your Chinese zodiac year brought good luck. It was, after all, the year you were brought screeching and bloody into being. But my mother insisted that the return of your year triggered bad luck because it offended the God of Age. Disaster would strike in your zodiac year.

What that meant to me, then, was that being born was a harbinger of bad fortune. Every twelfth year you were punished for pushing your way into this cursed world. This was the year of lying in bed, the year of mutilated flesh.
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“Just give me an hour. I’m getting ready.” She passed through my room into the bathroom.

“Where do you want to go first?” I asked, hanging up a white shirt I’d wear to work tomorrow. “We have to celebrate your birthday properly.”

“To see my friend Xiaoqing at her store in Alhambra. Later, karaoke.”

“Xiaoqing?” I asked. “She’s the one who took you to the house that day?”

“The other way around. I took her.”

“What did she get done? Surely not the same as you. Did she end up in the hospital too?”

“Electromagnetic light therapy. Noninvasive.” She picked my shirt up off the floor and tossed it onto the twin bed. “Anyway—my birthday. Alhambra?”

“You don’t want to go to the rose garden? Your favorite.”

“No.” She touched her face. “Too many people. We’ll stay in the Chinese area.”

“All right.” I understood. “Who called, by the way?”

“Hmm?” She disappeared into the bathroom.

“Earlier. Who were you talking to?”

“No one. Old friend.” She flushed the toilet.

“Really. Who might an old friend be?”

“Stop, Linli.”

“You’d better not be talking to those people who—”

“Quit it!” she shouted from the bathroom. “You’re driving me insane.”
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Perched on my bed, I watched her reflection in the closet mirror, itself reflecting the bathroom mirror, in front of which she began the ritual of painting her face into existence. The raw palette of her face was mottled pink and red like an heirloom apple. Serpentine scar tissue ran alongside the right side of her nose from the middle of the bridge down through the bent tip, circling the collapsed nostril.

I was loath to admit it, but I had always preferred my mother’s face full of makeup, every millimeter of it spackled and covered with pigment. When it was bare, it was devoid of the intricacies that made a face human, erased by decades of stuffing and stretching. Watching her paint her face on, it came to life, even as it perched on the preternatural edge.

My mother posed in the doorway in the salvaged final-sale green velvet dress, her hair a burst of curls framing the main attraction, her face. “Not one white hair on this head.” She wrapped a yellow scarf around her neck. “You’re lucky you have such great genes.”
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Driving in our new used car bought on credit—my credit—we passed hot-pot restaurants, after-school math tutoring centers, Automats dispensing ionized water.

Every other palm tree had been hacked clean of its green fronds. A disease, jumping from tree to tree, had infected more than half the palm trees in the city. To prevent further spread, uniformed crews, raised high above the sidewalk in hydraulic cranes, had lopped the long, feathered leaves off with chainsaws. A sacrificial decapitation—all for the greater good.

“Turn left at the light. It’s the pink building. See? No. You passed it. Now make a U-turn. Hurry. Before all the cars come. Turn! You have to be more aggressive. Did you forget how to drive in London? The light is changing. Step on the gas. Go after this car. Get in behind the truck. Put on your signal. NOW! Oh, be quiet. Don’t honk at us. We have the right-of-way. Yeah, you can wait. Look at this guy. He thinks he’s so tough. What is he going to do, get out of the car and fight us? Turn in this side. Entrance only. Oh, good. There’s a handicap spot. These days you can never find one. I have asthma, you know, plus my cast—I have to park right in front. The handicap plaque is under the driver’s seat. Put it on the mirror. Hold on. Did you turn off the air-conditioning? You have to switch it off before you turn the car off. If you don’t, it can break the engine. Next time remember.”

I slumped over the steering wheel. My ears rang. My hands were weak. I felt as if I would never be able to hold on to anything ever again.

“Are you coming in? Xiaoqing does makeup tutorials. She’s an expert.” My mother yanked her crutches out and closed the passenger door. “Are you buying new clothes today for yourself? No more secondhand. Thrift. Whatever you call it. You pay money for the clothes of a dead person? That’s where it comes from. Dead people!” She strapped the full facial visor to her head and pulled it down. All that effort and time this morning. Her face was completely obscured by the opaque visor. “Always T-shirts, shorts, so baggy. Why don’t you wear a dress for once?”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I said. I needed a break, to turn the volume down in my head.

I ducked into the bookstore two doors down, paced around the aisles. Chinese books. No English. I flipped through a few Lao Fu Zi comic books, skipping the ones with dialogue. My mother used to read these to me, perched on her lap, when I was a child. Together, we’d laugh at the bumbling bald duo, Big Potato and Old Master Q, the eponymous tuber and his skinny best friend, who got into trouble in the afterlife and schemed to get hair.

Across the parking lot, there was a store that had shanzhai clothes with unintended mistranslations and funny bootleg gear from China. Luiot Vituton. Samsinxg. Nnkie. I bought a shirt that read on the back: I was ashame4 mysil whe;n i realz live as cos.tum par7t, && I attend with my real FAC-3 tomarro1 another day nowere to COSSC Xuan. The words were something between a poem and dream logic cranked through ESL machinery. I loved flipping through the racks, reading language on the edge of sense written by someone in another part of the same world whose mother tongue churned these extra-lingual compositions.

On the way out, I saw a pair of shorts that had FACK and IT printed on each leg. I headed back to the register.
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I met my mother at the beauty outlet Paris Eiffel. The woman behind the counter had unblinking eyes, a tiny chin, hair twisted into a low bun. She nodded enthusiastically while rearranging a display shelf of colorful frosted-glass jars.

“No good if waiting.” The woman shook her head.

“I’m going this week,” my mother said. She was still wearing her visor. She jumped when she saw me. “Ai-ya, Linli. So quiet walking around like a ghost. Hey, Xiaoqing, this is my daughter.”

This was her, Xiaoqing. Her face looked fine. I wondered if she knew that my mother had died and been resurrected after that day at their so-called tea party. Why couldn’t fate have plucked this woman from the coterie instead of my cursed mother? It wasn’t fair.

“Hi.” I shuffled toward the counter.

“Can you find my daughter a husband?” My mother reached her arms wide, the question directed more to the universe than to Xiaoqing.

“Hel-looo, what preet-ty girl,” Xiaoqing cooed. “Over here, over here. I have good cream for you. Very good. You mommy say you want to do makeover. Okay? Auntie do for you.”

“No, I don’t want it.” I shirked. “Thank you. I don’t wear makeup.”

“Why you not? Good for you. Make you preet-ty. More like girl. You don’t have boyfriend?” Xiaoqing scurried out from behind the counter and dragged a stool across the floor. “Sit here, come, good girl. You mommy like you do makeover today. I do for you.”

“No, no, no.” I waved my hands in front of me. “I really don’t want it.”

“Sit down, Linli,” my mother commanded. “Don’t be rude to your a-yi.”

“Here.” Xiaoqing patted the stool. “Free. For you mommy birthday today. I do free for you. Make Mommy happy. She living today. She happy you doing makeover today.”

There was no way out. My mother had planned this. I knew it. I sat down. Xiaoqing pushed my hair back with a headband and started cleaning my cheeks with a fresh baby wipe using hard, punishing strokes. I winced from the smell of the butt wipes. I willed myself to go limp.

“Close you eyes. Lift face. Not too much. Open. Close.” Xiaoqing rubbed, poked, smeared, and plucked. “Why you never do the double-eye surgery? More big eyes, more pure. Small eye, small heart, not honest.”

“How is your daughter?” my mother asked, peering so close she bumped her visor against Xiaoqing’s hand. “She goes to Harvard, right?”

“Yale for the BA. Finish already. My daughter don’t listen me. Not like Linli, hmmm.” Xiaoqing squeezed cream out of a tube and rubbed it between her fingers. She dabbed beneath my eyes. “Need more sleep. Acupuncture.” Dab, dab. “I tell my daughter go to medical school. She don’t listen me.”

“Is she living at home?” My mother inspected the tube of cream. “Linli lives with me.”

“Just got marry. Now Yale for the law school.” Xiaoqing smirked. “See? She don’t listen. I tell her lawyer, fighting all day. Doctor better. Linli, you still study school?”

I clenched my teeth. Why hadn’t my mother given birth to other children to take care of her? A dozen would be enough for the job.

“I’m working at a community organization that helps people.”

“What that mean?” Xiaoqing asked.

“Sometimes people need help,” I answered. “When bad things have happened to them.”

“Oh?” Xiaoqing tugged my eyelashes. “Bad peoples?”

I shook my hand No.

“What you doing that?” she asked.

“Not bad people, Auntie,” I said.

Xiaoqing shrugged, a fluffy brush now poised in midair.

“It’s not a respectable job like being a lawyer,” my mother said. “Very low work.”

“Low?” I repeated. “What’s low about it?”

My mother shrugged and folded her hands in her lap.

“Shhh. Don’t move.” Xiaoqing turned my head back with both of her hands. “You make lot money when you grow up. You take care Mommy.”

While my face was being smeared and prodded, I thought about my new role as office assistant at Another Horizon. The organization was comprised of six employees who had backgrounds ranging from social work to domestic violence advocacy to crisis counseling, people who had worked at shelters, others who were formerly incarcerated, formerly unhoused, and survivors of trauma and intimate partner violence. At the nonprofit too we’d prioritized lived experience above all else.

Job training had been casual: a new email address, where the printer was, a hefty office supplies catalog that could break all the bones in your foot. Aside from ordering ink cartridges and filing paperwork, I would make spreadsheets, conduct research when it was needed, and do whatever the day required, which was, according to the woman I was taking over for, different every day for a small organization like this.

Five days in. Each day at work was a day I was out of the house.

[image: ]
An hour later, Xiaoqing spun me around.

“Wa-laa!”

They clapped. My mother’s visor tilted left, right. She nodded, giving me a thumbs-up.

Xiaoqing handed me a mirror. It took me a minute to understand that the face staring back at me was my own. It was anemically pale, plastered with foundation four shades lighter than my skin. I had eyebrows arched into right angles. Orange lips, pink eyes, burnt-umber cheeks. I looked like a reject from an instant noodle queen competition.

“Ooooh!” Xiaoqing exclaimed. “So lady!”

“Now you are finally presentable. Except for your clothes. You went shopping?” My mother thrust the bag of purchases into my hands.

“No,” I said. “I mean yes. But it’s not—”

“Go, go.” Xiaoqing shooed me with her flapping hands. “She don’t asking much. Mommy don’t living for ever. Just looking nice, okay? That’s all. For you. Little bit.”

“Listen to your a-yi. Change,” my mother hissed.

I changed in the storage room behind a bank of cardboard boxes and an upended stiff gray mop. Fine. If this is what they wanted, I would give it to them.

“Let’s see.” My mother frowned. “What does that say?”

She squinted at my shorts.

I pranced past them and swiveled around.

“Beautiful. High-class,” Xiaoqing cheered. “So trendy.”

My mother scrutinized me, her eyes scrolling the text on my shirt, green brows furrowed. My mother tried to read the words, mouthing them incomprehensibly, while Xiaoqing snapped photos of me. I grinned widely, sticking out my chest with one hand on my cocked hip. The phone flashed.

“So trendy!” Xiaoqing directed me in front of some snail mucus products. “Top style!”

But she had the last word, my mother, who made me buy every single product that Xiaoqing had used on my face, two hundred forty-one dollars’ worth of cosmetics.

My new job paid me a few dollars above minimum wage. I started doing the math and then stopped myself. Fack it.

On the way out, I swiped a jar of royal jelly serum and dropped it into my bag.
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Up the elevator, then through a heavy metal door, the words SING SING greeted us. I thought of the prison in upstate New York, where my new colleague who worked at Another Horizon had spent a decade of his life, only to be released on parole and rearrested less than a year later on more felony charges. How does a person survive a life in captivity?

“Room for two,” my mother said from behind the visor. “You have a birthday special?”

“Of course. Two free watermelon juices. Half off happy hour until 5 p.m.”

My mother nodded, satisfied.
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“Limp corpses hanging headless… let the blood rain down like devil’s tears… we’ll drink from skulls tonight,” I screamed into the microphone. The room spun with green and blue lasers. “I waaaant your corpse. I neeeed your blooooood.”

Breathless, I jumped around, lunging at the walls. I panted, sweaty from moshing and thrashing, the paint on my face melting. My mother sat on the pleather sofa, arms crossed. Her cast jutted out to the side, foot resting on a chair.

“What kind of song is that, Linli? What does that mean, headless corpses?” She shook her head in disgust. “You are really disturbed, aren’t you?”

The next song came on. My mother clutched the wireless microphone to her chest, standing on her good leg. She played with her scarf, swaying into the support of a crutch, lamenting about the moon in verse.
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I flushed the toilet with my foot. I stared at my reflection. The lipstick was mostly gone, leaving an orange ring around my mouth. Blotted mascara encircled my eyes. The pale foundation was sweating off, revealing darker stripes of my natural skin beneath it.

A ruined face to match hers. It was hard to feel grateful that she had pulled through with all our niggling manipulation and petty scorekeeping. But yes, I was grateful. Fanny Feng lived. I straightened my shirt. Tomarro1 another day.
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Gratitude didn’t stop me from song after song about slitting my wrists, smoking crack and shooting cops, sexually transmitted diseases.

My mother tried her hardest to ignore me. She sipped watermelon juice and flipped through the songbook.

“Listen, Linli. This song is like my life. It’s called ‘Ten Sighs.’”

The song was in Chinese, a sorrowful piano-driven melody accompanied by a video of falling petals from a cherry blossom tree.

“First sigh.” She held up one finger and began singing.

In contrast to her unmoving face, my mother’s voice was filled with emotion. It dipped low and quiet, stretched out to a peak, pulled along by a saturnine violin.

“Second sigh.” She held up two fingers.

Her cast swung back and forth, keeping the beat. It was remarkable how different she was from nearly three months ago, when she was paralyzed in bed being spoon-fed.

“Fifth sigh.” She held up five fingers.

I looked down at my T-shirt, reading the text upside down: nowere to COSSC Xuan. My mother’s phone buzzed, lighting up. It was a number I didn’t recognize.

“Eighth sigh.” My mother held up five fingers, and three more on the hand holding the microphone.

She was hitting every note. I was impressed.

“Tenth sigh.”

My mother bowed.

“Yay.” I clapped. “Best song of the afternoon. Love it.”

“Did you understand the lyrics?” She sat down, hoisting her broken leg up on the sofa.

I shook my head.

“It’s about a girl who was born into poverty. That was the first sigh of her life.”

“Ah. Okay.”

“The second sigh was when her parents abandoned her by selling her off as a slave in a house of prostitution. The parents were so poor that they couldn’t afford food.”

I got it now, the meaning of the song’s title. Ten sighs.

“The third sigh was when she became a prostitute. And then she married a man who abused her. See, she lived her whole life as a slave. That is the weight of the sighs.”

“She couldn’t run away or something?”

“This is old China. Women cannot run. There is nowhere to go. She is stigmatized. First for the rural poverty she was born into, then for being raised in a brothel, then for being a sex slave, and then as a divorcée if she leaves.”

“So that’s it?”

“She is lucky that a man even married her after she was a prostitute.”

“Maybe they should have taken away one of the sighs for this stroke of luck. Should have been ‘Nine Sighs,’ not ‘Ten.’”

“Clever, Linli. I wish I had a fraction of your cleverness.”

“I hate it when you compare us. I’m clever. You’re not. I’m lucky. You’re not. I’m privileged. You’re not.”

“I don’t know where this is coming from. Your tone is really uncalled for. You should go to law school like Xiaoqing’s daughter if you like to yell and argue so much.” She started to whimper. “You don’t know what it’s like to be a slave.”

“And you do?”

“Poverty is being a slave. Being a refugee is being a slave. A survivor of war and abuse and violence. Being an aging woman who lives in a country where the language she has to speak will always be foreign to her. I’m an immigrant. People look down on me. That’s all being a slave.” Her eyes began to redden.

I pulled out a package of rice crackers from beneath a karaoke songbook and offered it to her. I shrunk into myself, the bile of culpability rising in my throat and seeping across my tongue.

“Being a mother is too. I can never not be your mother. Even if you leave me and we don’t speak for the rest of my life. Mothers must always be a slave to their children. There’s no way out. You think I don’t wish for a way out every day?”

Just as I was beginning to feel bad, she had yanked me down to my knees and slit my throat. If only I had the power she ascribed to me.

“What about being a slave to your face?” The words had darted out of my mouth with the pressure of the day, the last ten weeks, my entire life. “I think you left that one off the list. You can’t even show your face to the world anymore. You threw your face away.”

My mother wailed, keeling over. A thud. Her cast crashed to the floor. The crutch clattered. Her body heaved and shook. She covered her face with her hands, making crying sounds. But she couldn’t actually cry. The closest she could get was squinching up her tearless face and howling, like a child.

I had gone too far. Maybe there was a better way to do this. An intervention. She needed help. Not whatever I was doing to her.

Someone knocked on the door. My mother lay crumpled, leg sticking out to one side. Pink and purple lasers circled the room. Her phone rang again, buzzing off the table.

“Happy birthday to you.” Three staff members entered the room, brandishing a slice of strawberry cream cake with a crackling sparkler in it, spewing golden fragments in the dark. “Happy birthday, dear Fanny. Happy birthday to you.”
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The photocopies were warm from the belly of the machine.

I was putting together a packet of information about brain development in early childhood. A chart indicated what happened at different ages. At eight, children started to develop a stronger sense of self and learn conflict resolution; their memories improved, and they became more independent. Eight. That was my age when my mother had her first facelift. Had my development been thwarted?

There was a section about how the brain used imagination to help cope with trauma. A little boy who witnessed people jumping out a skyscraper that was on fire drew pictures of what he saw. In addition to flames shooting out of a building and people falling through the sky, he drew a trampoline at the bottom of the page. Through imagining safety, the boy was able to confront what he had seen, which in reality had been the people jumping to their deaths. I lingered on this page. I’d never known that imagination could help process the past.

There was a multiple-choice test of some kind and charts and diagrams. I collated and stapled stacks of all these printouts by hand. I enjoyed getting lost in the minutiae of the labor; it required absolutely no thinking at all, only the mechanical handiwork of repetition and speed.

My mother had worked in a factory in Taiwan after high school. She assembled reel-to-reel tape recorders for an American electronics company manufacturing parts in Taoyuan City. This was the provenance of her name, Fanny. Her real name was Fan-Ju, but none of the managers, who were all from the US and spoke no Mandarin, could pronounce their employees’ names. The company made all the workers choose American names, an act of forced renaming that, at first, my mother found amusing. She initially chose the name Patti for herself, after the singer Patti Page, but never responded to the name when called. After getting in trouble numerous times with her American bosses, my mother changed her name again, to Fanny, a name much closer to her own.

I thought of young Fanny, separating and sorting in an assembly line at the factory. Forty years later, here I was essentially performing the same labor. Separating, sorting, assembling. I felt as though I were her, our two bodies merging through the act of this labor at different points in time and space.
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I closed the break room door behind me after I finished preparing the materials. In the hallway, my clogs squeaked on the linoleum. I was the last person here.

The whole city glowed on the other side of the windows, stretching into the distance where the dark silhouettes of the Santa Monica Mountains slouched against the moonlit sky. A procession of twinkling lights trailed up Wilshire as cars inched homeward in traffic.

“Is that you, Linli?” DB’s voice drifted into the hallway.

“It’s me.”

“I thought I was the last one in the office.”

“Me too.”

“I was about to get out of here.”

“Where are you going?”

“I was going to grab a bite.”

“Can I come?” I asked. “I’m starving.”

“I guess so,” he said, clearly apprehensive.

But it was too late. I was already following him out the door.
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People gossiped in overstuffed booths at candlelit tables—a throwback to the days of old Hollywood. It had been years since I’d been here. We used to come for drinks after readings when I worked at the bookstore with Beatriz.

“What’ll it be?” DB asked. “Order anything you like.”

“Either the smoked tongue or the calf liver,” I joked. The menu was rife with Depression-era dishes. “Kidding. I’ll have the steak. Medium.”

“Same for me. But rare. I like my blood.”

“Thank you for letting me tag along. Sorry I invited myself.”

“That’s okay.” He nodded. “If you want, you can come observe the next workshop. See what they’re like. Next week.”

“I have to finish all the spreadsheets and inventory next week.”

“The workshop is in the evening. For those who have jobs, so they can come after. Do you have obligations at home?”

“Nope,” I said eagerly. “I’m available in the evening.”

The wine I had ordered tasted a little like gasoline.

“How long have you been back in Los Angeles?” DB asked. “What brought you here?”

“Three months? Four?” I couldn’t exactly remember. “I came home because my mother is ill.”

“I see. I’m sorry to hear.”

“It’s not cancer or anything. She likes to get a lot of work done. Fillers. Plastic surgery.” My face scorched. “I take care of her.”

The steaks arrived with two piles of slim fries. I sawed the meat with sweaty palms and set the knife down on the table. Immediately, blood seeped into the white tablecloth.

“It really gets to me how people are taken advantage of like that,” DB said. “Especially women.”

“One doctor told her that she had an asymmetrical face, like one eye was higher than the other. Super manipulative.” I picked at the fries. “Then she started hanging out with the wrong crowd. Women who were always getting work done. She wanted to keep up.”

“It’s the Asian way to be like the people around you,” he said. “I’m half Filipino, by the way, so I can say that.”

“I could tell you were some Asian.”

“People are thrown all the time. I look like I belong anywhere I go. Italy, Morocco, Mexico. But my mother is Filipino.”

“Are you close with her?” I asked.

“In a way.” His fork clattered onto his plate, the perimeter rimmed with blood. “My parents met on an army base in the Philippines. The army-base-to-biracial-children pipeline. I’m the one who takes care of my mother too. But it also gives me purpose.”

I nodded.

“You remind me of my youngest sister. She’s quiet but she has a lot going on inside her head all the time. The most brilliant of all the siblings. She’s my best friend.”

I slugged my wine, wishing I had a sibling who was my best friend.

“Anyway,” DB said, his tone shifting. “Tell me about your work with incarcerated women.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I can’t help but connect what you mentioned about your mom”—he paused, giving me a curious look—“to what you said before about helping women.”

“What about it?”

“It just struck me, I guess.”

What did he want me to say? That I was addicted to being around women in trouble?

“What’s your relationship to the clients at the organization?” I asked him.

“Good question.” He ordered another martini and turned back to me. “I’ll think on that. So, what do you think the chances of rehabilitation are with your women in prison?”

“Rehabilitation’s not what my work was about. Specifically, it was about addressing this moment when the women in my workshop were facing something potentially huge, life sentences. Our work was for them to begin to understand what was happening to them and to start talking about it: poverty, racism, abuse. I don’t believe in prison as rehabilitation. A lot of the crimes people commit are because of the circumstances they’re in.”

“I think we’re coming from the same place. People need help and resources to get them out of a tough spot. We give them something they can go out into the community with and be productive members of society.”

“Dessert?” The server set down a sheet of paper between us.

“I love the sorbet,” DB said. “What’ll you have? Don’t make me eat dessert alone.”

“How about the crème caramel?” I said.

“Wonderful, Linli. You’re doing me a real favor.” DB beamed.

The bell of loneliness chimed in the midst of feeling. I’d seen Beatriz once, but we hadn’t been in touch since our lunch. This restaurant, the burgundy velvet curtains, the dusty emerald lampshades with golden tassels affixed to the wall sconces, stayed frozen in time. The unchangeability of the restaurant was a kind of affirmation.

For the first time since I’d been back, I felt a little at home in the city.
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The front door was ajar. I walked through the empty house to the backyard. The blood moon hung low, a history of the cosmos flowing through its veined highlands. In its crimson glow stood my mother, naked.

Her eyes were closed, head dropped, arms dangling at her sides. Her hair was draped over her face. I stopped, on the threshold of the open doorway, watching her. It was a body I knew better than my own, one that had not changed since I was a child.

Memory, resurfaced: Lying on the sofa in our underwear, too lethargic during summer droughts to do anything but flip through Chinese comic books, a fan blowing hot desert air on the dry skin of our exposed bodies, until my mother declared defeat and we drove to a Taiwanese café to eat shaved ice with lychee and condensed milk until our brains turned into slow, dumb glaciers. Watching her pull a gold dress over her braless torso before she went out dancing at night. Wrapping my legs still dripping with pool water around her thin waist, sharing a cone of soft serve taller than my head. Dragging a damp washcloth over her neck when she got sick from taking jobs no one else wanted, sweeping ash from houses spared in a wildfire, a stack of smoky bills on her bedside table—blood money for her destroyed lungs, which coughed up brown mucus for years.

I stepped across the brittle grass and took her hand.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I came here to look for you,” she whispered. Her voice was heavy, drugged.

“I’m here now.” I squeezed her small hand.

“I want to go home.” She looked at me, her head limned by the blood moon.

“We are home, Ma.”

Her whole body before me like this. The scar on her belly. The single inverted nipple.

“This was never my home.”

“I know,” I said.

“If they try to take me away, don’t let them,” she murmured. “Promise me.”

“Okay, Ma.”

I led her up the back steps and into the house.

I draped a robe over her and laid her on the couch. Her cast leg stuck straight out. A bottle of painkillers was empty on the coffee table. A dream I’d once had about fucking her with my penis flickered in the periphery. I placed a bag of ice on her chest, touching skin, like a newborn to its mother. I knew to shock her body with discordant temperature, a tether to consciousness. She shuddered.

“Ask me a question,” she slurred. “Anything.”

“Tell me the story of my birth.”

“You had crossed eyes when you were born,” she said matter-of-factly. “I screamed when they held you up. My mother had your eyes.” The bag of ice slid down into her loose robe. “Because her mother was forced to work pregnant in the fields. She was bent over so much that the baby had crossed eyes. You inherited them. I changed your luck, though. I fixed them by pushing your eyeballs out with my thumbs. You could have been stuck that way all your life. You know what people do to someone with crossed eyes? Take advantage of them. That’s what happened to my mother. She found a husband who did just that.”

Her head lolled to one side.

“Did what?” I said loudly.

She was nodding out.

“What did he do?” I asked again, louder.

She was fast asleep, pushing air out of her mouth in wheezes like a mechanical respirator.

I wanted to know what she knew. There was nothing I wanted to know more than my own story. Who were we and where we had come from was locked in a box that only she had the key to. Without that knowledge, all I had of history was her.

I nudged her foot with mine. Nothing. I pushed again with more force. She began snoring. Couldn’t she at least try to make me feel a little bad for her? I watched her as she wheezed and choked on her own breath.

A loud knock on the door startled me.

I jumped up.

More knocks, louder.

My mother kept snoring.

“Fan-Ju Feng?” a man’s voice said loudly.

I froze.

Knock, knock, knock.

“FBI.”

Fear shot through my limbs.

“Open the door. We have a warrant for your arrest,” another voice said.

My mother was fast asleep.

“FBI. We know you’re home.”

“Where’s the warrant?” I shouted through the door.

“Open the door. We’ll show you.”

“No!”

“If you want to be arrested for obstruction of justice, it’s up to you.”

“Under the door,” I said.

A piece of paper slid through.

United States Department of Justice, United States Attorney’s Office for the Central District of California. Fan-Ju Feng. Defendant.
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My mother, hands cuffed behind her back, Lilliputian between the two hulking agents, called me by a name that no one else ever would. “Bao bao,” she whispered as she passed through the front door. “Bu yao pa.”
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Metal scooted on linoleum as I dragged chairs into a big circle. I dropped a stapled packet of papers on each chair. DB greeted people as they entered and directed them to a table where water, coffee, and a tray of cookies were on offer.

At three past eight, I closed the door. There were still two empty seats.

“Looks like nearly everyone’s here. Let’s begin,” DB said.

I hung back near the door, unsure of where I should stand.

“Come over, Linli,” DB called. He waved, pointing to an empty seat beside him.

“I’m just here to observe, though,” I said.

“Don’t be afraid.” He laughed. “Sit down.”

Everyone was staring at me. Defeated, I sat.

He talked for a while, but I couldn’t focus on what he was saying. My mind was scattered in a trillion pieces.

“Turn to page two. Who needs a pen?”

DB handed me a pen. I shook my head. He nodded, signaling that I too was supposed to complete the exercise.

Describe an incident when you were hurt.

My uncapped pen hovered over the words. I wasn’t taking the workshop. Why did I have to do this exercise? I glanced sideways at DB. He was scrawling away.

Who has been hurt?

What are their needs?

Whose obligations are these?

I was tired. I didn’t want to think about any of these questions. I couldn’t remember a lot of my life anyway, and I didn’t necessarily want to. This language was infantilizing. Not so long ago, I was leading workshops. Now I was being forced to participate in one.

The nervous energy in the room dovetailed with the decrepit institutional decor to produce a brittle tension that begged to be broken.

By the time DB called for people to share what they’d written, my page was still blank.
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Traffic on Wilshire was extra gridlocked at midday. As I passed La Brea Tar Pits, the smell of the gaseous tar through the open window relaxed my clenched muscles. It was like inhaling poppers. I turned the radio up to tamp down the honking. The broadcaster warned of rising smog levels.

My mother had been charged with making a false statement to federal agents. She had talked to them weeks ago, not long after she was discharged from the hospital and I started working at the center. They were investigating activity in the yellow house. My mother hadn’t been the only one disfigured. More were injured. The homicide unit was investigating. They told my mother she was a victim and took a statement; in reality they were building a case against her.

I’d driven down to the federal courthouse the night of my mother’s arrest and waited until the next afternoon for her to be arraigned. Thank God for the baby-faced public defender who advocated for her release on bail. The prosecutor requested my mother be held in jail, arguing she was a flight risk. But where would she flee to? America was her home.

The federal crime my mother supposedly committed was not killing someone with illegal injections; it was not smuggling in fake Botox, wire fraud, operating a fake medical clinic out of a basement, or falsely claiming to be a licensed medical professional. She’d been victimized by these people, but since they were nowhere to be found, and since she’d naively answered the door and talked to agents, they’d arrested her on whatever shitty charges they could as a placeholder for the real culprits.

She told them she’d never been there, didn’t recognize the names they listed. A little denial, a little shrug. But this time her lies were consequential.

Agents had surveillance on the house and had seen her entering and exiting.
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I’d stocked the fridge with food so that my mother wouldn’t have to leave the house and get into more trouble. We were being watched. I warned her not to go out, not to associate with Xiaoqing or any others who had been part of the basement-clinic crowd. But I couldn’t account for her movements when I was at work.

The banh-mi shop in Chinatown, where my mother used to take me after shopping at the Far East Plaza for electric hot pots and ginseng, had moved a block away. I stopped and bought two sandwiches, coffees with condensed milk, and green pandan jelly with coconut milk. I had always been my mother’s caretaker since I was young. My responsibility for her felt like life-and-death. I sat beside her in terrified silence while we watched America’s Beauty in bed. I fell asleep next to her; some nights I didn’t bother going back to my bedroom.
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“Ma, I’m home.”

The house was too quiet. Usually, I could hear the television. Maybe she was sleeping.

I flipped through the mail on the counter. A letter from the university. It was a bill: $83,530. What? This must be a mistake. I had never attended a day of class. I never should have forwarded my mail from Olympia. I dropped the bill into the trash.

I shook what I had just seen out of my mind, along with the bill for the broken lease of the apartment near campus and the barrage of calls I’d received until I finally blocked the number of the leasing company. The pressure and my inability to repress it imploded; the fracture cracked my body like ice on a lake. I didn’t have that kind of money.

I slid the rubber bands off the banh-mi wrapper and cut each sandwich in two. I stumbled down the hall, distracted by my situation, and opened her door. The bedsheets were peeled back.

“Ma?” I called.

Backyard, garage, front yard. Nobody.

“Ma!” I shouted.

I had a flashback of her turning around to look at me from the back seat of the cop car. A glare from the streetlamp on the rear window erasing her from my sight.

The only time she’d left the house since her arrest was when she’d had her cast sawn off last week. In bed when I left for work. In bed when I returned. She never drove anywhere.
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“Hi, Salvatore. This is Fan-Ju’s daughter, Linli. I just came home. My mother’s not here. Maybe I’m being paranoid, but I’m just checking to make sure she wasn’t rearrested.”

I felt stupid leaving the public defender this message. I was too old to be asking people where my mommy was. But something felt off. I didn’t trust her. I was certain she was going to attend more tea parties. Or was there something more at stake? Even after her arrest, my mother still wouldn’t tell me what her involvement was.

“The less I say, the better for you,” my mother had whispered the morning after she got out of jail. We had been sitting with the curtains drawn, bowls of uneaten sweet potato congee congealing on the table between us.

Another layer of significance had formed a new skin around her. She’d been cuffed, fingerprinted, mugshotted. She had a booking number and a case number.

I had stared at my mother. What if our house was bugged? This was the moment when I understood that everything would be different now. How little I really knew about what the women in my workshops had been—were still—going through. I had moved from the outside to the inside of knowing, and yet I remained peripheral. What if the years I’d worked with system-impacted women had been training for my future with an incarcerated mother?

Had Xiaoqing picked her up to go to another tea party?

My blood pressure rose. It was her life if she wanted to rewrite her face with botch after botch. Being convicted for a felony was another matter. She could spend five years in prison. Felons often lost the right to vote, lost access to public benefits and housing, and couldn’t apply to certain jobs, get loans. It would be public record, the mark following her everywhere.

I got into the car and backed out of the driveway, blasting through a red light.
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A flock of parrots squawked as they circled the topiaries. Their lime-green bodies glowed, matching the spray-painted lawn of the yellow house, as they flew through the smog-heavy sky. Another flock descended, squabbling with the other roost. The city was a map of warring parrot factions, rumored to have originated from a pet store that had foreclosed. Repo men had let the animals loose into the skies of Los Angeles, where the once non-native parrots had quickly proliferated.

I marched across the lawn, blades of scorched grass coated in flaking green paint crunching beneath my wooden clogs. Calls to my mother had gone unanswered. Where else could she be but here, or somewhere like here? Though I knew other places surely existed, I had no idea where they were.

I rang the doorbell three times and knocked on the wood frame of the screen door. Mini blinds obscured the windows. I pressed my ear against the door. Nothing but parrots. The gate unlatched easily. Dead leaves had collected at the bottom of a drained pool next to some old patio furniture. No signs of life. I rattled the handle on the back door.

My mother wasn’t here. No one seemed to be. Of course, no one would hang around this house now. I turned around and glanced up and down the street at the identical stucco houses with concrete paths cutting across dead grass. What was I hoping to do anyway? Catch her here and say, Aha!

“Hello,” I answered on the second ring. “Thanks for calling back.”

“Your mother isn’t in custody. When’s the last time you heard from her?” Salvatore said.

“This morning before I went to work.”

“Listen, if you want to do your mother a favor, keep her out of trouble.”

“I do my best.” I unlocked the car and slid into the driver’s seat. “What else can I do? I’ll do anything.”

Silence.

“Are you there?” I asked.

He cleared his throat.

“I’m not going to sugarcoat her situation. It’s a major problem that she won’t tell me, her counsel, about the activities she’s been involved in. I can’t prepare a defense. If you can convince her to discuss her case openly with me, or if you have any information that could shift the federal prosecutor’s scope away from your mother, one outcome that could be in our favor would be for Fan-Ju to be a witness, not a defendant in this case.”
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“Bao bao. You’re home early. How was work?”

My mother stood at the kitchen counter scraping pâté off a baguette with a porcelain soup spoon and licking it clean. She smiled through the excess of flesh hanging from her face, a slight movement that made me think of shirred curtains. I scanned her face.

“What have you been doing today?” I joined her in the kitchen.

“Just sleep,” she said. “Watch TV. The bidet is broken again. Sprayed water all over my back. Maybe a ghost inside. Can you check?”

“Check the bidet for a ghost?”

She nodded.

I sighed. “Did you go out for a walk? Now that your cast is off, you should exercise.”

“Walk? No.” She shook her head. “I am sick. The antibiotics make me throw up. I’m on so much medication, I swallowed a pharmacy.” A little black notebook sat on the counter.

“You were just home all day?” I stared hard at her.

“All day. Yes. Like every day. Home, just home.” Irritated, she ripped a fluff of soft bread out of the baguette and crushed it between her fingers, rolled it into a dense ball and popped it into her mouth. “Where am I supposed to go, the Academy Awards?”

“I just thought maybe you went out because you’re wearing a dress. And lipstick.”

“Oh yes, I forgot. I went to the dollar store.”

“You know I was home earlier. That’s why there’s all this food on the counter.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“What did you buy at the dollar store?”

“Some egg sponges.”

“Where are they?” I demanded.

“What happened to all that makeup you bought from Xiaoqing? You sure know how to waste money. Can’t you look nice once in a while?” Self-consciously, she smoothed the bodice of her dress. “I get bored here all day when you’re at work. You’re always at work, work, work.”

“The rent has to get paid somehow. And the car loan. And bail.” I poured boiling water into a glass pot over some jasmine tea. “You should rest if you’re sick. Go to bed. I’ll put on America’s Beauty for you.”

“You went to Chinatown?” she asked.

I followed her as she padded into the bedroom, took off her dress, and pulled on a gingham nightgown. “You’re home early today.”

“I only worked a half day.” I pulled the covers up over her thin legs.

“What about the bidet?” She frowned.

“What about it?”

“The ghosts. They play tricks on me.”

I marched into the bathroom, lifted the toilet seat, opened the lid of the tank, flushed. People who believed in ghosts only opened themselves up to being haunted. I had enough problems. Ghosts weren’t one of them.

“No ghosts.” I came back into her bedroom and gave her the thumbs-up.

“But how do you know?”

“What’s your obsession with ghosts?” I asked.

“My mother’s sister’s husband was drafted in the war. He visited her in a dream. He stood by her bed, beheaded. That’s how she knew her husband had died in battle. A month later, soldiers knocked on her door and told her he’d been killed. But she already knew.” She pointed at the ceiling. “You have to pay attention to visitations.”

I turned the television on and adjusted the volume. She stopped protesting, transfixed by the screen. She smiled, burrowing under the comforter. My mother made a noise halfway between a moan and a purr, her eyes glowing in the television’s reflected light. I went to the kitchen and picked up the black notebook and poured tea into two cups. My head hurt.
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The smog had settled onto the asphalt, a gray film slicking the horizon. I paced up and down the driveway, my mother’s notebook in one hand. I dialed a telephone number written in it.

“Bluelight Productions. Serenity speaking.”

“Hello. I’m calling on behalf of Fanny Feng,” I ad-libbed.

Bluelight Productions? I checked to see if I had entered the right number into the phone.

“And who are you trying to reach?”

I flipped through my mother’s black notebook.

“Um, Grgghdhl?” I mumbled incoherently, flustered.

“Who?”

I turned a page in the notebook.

“Angel?” I read.

“Excuse me?”

I flipped through more pages.

“Jeremy?” I said.

“Just a moment. Hold, please.”

The line went silent for half a minute.

“Jeremy’s assistant Adam speaking.”

“Yes, hi. I’m calling on behalf of Fanny Feng.”

“Great. We are going to give Fanny a call next week after the producers meet. Who am I speaking with, by the way?”

“This is her daughter, Linli. I’m just calling to get more information.” I kicked a dry pile of sun-bleached bougainvillea flowers that had collected in the corner by the front gate.

“As we’ve been discussing with Fanny, because this is a new show, we haven’t finalized the production schedule. But her screen test today was great. We were impressed by her bravery in the… in the face of adversity.”

Screen test? New show? Production schedule?

“Listen, we’re very busy today with casting. Tell Fanny we’ll be in touch midweek.”

“All right, so—”

The line went silent.
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Bluelight Productions. I aggregated the news according to date.


Reality bites—and makes big bucks, at least for Bluelight Productions, a dark horse in the world of reality television. Eight blockbuster seasons and two Emmys later, the team that brought America’s Beauty to primetime has made a deal for a spin-off show about outrageous plastic surgery disasters and the journey of transformation, America’s Beauty Extreme. The series pickup comes after the network renewed America’s Beauty and Runaway Moms. America’s Beauty Extreme will premiere in the coming weeks.



I shut the laptop and shoved it under my pillow. My lungs hurt, the strings corseting them pulling tighter with each breath I took. It was more than I could handle, her arrest, now this. America’s Beauty was the trashiest show on TV. No respectable people watched it. I curled up beneath the comforter, tucking my knees into my chest. Through the adjoining bathroom, I could hear laughing on the television in my mother’s room, followed by my mother laughing, the two tracks converging into a single sound.
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I burst into her room.

“I know what you’re planning.” My voice had creaked through my dry throat.

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice was uncharacteristically high.

“I already know, so don’t waste your time pretending. This is what you’re going to do with your life? You want to be ridiculed on TV for this? Outrageous plastic surgery disasters?”

“How did you find out?”

“Never mind how I found out. What are you thinking, Ma?”

“What do you understand about my life?” She stood up and walked out of the bedroom. I followed her.

“You just got arrested. And now you want to be on television? Think of how people make fun of the contestants on America’s Beauty. Do you want to be portrayed on national television as this pathetic woman addicted to plastic surgery?”

I stormed out and plopped onto my bed. She came into my bedroom and sat by my feet. The shades were pulled down. Darkness enveloped us.

“You’re the only one who doesn’t see me. The producers of the show understand. They understand that I’ve been through something horrible and I need help. Who’s going to pay for reconstructive surgery? You? I have to do this. There’s no other way.”

“What reconstructive surgery?”

“Miss she knows everything. That’s what the winner gets. Exactly what I need.”

Reconstructive surgery? Anything to get what she wanted. More and more and more surgery. Always and forever.

“What about your pending criminal case?”

“What about it?”

“Did you tell them?”

“It’s none of their business.”

“They’re going to do a background check and find out.”

“They did one already before I had a background. If there’s a problem, I’ll deal with it then.”

“How are you going to be a contestant on a show when you could be facing prison time? Can’t you help yourself for once?”

“I’m not going to prison. I didn’t do anything. So I got imported stuff injected into my face. How is that a crime?”

“You don’t understand what they can do to you to get what they want.”

“I have no idea what they want.”

“To leverage the charge against you so you’ll give up information. Smuggling, fraud, assault. You heard what your lawyer said. This is so much bigger than you.”

“I can’t tell people what I don’t know.”

“Logistically, how do you envision this is going to work, filming a TV show when you have to be in court?”

“Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. I know people. Very important people.”

“Right,” I said. “Knowing people is what got you here.”

I reached for the tea on the bedside table. It had a pelt of lint on the surface.

The whole reason I wanted to go to grad school was to spend my life working with women who needed help. The poor, the vulnerable, the system-impacted. Maybe I didn’t need a graduate degree to do this work. I was already doing it. It was called babysitting Mommy.

My mother stood up, her body twinned in penumbral shade. In the darkness, I could only see the outline of her frail body, the shape of her frizzy hair. She was my mother again, her voice melting at the edges. The best dreams were the ones in which my mother never had plastic surgery. In those dreams, I would think, Here is my mother just like I remember. There was never any surgery. It must have been a dream. Then, waking up, the realization that the fantasy of dreaming inside my dream was the reality, the dream face belonging to my real mother receding back to its historic place, anchored in the past tense.

Still suspended somewhere just short of consciousness, in the absence of light, I sat on my teenage bed, vectors of time converging—childhood, adolescence, the pre-surgical face, the elusive now. My emotions diffused in the room, dictated by the darkness.

“Did I ever tell you the story of my birth?” She put her hand on my arm.

“You told me about mine.”

I wanted to ask again about her parents, the prehistory of us, but I weighed it against what she might now tell me about herself.

“Go ahead,” I said. “Tell me about your birth.”

“My mother was in the hospital. Her water broke. But nothing was happening. She waited for two days. Finally, she decided to go home and give birth there. A few hours later, right before I was born at home, there was an earthquake. The hospital crumbled. Just rubble. Everyone there died.”

She sat down again on the edge of the bed, placed her hand on my cheek, smoothed back the sweaty, tangled hair.

“I was a lucky baby. But I never felt I had luck. I’ve always felt like I had missed my fate. That living was the mistake.”

My skull throbbed.

“Maybe you’re the only reason why I’m supposed to be here,” my mother whispered.

We sat in silence. I fell asleep, exhausted.

I woke to a crepuscular sky. The shades were up. My mother stood by the window, looking out.

Clouds shifted outside. The year of the rabbit. The pocked moon revealed itself. I could see again the actual face of my mother silhouetted in the cold light.
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“Where does it say we need to go on the studio lot?” My mother clutched my elbow as she adjusted her visor.

“Where’s the page who’s supposed to meet us? Excuse me.” I stopped a security guard in uniform. “Where’s building A10?”

“Go down that path. Turn left when you get to the lake. There’ll be a statue at the end of the road. You go between two buildings to the other side. It’s there.”

“Thank you.” My mother bowed a little in her direction.

Through the cityscape of winding sidewalks and small electric vehicles piled high with coiled cords, landlocked swans wandered between freshly planted palm trees.

I’d taken the day off. My mother hadn’t wanted me to come but I was too suspicious to let her go alone.

“Left here.” She pointed at the fork in the path.

“No. Left over there.”

“Here.” She tugged my arm.

“Fine.” I let her lead.

It was a city inside a city with its own police, street signs, traffic lights, and system of gridded neighborhoods. Surrounding an artificial lake, what functioned as “public” space lent a simulacrum of nature to the landscape. We moved on, trudging down an industrial road flanked by rows of cyclopean warehouses that blocked the sun.

“Where are we?”

“Elia Kazan Way.” I squinted in the shade.

“I told you—we should have gone the other direction.”

“We went the way you said to go.”

“No!” She threw herself against the trunk of a palm tree. “We didn’t.” In high form, she kicked the base of the tree with her foot.

“All right. Let’s go where you want. So?” I held back a smile. Occasionally, her petulance entertained me. She just didn’t give a fuck. I didn’t know why I was in a good mood at all. It must have been the setting, our proximity to the silver screen, to the electric charge holding promises suspended in the air around us. I’d never been in a place like this.

We didn’t talk about her arrest, or the Orwellian trouble she was in. Her own words had been used against her. She would lose the very thing she’d come to America for: her freedom. I shaded my eyes, the sun peeking between two buildings temporarily blinding me, a sharp pain that bored into the core of my brain.

“My feet are blistering. It’s so hot I’m going to faint. I’m dehydrated. I have sunstroke. I’m going to pass out. I can’t breathe. This dress is too tight.” She wrapped her arms around the tree, pressing her visored face against its crisscrossing bracts. “I told you we were going the wrong way. Why don’t you listen to me? I can’t walk any more. Just leave me here.”

“Want to stay here while I find the building? You might get discovered.” I made a megaphone with my hands. “Central casting, we’ve got a woman on the edge here.” I turned and started walking away.

“Don’t leave me.” She unwrapped her arms and held them out to me. “I need you.”

“Do you?” I glared at her. That’s right. She sure did.
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The golf cart sped around the lot’s winding roads. We’d called the page, who’d been waiting for us at a different location, and he’d swooped us up. The wind blew my mother’s skirt up. She squealed, delighted. I reached for her hand. We took turns squeezing softly back and forth. Whizzing in reverse on the back lot, our hair blew over our faces.

“Don’t embarrass me, Linli. Do you promise?”

“Me? Embarrass you?”

“Neither of us are alone when we’re together.”

I put my arm around her shoulders. “You look nice,” I said.

“Know what a man said to me last year?” my mother shouted in the breeze.

“What?”

“He said, ‘Fanny, you look nineteen from the back. And thirty from the front.’”

“We’re here.” The cart pulled up to a building.

“Fanny! Welcome back.” A woman with hair piled high in a messy blond bun waved. “So, what can I get you? Coffee, water, juice, wine?”

“Wine?” I laughed. It was ten in the morning.

“I just offer. I don’t judge.” She held the glass door open for us. “You Fanny’s kid?”

“Reyna, this is my daughter. She’s a doctor.”

Blood surged into my head. Doctor?! I glared at my mother. She ignored me.

“My dad is a surgeon.” Reyna pressed the elevator button.

“Wow,” I exclaimed. I should have said I wasn’t a doctor, but how could I now?

The elevator doors opened.

“My daughter came back to LA to be with me. And now she has an important job helping people. She works very hard.” My mother was a master of the spin.

“Well, congratulations.” Reyna smiled at me. “You look so young. And already helping other people.”

Oh. I knew what this was about. Context. In front of Xiaoqing, my mother had to deride me. In front of this blond woman, she praised and lied for prestige. Nothing was real. It was all about the selection of which face she showed to different people.
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“Tell us a little about yourself.”

My mother sat on a bare stool with her black visor strapped to her head, her tiny feet crossed at the ankles, a massive green screen behind her. Beyond the boundaries of the camera’s frame were bulky lights on tripods; a furry microphone affixed to a stand dangled above her head. The visor safeguarded all our secrets.

“My name is Fanny. My family fled the Japanese during the Second World War in China and the Chinese Communist Party, to Taiwan. I came to the US by myself,” she said from behind the visor. “I live with my daughter in Los Angeles.”

“Thank you, Fanny. That’s great.” Shally nodded. She was a producer. “So, now we’re going to take off the mask, like we discussed. Don’t hold back if you feel the tears coming.”

The visor nodded. My mother reached up with her hands on either side of her head. Her arms stalled midway. My heart ached, an acetose spread through my chest. She lifted the visor off her face and brought it to her lap, just as she had been told.

The camera’s glass eye captured every fold of flesh, unrelenting in its persistence. In her face, I saw the witches’ castles I used to make on the beach—running from the water with cupped hands back up to the sculptures—by dripping sand and seawater through my fingers and watching it plop, layer upon layer, fatly oozing.

The production crew and the producers crowding around the camera were ravenous. They leaned forward—flowers to an energy source.

Shally clapped.

“You’re a pro, Fanny.” She snapped her fingers. “Tell us. Do you have any hobbies?”

Hobbies. If only.

“I love America’s Beauty.” My mother looked at the camera and beamed. “It’s my favorite show.”

“We love to hear it. Let’s talk about your history with plastic surgery. How did it begin?”

“I first heard about plastic surgery at a nail salon where I worked when I was pregnant. The women paid a lot of attention to their looks. The hair, nails, makeup, clothes. Very unlike the way we dressed back home. At first, they looked garish to me. Then I got used to it and it became normal. The longer I worked there, the more my eyes adjusted to America, the more I felt…” Sweat glistened on her face, spreading in a glossy sheen. “Different.”

“How were you different?” Shally asked.

“Well, I was coarse in comparison.”

“How did you feel about the way you looked?”

“I felt…” She sighed. “Ugly. Like a farm animal.”

I cleared my throat loudly. The boom operator looked at me, furrowing his eyebrows. Shally pressed a finger against her lips.

“What kind of farm animal?” Shally asked, her eyes glistening.

I stood up, scooting back the chair I was sitting on. It made a horrible screeching sound.

“I’m so sorry. Excuse me. I’m sorry for interrupting.” I shot my mother daggers. She couldn’t see anything beyond the hot lights blasting her shrunken pupils. “She needs a break.”

A few heads turned my way, but largely they ignored me. The ravenous had already refocused on my mother. No one reacted. I sat down again, defeated.

“Please continue. You were saying?” Shally turned back to my mother.

“What was I saying? I forgot.”

“You were saying you’re a farm animal.”

“I used to have these slitty eyes,” my mother said. “I’ve had some surgeries to fix the issue. I guess now they look small again. But that’s because of this recent problem I have.”

“Why don’t you tell us about your, as you say, recent problem,” Shally continued.

“You won’t air this part, right?” My mother looked worried.

“Not if you don’t want us to,” Shally reassured her.

“Sometimes I get a little touch-up between visits to the doctor. A little upkeep.” She patted her cheeks with both hands. “I know someone who buys generic directly from overseas suppliers. If you buy in bulk, you save money and avoid the markup. It’s just a little.” She mimed injecting her face. “Here and here and here.” The invisible needle skipped around her face.

“This is something you’re saying you do to yourself?”

“I go to a friend’s house. There’s someone who comes, like a little party. You know, they are qualified, right, but they do on the side for people.”

Her lawyer had told her not to talk about her case. And now she was doing it, potentially for all America to see. Producers couldn’t be trusted.

“What did they do to you this time?” Shally asked.

“The hospital, the doctors there—when I went to the emergency room after getting a little touch-up—they told me that what was possibly injected into my body was something like construction-grade polymer. From the hardware store. Maybe to seal windows with. But they couldn’t say for sure. Anyway, it made me this way.” She pivoted from side to side and pointed squarely at the middle of her face. “Like something from a bad dream.”

The woman next to me choked on the water she was drinking. A guy holding a boom mic dropped it onto the floor. Shally beamed.

A bad dream? This wasn’t the way she talked. They must have fed her lines. I couldn’t let her go on. I stood up again and approached Shally from behind. A big guy in cargo shorts and a flannel shirt intercepted me, blocking me with his hairy arm.

“You got to either sit down or leave. No interruptions.”

“That’s my mother,” I said loudly.

“Quiet on the set!” A gruff man grabbed my shoulder.

I shook free. Two men hemmed me in. I stood helpless between them, their bodies blocking my view of my mother. I tried to duck around, but they shadowed my movements. I was stuck.

“Let’s get it all down. What work have you gotten? Be comprehensive.”

“This time?” She blinked rapidly. “Or you mean…”

“In total. From the beginning.”

“Facelifts: three. Eye lifts: two. Chin tuck. Cheekbone implant. Brow lift. Nose jobs: three. Plus the procedures: fillers, collagen, chemical peel, resurfacing, permanent makeup, skin rejuvenation, dermabrasion. Hyaluronic treatments, fish-skin treatments, cellular rejuvenation, acid-UV therapy, ultrasonic microneedling, resilience lifting, Vbeam, face sculpting, turgic-plasticity treatments.” Sweat dripped along her green eyebrows and down her temples as she recited the list.

“Cut. Makeup!” Shally shouted. “Great, Fanny. Hold that thought.”

The break in filming allowed me to escape the two men, who grabbed their walkie-talkies and motioned for backup. I weaved between bodies and hid between stacked equipment. From my position, I saw a makeup person jog over to my mother. He blotted her face with tissues, pressing into the creases where the skin folded over on itself. She closed her eyes as he dabbed a puff across her forehead and down her nose and chin.

I slid out and casually walked over to the monitor, where the camera trained on my mother framed her face in an extreme close-up. So, this was what they were doing. Zooming in on every lurid detail.

Shally shooed the makeup guy away. She whispered in my mother’s ear. My mother nodded and bowed her head. The filming resumed.

“How about that little background anecdote you prepared?” Shally smiled.

My mother nodded obligingly.

“I was on an academic scholarship in Berkeley. When my student visa expired, I did not want to go back to Taiwan. I had a stalker in Taipei. Part of the reason I came to America was to escape. I ended up sharing a room with twelve people because I couldn’t legally get a job. I had to work under the table and was paid three dollars a day for sixteen hours washing dishes in a restaurant.” She squinched her face up and drew the corners of her mouth down. “People took advantage of me because of my status. Including people who I believed to be my friends.”

Here it was again, the spin. A smear of truth wrapped in a pastry of buttered lies. A stalker—good one. She really rose to the occasion of reality television’s confessional prostration.

“Go on,” Shally said impatiently. “Then what?”

“I became pregnant with a baby. How could I take care of a baby when I could not take care of myself? How could I work if I was pregnant? I was angry. I wanted to kill what was inside me. It was another curse the world put on me. There was no way I could afford even a back-alley abortion. I was afraid immigration authorities would find me if I went to a doctor. I took pills I bought from a woman who said she owned a pharmacy in her home country. The pills only gave me diarrhea. They were fake. Then I tried to do the abortion myself. In the back of the restaurant kitchen after closing. I made myself bleed. Aha, I thought. I’ve killed it. Now I can continue to try to make a life for myself in this country. I was satisfied that I had found a solution to the problem.”

What the fuck was going on? My vision began to fuzz. I whirled faster and faster into a vortex. I left my body. Was this another one of her spins? I couldn’t tell what was reality. The story overlaid what she’d been saying all my life. I gripped some equipment next to me. I couldn’t breathe.

“Nothing came out of me other than some blood for a few days after I did the thing in the kitchen. I did not feel different. I still felt like I was pregnant. A few days of happiness and relief, then I realized that it didn’t work. I was so depressed I couldn’t even go to my job anymore, and my boss replaced me. I didn’t talk about my situation with anyone. I starved myself. I had no money, nothing. But the baby survived. How? I still do not understand. And here we are today. Me and my daughter, Linli. She is everything to me.”

A murmur rustled through the warehouse. It grew deafening in my ears, like cicadas in summer. It was hard to stay upright.

“Everyone back. Quiet on the set,” a voice echoed through the space.

I screamed.

The two men, now accompanied by three security guards, pointed at me. They marched in my direction. I grabbed the back of Shally’s shirt.

“We’re in the middle of shooting.” Shally didn’t even look at me.

Three people hovered around my mother, adjusting her microphone, holding a light meter to her face, straightening the hem of her dress. My mother, in the center of it all, turned toward the lights. She hadn’t heard me.

“I’m going to need you to come with me,” a security guard said.
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My phone vibrated. They’d taken my ID. An off-duty cop blocked the door to the holding pen. The phone kept ringing. It was the university. I declined the call and slid the phone into my bag.

The door opened. Reyna walked in and whispered to the cop by the door. He nodded, glancing at me. She whispered more fervently.
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We walked around the lake, sucking green juice out of compostable cups with paper straws that began disintegrating two sips in. The swans followed us, nipping at my ankles.

“Are you feeling less lightheaded now?” Reyna asked.

I couldn’t manage a response.

“I’m awfully sorry, Linli.”

It took all the energy I generated from juice drinking to not scream again.

“You must be terribly upset,” she said softly.

Remember the meditation exercises. Deep breath in, long breath out.

“I came out because I felt like you might want someone to talk to. I can’t imagine what that was like. But I have parents too.”

I looked at her, still unable to speak.

“My dad is a doctor, like you.” She sighed. “He’s, like, the best at what he does. Everyone loves him. He teaches. He flies around the world operating on people. He invented a medical device. He’s saved hundreds of thousands of lives. But he hates me. I was raised by nannies and shipped off to boarding school when I was eight. He’s told me to my face that his biggest regret is having a child. When Fanny was talking, my PTSD kicked in.”

A child wearing sunglasses sitting on a palanquin held up by four men passed us. Was he a method actor? I sucked down the last dregs of juice and gnawed on the end of the pulped straw.

“Then you screamed and they hauled you out. By the way, are you okay? Your knees are all banged up. They were really dragging you.” She pointed at my bloody legs. “We can go to Health Services to get that taken care of. And get you another juice if you want. It’s on me.”

I shrugged.

“I’ve been to a lot of therapy myself. Not that it’s changed how I feel about my dad. He’ll never change. He’ll never be the dad I want.” She paused. “Sometimes I want to kill him.”

I started laughing.

“What’s funny?” Reyna asked. “Tell me.”

“My mother’s died and come back to life so many times.” Now I found out that I had too, apparently. A failed abortion. If it was even true. Who could tell anymore. “She’s unkillable.”

“Fanny does seem… indestructible. Relentless.”

“She’ll do anything to get what she wants.”

“Like what?”

“She jumped out of a moving car on the way to LAX to prevent me from leaving.”

“That’s… otherworldly.” Reyna put her hand on my arm. “What happened?”

“She broke her femur. And I’m still in LA.”

“Has she been like this your whole life?”

“Since before I was born, apparently.”

“What else has she done?” She shook her head.

“Once she joined a cult and ingratiated herself to the guru. She stole money from the cult to get a nose job.” This wasn’t true in the least but sometimes I could employ the spin too for recreation. I was my mother’s daughter, after all.

“What kind of cult?”

“A vegan alien cult in Yucaipa,” I lied.

Reyna’s eyeballs dropped. Maybe she’d feel superior to us now, her at boarding school, us eating cactus paddles and worshipping aliens in the high desert. Felonious Fanny’s rhinoplastic misadventures. We rounded the lake for a second time as the palanquin passed us again, trailed by a trio of geese.
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The view from the penthouse restaurant was a sprawl of freeways snaking through concrete. Tracking the neat procession of cars inching along the grid was like nature-watching. A server wearing a mandarin-collared shirt tucked into green slacks waited at the threshold of the turning platform and then took a step. Perfect timing. She set the plates on the table at the same time as the other three servers. Four plates descended, touching down on the white tablecloth. They retreated and turned in unison, hopping back off the turning platform.

“A Balanchine dancer trained the staff here.” Shally took a bite of wild arugula.

No one had mentioned my screaming episode. I scratched my bandaged legs beneath the table. An airplane cut through the low clouds, appearing to belly-kiss the backdropped mountain range as it descended for landing. The turning was disorienting. I wondered how the mechanics worked, only the penthouse spinning around while the rest of the building remained still.

“Is that LAX?” my mother asked.

I double fisted a hunk of bread in one hand and a slab of cheese in the other. The wine had made me ravenous.

“It’s Burbank Airport. Bob Hope.”

“Fanny.” Jeremy raised his wineglass. “I hear you were spectacular.” He turned to me. “Are we proud or what?”

Everyone seated at the table was acting as if my mother were the next starlet-in-waiting.

I ripped crust off the bread with my front teeth. I resolved to eat as much as I possibly could. This was all I would get from these people. They owed us. All their cajoling and predation. My mother smiled conspiratorially at me. Was she trying to signal to me her earlier chess move of disinformation or was she playing innocent? I glared back.

“There was only one missing thing.” Shally beckoned the Balanchine troupe. “Not a single tear. I thought for sure you’d come through.”

“I didn’t tell you?” My mother set her soup spoon down in the wide bowl, where it sank into the green gazpacho until it was gone. “I have an autoimmune disorder. My glands are inflamed. I couldn’t cry if God offered me a face transplant from a twenty-year-old.”

“You should have told me!” Shally pointed to the half-empty bottle of wine. The server poured the rest into our glasses and disappeared with the bottle. “I have these drops that you rub on your fingertips. It dries, leaving a stinging residue. When you touch your eyes, bam, they start tearing up. It burns, but worth it! Industry secret.”

“With the inaugural season of America’s Beauty Extreme, and with two Emmys and eight seasons of America’s Beauty and unprecedented viewership under our belt—thank you very much—I’d like to welcome you to our little family. Can I tell her?” Jeremy smirked.

Shally nodded. A fleck of arugula dotted her front tooth. Her head swayed. Imbibing a bit much, perhaps. Why not? I demolished the lobster and started in on the blood orange and fennel salad.

“Fanny, you are going to be the star of the first season,” he said. “I’m not supposed to tell you because there are six other contestants, but you know how it is—we basically cast for winners and losers, heroines and villains. And you are a winner!”

“Of course, things can change,” Shally slurred. “We aren’t scripted, and there’s a risk in that, an unknown. That’s what makes it exciting. Well then, Fanny, you’ll have to do your part in keeping the show on its toes.”

My mother’s eyes lit up. She reached her fingers into the gazpacho and fished out the spoon. Immediately, a server materialized, taking the dripping green spoon, another wiped my mother’s fingers with a double-hemstitched napkin, and another placed a clean spoon in her hand.

“I’ll do what needs to be done,” she said, unfazed, and dipped the new spoon into the bowl.

I drained my glass of wine. A thin wrist appeared. Efficient pour. Replenished. I was pleasantly zippy yet buzzzzzooomed. They all ignored me.

“Another thing. We looked at some dailies. Fanny, you come off as rather flat, monotone. Wooden. This is where the crying would help.”

“We have confidence in you, Fanny.” Jeremy clapped his hands.

“I told you, didn’t I?” Shally shrugged smugly at him. “When we were casting, I said, ‘Fanny—it’s got to be Fanny.’ I mean, we’ve seen a lot over the seasons with America’s Beauty, and even more these past six months gearing up for Extreme. But you are positively something, Fanny.” Shally was still slurring, the arugula still glued to her tooth as she fawned.

She raised her hand in midair, where it floated toward my mother. Her hand quivered. My mother’s jaw clenched, flinching as Shally’s pointer finger dragged a path down one side of her face. She caressed the folds of my mother’s cheek, lifting one to inspect what lay beneath. What was she doing? My mother was frozen, her eyes glazed. Jeremy looked aghast.

I reached across the table and karate-chopped Shally’s hand downward. It went flying.

“Ow!” she said as her hand hit the edge of her wineglass. The glass crashed to the polished wood floor, red wine spilling all over her lap. “My arm!”

“Looks like your dress is ruined.” My mother stared at the mess in Shally’s lap, the fabric darkening at the crotch, red wine dripping down her bare legs like menstrual blood.

Shally shot up, swaying on her feet, Jeremy getting up to help her. He held her hand and guided her to the platform’s edge, where she stumbled up, nearly tripping as it steadily turned clockwise.

I grinned, everything hilarious in the gilded light of the spinning room. Whatever private battles my mother and I waged against each other, no outsiders would survive if they attacked either one of us.

My mother and I were left at the table alone, the shifting panorama out the window showing the entirety of Los Angeles in one endless take.
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Sneaking into the rose garden was easy. We rolled through the northeast staff entrance from the lower parking lot. I pushed my mother in a wheelchair that we’d borrowed from Guest Services.

Her arthritis was flaring up. The brutal desert heat of LA’s perpetual summer swelled her joints into immobility. Sometimes she had to use a wheelchair until her arthritis flares subsided.

“Why are you rushing?” she asked from behind her visor. “Are we in a race?”

“There’s a worker over there.” We’d skirted the thirty-eight-dollar admission.

“I’m not afraid.” She waved at him, knocking the giant straw hat she wore loose. It fell back, noosed by the string around her neck. There was nothing in the world she was afraid of.

It was our last day together before she left for six weeks to film the show, which would air the same week footage was shot.

My mother was going to be on TV. There was nothing I could do to stop her.
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We’d attended her hearing a few days ago.

The courtroom was sparse. Only a few people sat on the wooden benches watching. One man wrote in a spiral notebook without looking down. Two prosecutors conferred beside a rolling cart full of files. My mother held my hand as we walked down the center aisle. I slid into the second row as she continued with her lawyer through the gate separating the gallery from the well. The white dress with a high collar she wore looked oddly matrimonial. It was the first of our many miscalculations.

The prosecutors presented to the grand jury their evidence, which mostly hinged on the federal agents testifying, one after the other. Both men, one thin and one beefy, both tall in dark suits, possessed the faculty of judiciary language and courtroom professionalism that contrasted with my mother’s small and shrunken frame. Her initial attempts to confer with her lawyer only compelled the judge to reprimand her for interrupting the proceedings. She sat back, silenced. We didn’t know the rules. We didn’t look like them. I didn’t even understand most of what the lawyers and judge were saying. The motions, the laws cited. What was discovery?

I stole glances down at my lap while I pecked the legal term into a search bar on my phone. It had something to do with documents and evidence.

The element superseding all else working against my mother, however, was herself, or more precisely her face. The judge gawked at her. No decorum, no shame. He fixated on her, trying to penetrate her illegible surface. The stunned look he couldn’t professionalize off his own face. My seat in the courtroom allowed me to see where she was looking: straight back at him. A small act in the magnitude of all we were up against, the people vested with powers that we didn’t even understand making rulings that were beyond our comprehension.

The judge called the next case as we exited the courtroom.

She spoke to her counsel in private while I waited on a bench in a hallway of the federal courthouse, watching people line up to empty their pockets into dog bowls and pass through a metal detector.
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It was official. My mother had been indicted on a federal charge.

I’d urged her to tell her lawyer that she was going on a reality show, but she’d refused. Nothing was going to prevent her from going on TV. “If a person is going to prison,” she’d said, “they deserve to go on TV first.”
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“See how the roses are in bloom now? When I was a child in Taiwan, we grew our own vegetables using natural fertilizer. Chicken dung. You know that lady chickens only have one hole? For laying eggs and laying waste. Everything comes out of the same place.”

“Really?” I navigated her down a path between giant bushes teeming with roses.

So, the chicken hole was simultaneously an anus and a vagina. These birds were more evolved than humans. Women had three holes. The more orifices we had, the more that could go wrong: infection, disease, atrophy. Maybe women could evolve to have only one hole. The future would be about consolidating. Fewer limbs, fewer orifices, fewer fingers and organs. We could have both sexes in one body. One parent instead of two. No parents instead of one.

“Ma,” I said. “Tell me about Taiwan.”

“What is there to say? It’s humid. There are mosquitoes.”

“You really had a stalker there?”

“No. I never did.” She pointed. “Look. The rarest rose in the world. It has the color of a marigold in the middle and ghost petals around the edges. See how many petals it has?”

I nodded. The petals were indeed crammed in tight. Maybe they were suffocating.

“Why did you lie?” I asked.

“Should I just be another gifted A-plus Asian student on an academic scholarship?” She scoffed. “I’m working the underdog angle. The producers and I planned it all out.”

“What about when you said—”

“Hey! These”—she pointed to the vines threaded through a gazebo—“are the world’s highest-climbing roses. People spend their lives breeding flowers.”

She was doing it on purpose. She knew what I was going to ask her next.

What if my mother had been a horticulturist? If my mother were my daughter, I would have urged her to spend her life doing what she loved.

“I’m still furious about that producer molesting your face,” I said, steering the conversation back to that day.

“There are times in life when you do whatever it takes to get what you want, even if what you have to do is suffer a situation you dislike,” she said.

“Including a botched kitchen abortion?” I asked.

“Oh, come on.” She tried to wheel away from me, but her hands were too stiff to grip.

“Is that part of your underdog character arc?” I’d told myself this morning that I wasn’t going to let her get to me, but who was I kidding?

“It’s called stra-te-gy, Linli. It’s called gaaaame play.”

“Did it happen or not? Were you telling the truth?”

“Of course not.” She crossed her arms.

“Of any lie in the universe that you could make up, you decided on a sob story about a failed abortion on yourself? At my expense.”

“It’s confusing when you’re up there in front of all the lights. You’re being filmed.”

“You couldn’t say your parents died of tuberculosis and you were raised in an orphanage where you were fed five grains of rice per day?”

“That’s so unimaginative. Everyone loved my story. You heard Jeremy. I’m going to win. Why can’t you be happy for me? I’m finally going to get what I deserve.”

“Are you that dumb? It’s reality TV. They’re vultures. They need carcasses to feed on.”

“I’m not talking about it anymore. If you don’t believe me, then forget about it.”

She tried to drink from a bottle of water, clutching it with both hands. It dropped into her lap. Water spilled onto her sky-blue dress. I thought of karate-chopping Shally the molester.

Fifteen minutes later, my mother’s dress was dry again, like nothing had ever happened.

[image: ]
We hadn’t gotten our parking validated at the ticket desk because we had snuck in. My mother suggested we get it stamped at the gift shop.

“I’d like to get our parking validated.” I held the ticket out to the cashier.

He scrutinized me first and then my mother, looking disparagingly at her in the wheelchair, black visor reflecting his scowling face. He stopped short of rolling his eyes.

“We only validate with purchase.” He retied his apron.

“We just ate at the café,” I said, smiling without showing my teeth.

“Sorry, with gift store purchase only. Parking is twenty dollars. Your choice.”

He was enjoying himself.

“Really? What would happen if you just stamped the back of this ticket?” I asked. “It wouldn’t make a difference.”

“It’s our policy,” the clerk said, pointing to a sign.

“It’s fine. I’ll buy something.” My mother reached up from her wheelchair. She randomly knocked a forty-dollar solar-powered clip-on reading light from the display onto the register counter and tossed a credit card onto it. “I respect the policy.”

“Don’t do that,” I told her. “Don’t respect the policy.”

“It’s fine.” She dismissed me with a wave.

The clerk swiped the card and put the reading light in a paper bag.

“Do I get a validation now?” she asked sweetly.

My mother motioned for me to take the bag. I did, reluctantly.

“All righty then.” He stamped the ticket and handed it to me.

“Thanks,” she said. “I see your return policy is thirty days. I’d like to return this, please.”

I handed the bag back to him. He refused to take it.

“You can’t do that.” The clerk narrowed his eyes.

“Why not? It’s your policy.” She leaned against an arm of the wheelchair, propping her chin up beneath her visor with a fist.

The clerk called his manager, who, without emotion, refunded the solar reading light. I pushed my mother out of the gift shop, wheelchair squeaking as the doors opened and the rush of desert heat annihilated us once again.
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The smell of burned hair floated through the salon. I flipped through a Chinese fashion magazine. One cover featured a white model styled to look Asian, with eyeliner that reshaped her lids to make them more relatable to the magazine’s audience. A woman pacing in front of the cash register held a tiny motorized fan up to her face as she swiveled her head back and forth.

“Linliiiii,” a voice behind me called. “Ai-ya, what do you here?”

I turned around. A cluster of bells tied to the salon’s glass door handle tinkled as it closed. Xiaoqing entered breathlessly wearing big black sunglasses.

“Auntie, ni hao.” I waved. “Ma is getting her hair permed.”

“For show? Mommy famous, o-kay. She tell me she onna teevee tonight for commer-shal. So excite!” She waved to the woman with the fan, sat down next to me, pushed her sunglasses up onto her head, and pinched my cheek. “Why you not wearing I do the makeup for you? Looking so sad.” She poked the magazine spread on my lap. “Fashion like here.”

I placed the magazine back on the stack. The receptionist came over with three cups of tea on a tray and set them on the table. Did Xiaoqing know about my mother’s indictment?

“Better to wearing the makeup. Hurt Mommy this you doing. No good looking like sad. If looking happy, making happy. Looking like man.” She smoothed my hair, changing the middle part to a side part. She scrutinized me, squinting, and nodded. “Come over Paris Eiffel.”

“My mother told me about the parties you two go to.” I picked up a cup and put it down right away. Too hot. “You know, for the little…” I pointed at my cheeks.

My mother’s lawyer had again posed an option for our desperate situation: to cooperate with the prosecution, who might be convinced to drop the charges against my mother in exchange for information about who had been organizing the get-togethers, administering the injections, and buying shipments of fake Botox from overseas. My mother’s response: No.

“You want?” Xiaoqing asked. She cupped my face.

The thought hadn’t occurred to me, but maybe it wasn’t a bad idea, to pretend I wanted. I smiled widely.

“Noooo—ah too young!” She smiled, shaking her head.

“Don’t tell Mommy.” I pressed my finger to my lips.

“Linli, please meeting my daughter,” Xiaoqing said. “Vivian. She back for the visit me.”

“Hi.” Vivian sat down without looking at me. “Mommy, I’ve been waiting for you forever.” She unbuttoned her blazer and crossed her legs, the spiked heel of her shoe touching my pant leg. The mini fan blew the baby hairs around her temples. She linked arms and put her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Did you bring me the stuff I wanted?”

So, this was Xiaoqing’s daughter who was at Yale Law. Suddenly I was aware of my dirty sneakers, my unwashed hair, my oversized button-down from the thrift store.

I missed the women from my Wednesday workshop, the freedom from having to write myself into intelligibility for others. Not once had I felt anyone noticing what I looked like there.

Vivian and Xiaoqing laughed about something that had happened the night before. They made plans to have a sleepover and watch movies over the weekend. I could mock the way Vivian sat with her face upturned while Xiaoqing massaged serum on it or the way she draped herself over her mother like a schoolgirl, but their closeness turned my resentful stomach—especially in the aftermath of the worst story about myself I’d ever heard.

Xiaoqing, though, might know something about the tea parties that could be useful for my mother’s defense. I just didn’t know what.

“I have to go check on my mother,” I said, standing up. “Excuse me.”

“Come Paris Eiffel!” Xiaoqing said.

“I will.”
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“Xiaoqing is here.” I handed my mother a cup of tea. “With her daughter.”

“Vivi?” she asked. “She’s annoying.”

“Yeah.” I pulled up a stool next to her chair facing the mirror. Paper flapped over her forehead. Her tightly rolled hair stunk; the wet ammonia burned my nostrils. My eyes watered. “Why did you tell Xiaoqing that my job was low?”

“Are you crying?” She stared at my reflection.

“I wouldn’t be working there if it wasn’t for you.” I wiped my stinging eyes with a sleeve. “I would be in New York.”

“What do you mean, New York?” She was suspicious. “You never told me.”

“Never mind.”

A timer rang. The hairstylist came rushing over and guided my mother to the hair-washing station. He placed a towel beneath my mother’s neck as she leaned back over the sink.

“Actually,” I said, “you never once thanked me for staying in LA to take care of you.”

“When did you ever thank me for raising you? For feeding and clothing you and taking you to school and potty training you at six months? For hacking up my body to yank you out? ‘Thank you for pushing out my crossed eyes, Ma. Thank you for being the only parent around.’”

I was taken aback.

“Chinese people don’t say thank you,” my mother said. “You thank by returning the act.”

“By your metric, I am saying thank you by taking care of you—as I always have.”

“Okay, whatever.” She blew a puff of air at me, contempt riding on its wave. “You should have been a lawyer. You love to argue, so go hang out with Vivi.” She mocked, “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Pardon me, thank you, please excuse me, thank you, sorry to bother, please, I’m sorry, may I help you, thanks, thank you. Is that better? We can just sit across from each other and say these words all day.”

I gave up.

“You can do anything you want, Linli. That’s the difference between you and me.”
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Sitting in an empty salon chair beside my mother—her hair’s protein structure now altered by the chemicals into new intermolecular bonds, a different 3D structure altogether—I understood that as long as I was alive, I would be subject to her chaos.

The hair dryer blasted residual ammonia at me; alkaline diffused into the air. I breathed in and held it like smoke in my lungs. In the mirror, a wiggish mop of curls sat atop my mother’s dazed head. I heard Xiaoqing’s and Vivian’s laughter in another part of the salon, scattering and multiplying in the room. Tomorrow my mother would leave for six weeks. I hardly remembered the three years we’d been apart, what it felt like to be without her.
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“This one or this one?” my mother asked.

“Neither. What about the white one?” I asked.

“Packed.”

I laid out some more dresses on the bed. The producers wanted my mother to have a coherent semiotics of wardrobe. Dresses only, they had ordered.

“I really need to win.” She collapsed onto the bed, crushing the dresses I had spread out. “How else am I going to get reconstructive surgery? I can’t go on for the rest of my life like this.” Her hair expanded from her head like a controlled explosion on the pillow. She squeezed her eyes shut and traced her face with her fingers. The crags of her forehead, the limp droops of her palpebral folds. “You have to give me credit, though. I always figure out a way.”

“You definitely do. I don’t understand how you do it. Don’t you have winning in the bag already, though? It’s decided.”

“Not really. Anything can still happen. I can flop. Someone else can outshine me. I have to win the challenges.”

“What kind of challenges?”

“No idea. Maybe it’ll be like races and tug-of-war or puzzles or something.”

I couldn’t picture her doing any of that.

Yanking the dresses out from under her, I tossed them into a suitcase. I packed toiletries, makeup. No painkillers, no benzos. I’d stashed them in my room. She hadn’t seemed to miss them. Maybe it was the show taking center stage in her life, the replacement high it gave her.

“What about strategy?” she asked. “I won’t be able to speak to you for six weeks.”

“Whatever you do, can you just promise me one thing?” My heart rate picked up, recalling my mother in front of the green screen. “Promise you won’t make up lies about me.”

“I would never.” She crossed her heart.

But she already had.

“Also promise me you’ll do anything to win, aside from making up lies about me.”

“I’ll do anything except lie about you,” she repeated. “Now you promise me.”

“What?” I stopped packing and looked up at her perched on the bed.

“Promise you’ll never leave me again.”

“I can’t promise you that.”

“Then you don’t care about me as much as I care about you,” she whined.

I shoved a pair of slippers into her suitcase.

“Promise you’ll do everything in the world for me,” she said.

“All right, I promise,” I begrudgingly repeated to get her to stop. “What’s your plan for the case?”

“They’re going to drop it. You’ll see. I guarantee it.”

“They’re NOT!” I lost it. “You’re going to go to prison. Do you understand? Unless we do something. What’s wrong with you?”

“Did you pack the blow-dryer?” she asked.

“I’m begging you, just cooperate with the federal defender. Take your lawyer’s advice. There’s no other way out of this. You’ll go to prison to protect the people who nearly killed you? What for?”

“If you want to cooperate, then go ahead. I’m not talking to anyone. You know what happened when people snitched to Mao? They were promised riches, positions in government, esteem. All they got was starving in a Gobi Desert labor camp and busting rocks. Their families were humiliated and tortured. The Communists touted them as heroes, but they were traitors.”

“This is not the Cultural Revolution!” I screamed. The winds of frustration fanned the furious flames burning through my body.

My mother walked to her dressing table and opened a drawer, sticking her arm deep into the back, feeling around. All her drawers were packed full of junk and papers. It was a mess.

“Here.” In her palm was a velvet jewelry box. She handed it to me. “This is for you.”

I pulled the clamshell apart so hard that it ripped into two pieces. Nestled in the pillows of the velvet, there was a jade stone set in a gold band. I pulled it out. It was as plain as such a ring could be.

“My mother gave this to me before I came to America.” She took it from me and buffed it on her shirt. She reached for my hand, slipped it onto my ring finger. “Fits you perfectly.”

I felt the band encircling the bone of my finger, heavy with apotropaic potential.

“I wanted to give it to you before I left,” she said, squeezing my hand. “It’s all I have from my mother.”

“Tell me about her,” I said, emotionally confused by the sudden shift in topics.

Most of what I knew was that she had been a queen of mahjong. Her out-turned eyes had disarmed people and confused them. She could swipe the tile with her thumb and know what it was without even turning it over. Her mahjong winnings had supported the family, supplementing her paltry teacher’s salary.

An alarm started beeping.

“Turn the TV on!” my mother shouted.

We sat on the bed against a bank of pillows. The promo started with a drone shot of a black sedan driving up a winding driveway. The double gates opened to reveal a mansion atop a grassy hill. Two waxy hosts stood at the portico, beaming.

“Welcome to the most highly anticipated new show of the season. From the producers who brought you the two-time Emmy Award–winning show America’s Beauty, this is America’s Beauty Extreme!” The gilded female host waved her manicured hand and bared her bleached teeth.

I rubbed the jade stone. It glowed. The color complemented my skin tone perfectly.

“Eight contestants with extreme plastic surgery disasters will compete for one prize: life-changing reconstructive surgery.” The male host placed his hand over the lapel of his tuxedo and looked earnestly into the camera. “Along the way, they will attend group therapy and individual therapy, and come to terms with the obstacles in life that have brought them here.”

“Therapy?” I asked, shocked.

My mother looked stunned.

“Therapy?” I said again.

The camera cut to a grand living room where eight people stood beside one another, their faces obscured by shadows. The voice of the female host blared into the room.

“These eight men and women have suffered disfigurement, ostracism, physical pain, and psychological damage. Their stories will shock you.”

A shot of my mother in the same grand living room sitting on a plush sofa with a chandelier hanging above and a rococo painting behind her came on the television. This is what they had green-screened in? It was incredible that they had transformed a bare wooden stool in a concrete warehouse into this. I would never have guessed the living room wasn’t real. The black visor hovered ridiculously on her shoulders, obscuring her face. She reached up in slow motion. When her hands touched the visor’s band, the screen cut back to the hosts.

“Tune in for the premiere of America’s Beauty Extreme to meet our eight contestants.”

My mother clasped her hands together in prayer.

“Until then, may beauty conquer all,” the hosts said in unison.
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The house scared me now that she was gone. I pulled the car, tires screeching, out of the driveway every morning like I had been forced to spend the night alone in a haunted house.

I arrived at Another Horizon early in the morning before anyone else. I made coffee and drank as many cups as it took to make my body fizz, eagerly awaiting the coworkers and clients who allowed me to shelve the word alone for the next eight hours.

I had been given more responsibilities, and my job was shifting from administrative duties to doing more research and writing reports on whatever the center needed. Researching grants, statistics on immigration, finding essays for the participants to read that related to different topics on homelessness, domestic violence, and aging out of foster care. It was more stimulating than spreadsheets, and better still was the raise I got—a few dollars more per hour added up over a monthly paycheck.

Aside from the workshops, DB met with individuals in conflict with one another to talk about how to resolve their issues as an alternative to punitive measures dictated by the courts. He wanted me to start taking notes and listening in.
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“Bené, do you want to begin? Tell us what brought you here,” DB said.

DB and I sat facing each other while the two participants sat on either side of us, also facing each other, forming a square. The women had gotten into a fistfight in a parking lot. They were both arrested for misdemeanor assault but had agreed to attend four sessions together at Another Horizon to have their charges dropped.

“Netti texted me and asked if she could have my refrigerator. I posted it for sale on this Listserv we’re both on. She called me right away.”

“Okay, that’s already wrong. It didn’t happen like that—”

“Don’t interrupt me, Netti. You never let me talk.”

“Go ahead, Bené. Please finish,” DB said.

“Like I was saying, she wanted my refrigerator, but she didn’t want to pay. She pressured me like she always does, and by the end of the conversation I was so tired by her that I agreed to give it to her for free if she gave me a drawing she made. Long story short, Netti took my fridge, but she never gave me the drawing.”

“My art is worth a lot more than a used refrigerator.” Netti crossed her arms. “You’re leaving out the part where I gave you a hundred bucks.”

“That was for crystal.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

They went back and forth, blaming, accusing, eluding. DB couldn’t get them to stop. Finally, he stood up between their chairs.

“Netti, Bené. Let’s pause. What do you think would be fair in resolving this conflict?”

“I’ll give her the fridge back.” Netti grinned. “Come get it anytime.”

“She’s only saying that because she knows I already got a new fridge, and what am I going to do with two?”

They went on like this. In the end, the two women walked away angrier than they had been at the beginning of the session.

“What do you think?” DB asked me after they had left.

“They argued about drugs for a half hour,” I said, picking up the paper coffee cups that the women had left behind.

“And what do you make of that?”

“I don’t have anything against drugs themselves,” I clarified.

“People get high. People rely on serial dating and online shopping as a way to regain control over their lives. It seems contradictory—losing control by getting high, in order to gain control—but it’s still someone making decisions about what to do with their own body, even if it’s to ruin it.”

I threw away the cups and straightened the chairs.

“A lot of the women who got into legal trouble at my last job were involved with drugs,” I said.

“That’s another way we try to influence our clients here. Anything to divert them from legal trouble. But when the world is not made for you, when the rules work against you, why would you want to abide by them? The law can be used against people of color, against immigrants, the unhoused. Stop and frisk. Criminalizing homelessness. Even tax policies that disproportionately impact those with lower incomes. The system is structured against the very people who walk in our organization’s doors every day. Stealing or breaking the law, coming to this country through extralegal means, things that might be considered ‘wrong’—that all goes out the window when you’re desperate, when your back is against a wall, when you’re very poor, when a person you love is in danger. You might even do something that you morally oppose as a last-ditch effort if everything has failed and there are no other options.”

“I get all that,” I said. “What I think about a lot though is how some people are hell-bent on self-destruction.”

“Subjugated and oppressed people, which includes women, often have no agency other than the jurisdiction of their own bodies. People also turn to religion, witchcraft, magical thinking, or things like the lottery and committing crimes because they’re desperate for a way out and reality is a dead end.”

“It still seemed like a total failure,” I said.

“That’s not the point, success or failure.”

“I don’t get it.” I looked at him skeptically.

“The point wasn’t for one person to pay the other. Or agree. They both came to the meeting and sat across from each other, and we were here to listen to them without judgment or partiality. To allow them to feel heard, feel their experiences were validated. The point is for them to come to all four sessions. Showing up is enough sometimes.”
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My phone rang as I unlocked the front door that night, a bagged burrito swinging from my wrist.

My usual nightly routine consisted of plopping onto my mother’s bed, cramming food into my mouth, and passing out in front of the television. I had thought I would feel liberated without her here, but I was lonely. A part of me might have missed her.

I caught the call just before it went to voicemail.

“Hello, Linli. It’s Salvatore. I’ve been trying to get ahold of your mother for a couple days. Her phone has been off.”

“It has?”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I’m not home now, but I’ll tell her to call you.” I threw my stuff onto the couch and kicked the door closed with my foot. “Anything I can relay to her in the meantime?”

“Just a few things I wanted to clarify.”

“Okay.”

“This is very important, Linli. We still have a chance. I’ve had too many clients jeopardize their cases and serve even longer sentences than they anticipated. Time is of the essence.”

My mother had instructed me to not get involved. She was right. There was nothing I could do anyway.
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I turned on the television, gutted. It was time.

“Are you ready to meet the eight contestants of America’s Beauty Extreme?” The two hosts beamed with methamphetamine intensity, their lips stretched over blinding veneers.

A white SUV limo rolled up the mansion’s driveway and stopped. Two women filed out, their faces obscured by the angle of the shot. More bodies followed, the last one wearing a white dress, the wind suddenly picking up to toss around the hem of her dress and ruffle her permed hair. The instant recognition of one’s mother, my body knowing it was her before being cognizant of it, caused a flood of oxytocin in me. Horror stabbed my chest. She really was on national TV.

Dear God, I prayed to the flat-screen, please. Words failed me. Who cared about the stupid show? Winning, not winning. That my mother would not go to prison was more important than any reality-show competition. Even though I was going to stay out of it, I was still worried. I still wanted her to be safe. Salvatore’s words ricocheted in my skull: even longer sentences.

The eight contestants lined up in the foyer were cast in shadow. A crystal chandelier suddenly dropped a few feet from the high ceiling and lit up the room—dazzling, disorientingly bright. What an effect! It reminded me of the one in the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland.

A woman stood sideways so that we could see her lopsided rear through her formfitting dress. One man had what looked like a hole in the middle of his face where his nose would have been. Another woman appeared to have one breast pointing to her elbow and one sitting on top of her shoulder. Then there was my mother. The severity of her surgical mishaps exposed each crag and swell in unrelenting HD.

“Eight contestants will participate in individual and group therapy. Each week, audiences across America will vote for the contestant they think deserves reconstructive surgery… and one person will be eliminated.” The male host turned his head on cue to camera left. “America, the next America’s Beauty Extreme winner is in your hands.”

Therapy—my mother’s worst nightmare. After doing everything to avoid it, she would be locked in a house doing therapy competitively. Even the poetic justice couldn’t assuage the anxiety racking my body. The half-eaten burrito sat congealing in its foil wrapper. I felt sick.

The camera panned the lineup of contestants. A lifetime of my mother’s decisions were displayed on her face for the nation to see. Her eyes locked with mine through the porthole of broadband.
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“What are the particular circumstances of life that have brought you here?” A woman was perched on a black armchair. She turned from the contestants to face the camera. “Hi, I’m Dr. Wolf. I’ll be leading this group of extraordinary contestants through a journey of self-awareness and transformation. Those who make the most progress will proceed to the finale. Those who don’t will pack their bags. Only one will overcome significant obstacles to make it to the end.”

The contestants sat in a semicircle around the therapist. An oversized armchair swallowed my mother, her feet dangling in midair.

“Three surgeries later, my entire nose deteriorated. The hole is so big I can put a potato in it.” Jimmy demonstrated by reaching into a wicker basket for a russet potato and wedging it into his face. It stayed there, secure, as he blinked at the camera.

“After my father died, nothing mattered except for perfection.” An elevation of buttock flesh lifted Mercedes higher than everyone else in their chairs. The effect was no less than regal.

“What I see in the mirror every day is horrifying. Criminals did this to me. They vandalized my face. They injected cement and glue into my body.” My mother touched the corners of her eyes with her fingers. Her eyes immediately turned red, welling up. A single tear dropped, then a deluge. Shally’s lacrimal potion had worked.

The camera held the shot of her teary face. I hadn’t ever seen my mother cry. I knew the tears were artificial, induced by chemicals, yet I could not help but feel a void expanding in the pit of my stomach. As long as I could remember, I hadn’t been able to feel much empathy for her. But now tears fell down my cheeks, mirroring hers.

I wiped my eyes and squinted at the flat-screen. My mother looked… different. I jumped off the bed and put my face close to hers in front of the TV. Had they contoured her face to emphasize the ripples in her forehead, craggy cheeks, and succession of cascading chins?

The intricate painting that was my mother’s TV face was the work of a skilled craftsman. The more I looked, the more I saw how the lines of each fleshy fold had been shaded in to create even more depth and how the vertex of every swell glowed, incandescent, with highlighter.

I twisted my mother’s jade ring around, feeling the warm metal scrape my finger as I nervously dragged it back and forth across my knuckle. Seeing everyone cast in the potential of the contour, I was sickened and entertained to think that the performance of the potato had been a producer’s scripting.

“We’ll start with a group exercise testing honesty and character. Why do you deserve to win?” Dr. Wolf asked. “Each contestant will answer.”

“I have a congenital heart defect,” Hadley said. “I can’t afford to get the surgery to remove my leaking breast implants, but if I don’t get them taken out, I could die from heart failure.”

“Fanny, step into the Circle of Truth.” Dr. Wolf said.

My mother hopped down and walked timidly into the demarcated Circle.

“I am not here for myself. Everything I do is for my daughter. Linli, I know you are watching.” My mother touched her eyes. Tears summarily rolled. “I’m sorry I’ve let you down. You’ve always been embarrassed to have me as a mother. Who can blame you? I let one tragedy become a hundred. But I’m here to make it right. I want you to be proud of me.”

She had never said anything like that before. Maybe I had wanted her to say these things to me. But not like this. Did she even mean it, or was it just a performance? The shot cut to my mother green-screened into the mansion’s living room, recounting the story she’d told that day at the studio about the failed kitchen abortion. She wanted me to be proud of her?

The contestants continued. I didn’t hear any of it. I just sat on the floor, staring at my mother, her tiny, pixelated face in the corner of the screen as inscrutable as it ever was.
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The first episode of America’s Beauty Extreme had pitted all the contestants against one another with their pleas for the crown.

Mercedes, the one with the Brazilian butt lift, had been raised by a single father in Venezuela who died when she was eight. She was a genius, earning two PhDs, one in postcolonial studies, before she turned thirty. Her quest for perfection had extended itself to her physical appearance. It wasn’t enough that she was already gorgeous. Her ass could use some perkiness, some bounce. BBLs had a high rate of failure. It was one thing she had no control over once she signed the paperwork at the plastic surgeon’s office.

Hadley’s breast implants had begun migrating a few years after she splurged on the post-divorce gifts that she’d given herself. Her worsening heart condition made removing the implants extremely dangerous; few doctors would perform surgery on her now due to the high risk of death. Jimmy’s overbearing father hadn’t understood his sensitive son who read poetry and was afraid of the boys in the neighborhood who punched one another in the face for fun and dropped bricks on cars from bridges. Among the others there was Clarice, who wore a wig and spoke in strange cadences; Landon, a veteran who had gotten an honorable discharge from serving in a pointless war after another soldier mistakenly shot him in the face; Polly, whose stomach had turned black after a tummy tuck in the famed House of Pain, an illicit surgical clinic with a hidden entrance in the back of a mall’s fresh pretzel shop; and JJ, a handsome weight lifter who had lost himself in the industry’s warped standards of beauty.

Dr. Wolf had obliged everyone to deconstruct their opponents’ speeches and make arguments for why they were undeserving of a spot on the show. The majority piled on my mother after Landon accused her early on of being insincere. “Fanny used her daughter to play a sympathy card.” He pointed at her from where they stood in formation around the Circle of Truth.

“That one, that Fanny one!” Clarice said.

“There’s one person who obviously does not belong here.” Hadley—the one with botched breasts—had been quietly seething, glaring at Fanny. “She looks like a demon straight from hell.”

No one looked particularly great on the show except for beautiful Mercedes and handsome JJ. But Landon’s finger-pointing and Hadley’s malediction rendering my mother demonic had whipped the contestants up into a tumult of hate. All named Fanny as the one to be eliminated, except for Mercedes, Jimmy, and of course my mother—they each opted for different contestants. The three racialized people on the show. It wasn’t surprising that their opinions contradicted the majority. Voting would commence over the next two days, cast by audiences. The show filmed continuously and edited weekly footage right up to the day the next show aired each Friday.

The camera zoomed in on my mother’s face. Her jaw clenched. Her chest heaved. I could tell how pissed she was, how much it took to hold it in. My face flushed with anger.

“Five votes for Fanny.” Dr. Wolf paced slowly around the Circle of Truth. “What will America decide? Tune in next week for our first elimination.”
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In both real and TV life, my mother’s fortunes were dire. I went to work every day and sometimes did little more than stare at the computer screen for hours. I thought about what DB had said. Was just showing up enough? My mother had shown up in my life as my mother. I had shown up in LA. I still fantasized about plotting my escape. I still longed for a life of my own.

My neck and back ached post–car accident. Being at work was the only time when I could distract myself from everything going on. How humiliating would it be if my mother were the first contestant voted off and then received a prison sentence? All her hopes for a new beginning, a new reality, would blacken with rot.
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I had started a bad habit: true-crime documentaries. Once I began, I couldn’t stop. I watched them to see how regular people got into trouble and ruined their lives. The shows were sensationalist and had a pro-cop bias, but I was too susceptible to their addictive storytelling and my own investment in them to turn off the TV. My mother’s face was superimposed on all the perpetrators’ bodies.

The shows made me paranoid. I had stopped repressing my mother’s situation and gone in the other direction, straight into the center.

I slept in the break room one night, afraid that someone would be waiting on my steps at home to interrogate me. My mother’s next court case wasn’t until after the show wrapped. A rare stroke of good fortune. One of her pretrial conditions was to not travel outside the state.
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I had an appointment to get acupuncture for my aching back and stiff neck. I hadn’t felt right since the car accident, and sitting at a desk all day plus another night of sleeping in the break room on the saggy couch had compounded into near-constant pain.

The acupuncturist was just down the street from Xiaoqing’s shop. I was an hour early. That should give me enough time. A flier advertising local businesses was taped on the glass door of Paris Eiffel. A bell chimed when I pushed it open.

“Auntie, ni hao.” I waved.

“Ah?” Xiaoqing squinted. “Hell-ooo, ai-ya. Linli come. Okay!”

Her cheeks flushed ever so softly like a ripe peach, her low bun, her pale skin radiating from within. I noticed that her eyes bore trademark double-lid surgery proportions, making Asian eyes look wider than appeared natural. Her nose was slightly upturned, the bridge straight and thin. Another tell. Historically, plastic surgery’s aesthetic ideals were Caucasian features. The procedures Xiaoqing had gotten made her look biracial.

“What doing here, ah?” She pinched my cheeks and poured me fresh tea. She handed me a copy of the flier that was taped to the store’s front door. “You take.”

“I have acupuncture nearby.”

“I see Mommy onna teevee. Those devil so evil. I hate. Bad people.”

“I know,” I said.

“You missing the mommy?” She took my hand and rubbed lotion on it. “Must so lonely.”

I nodded. I did miss her. When we were apart, the days were vacuous. In Olympia I had felt this same absence, though then it had coalesced with the thrill of running away from home.

“You mommy is good mommy. She loving you. Always talking, Linli so smart, Linli so in-de-pen-dent. When you go, Mommy sad every day. She crazy her face more, more, more, doing this, doing that. She have no dotter so she don’t want to sadly no more.”

I stared at Xiaoqing’s big dewy eyes. My mother had become more obsessed with getting stuff done to her face because I’d left her?

“She don’t want stay home lonely so go out with the new lot of friend a lot of place—maybe not the good people she like, they having a lot idea for the new beauty stuff, everyone try new one.” She shook her head, patted my hand and squeezed it anxiously. “Her face more hungry. Want the new skin.”

I was losing the ability to translate Xiaoqing’s speech the more emotional she became. She was clearly upset.

“Who are these people? What did they tell her?”

“Just say do this, do more, ever body do. Too so and much. Bring the business mommy get free, tell Mommy you need find new lady come here, one pay you do the free. Mommy can’t stopping. They keep Mommy…” Xiaoqing mimed yanking a rope. “Okay never mind the I ready told Mommy she not looking better, only more bad. I go first but no later when the lady all face ai-ya total mess up.” She sighed. “No worry anymore. Already gone. Mommy onna teevee now. We don’t talking about.”
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I stared at the squares of particleboard on the ceiling while the acupuncturist stuck needles into my face. The conversation with Xiaoqing had left me queasy. My leaving had sent my mother into an accelerated spiral of addiction? These people were like drug dealers and pimped her out to recruit new addicts? The acupuncturist jabbed four needles into my temples, set a timer, and pulled the curtain around me shut. There was admittedly something thrilling about someone jabbing needles into my flesh. Exam-table paper rustled against my back as I shifted.

The longer I had to lie there unmoving with needles in my face, the more distraught I became. When you go, Mommy sad every day. She have no dotter so she don’t want to sadly no more. I couldn’t take it. I jumped up from the padded table and yanked the curtain open, ran into the hallway and burst into the restroom, vomiting into the toilet.

I paid. Sour and stinking breath.

“Thank you,” I said, inhaling the words to attempt self-containment. The receptionist handed me a receipt and the same flier Xiaoqing had given me with advertisements for different local businesses. The other customers watched, impassive.

“I’m sorry,” I kept saying. “I’m so sorry.”
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I waited for DB in his office, heady with the smell of fertilized soil. I was a few minutes early for our lunch meeting. I couldn’t tell if he’d wanted to talk about something in particular or just hear a progress report of my work here thus far. There was a draft of an announcement on his desk for an art auction benefiting an organization that assisted victims of gendered violence. Another Horizon would donate a collective artwork made by clients centered on processing trauma through making art.

A black-and-white photo of his parents in the back of a motorized rickshaw sat in a heavy silver frame on his desk. He didn’t resemble either of his parents. His Romanian father had no hair and a crooked slab of a nose that cut his face in half diagonally. DB’s Filipino mother had dimples and long straight hair. Where had he inherited his luxurious head of curls and high-bridged nose?

No one thought I looked like my mother, especially me. Maybe I looked more like the other half of my DNA.

My mother had survived elimination. The audience had voted off another unlucky hopeful. Polly’s House of Pain hadn’t been painful enough to elicit America’s compassion. The rest of the contestants waved as Polly, bags packed, rolled her suitcase down the driveway. Fanny lived for one more episode. I wished she hadn’t. Then she wouldn’t have done what she did next. The new deranged lie she’d told on the latest episode of America’s Beauty Extreme after she’d promised she wouldn’t do it again.

Just intoning “my mother,” those two all-potent words, made my head refill with noxious gas. After elimination, the contestants had participated in collective therapy. Dr. Wolf had asked, “What’s the worst thing that’s happened to you? How have you learned from it?”

My mother told an outrageous lie in the Circle of Truth about getting arrested for shoplifting when she was living in a homeless shelter while eight months pregnant and then going to jail. Lubed with Shally’s crying potion, she pressed her hands to her face and did a dramatic unveil—deluge! She recounted giving birth sans epidural in the county hospital while shackled to a delivery bed. Nurses took the baby, that baby being me (I presumed), without her laying eyes on the body. She’d believed the baby to be a boy throughout the pregnancy and thought she’d been assigned the wrong newborn after the doctor shouted, “Girl!” How unlucky. A girl.

My mother wept violently and wouldn’t heed Dr. Wolf’s directives to leave the Circle of Truth. Her body, a boneless puddle. Medical had to intervene and pull her out.
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I picked up another photo from DB’s desk. A girl and boy hugging on a beach, their cheeks pressed together. It must have been DB and his sister. She looked more definitively Asian than him. This was the sibling I reminded him of.

It made me feel increasingly wretched about watching my mother’s shameless lies on national television. Her strategies at my expense. Our actual lives were a different shade of squalid than the reality-show spin. Welfare, Medi-Cal, food stamps, standing in line at the church food pantry. It was a life, our life.

My mother’s fictions had fractured the house even more. Hadley railed against “illegals” crossing the border and ruining the country. JJ corralled the majority to stick together against the bloodsucking alien criminals. Jimmy and Mercedes rolled their eyes and left the room, mocking their right-wing hysteria in the hallway once the two were out of earshot.

Still, I worried. My mother had admitted during a group therapy session that if she didn’t win and get reconstructive surgery, she’d consider resorting to illicit means once again to try to fix her scrambled-egg face.

After commercial, my mother sat on a twin bed reading the Chinese bootleg wizard book. She giggled as she turned each page. Hadley flung the door open and plopped onto the other bed in the room. My heart sank. My mother was roommates with the woman who hated her. Clarice burst in and sat at the foot of Hadley’s bed. They stared at my mother.

“What-cha do, Fan-fan?” Clarice grinned, biting her cuticle and spitting. “Do Fan do?”

“You know fanny means butt, don’t you?” Hadley opened a magazine. Her skin tone looked sickeningly blue-gray. Maybe it was my TV color setting. “You know what else it means? A woman’s private parts. Funny how your name means both those things.”

“Hadley. You know what?” my mother said. “Drop dead.”

Hadley had pulled her robe tight and stormed out of the room, Clarice trotting behind.

The scene had then cut to the next therapy challenge. “Tonight, we face the Golden Mirror,” Dr. Wolf said. “Look at your reflection and admit what you want to change about yourself.”

Jimmy was up first. “I’d like to change my perception of what a man is supposed to be.”

Hadley lumbered over to the gilded mirror. Her skin was still blue-gray. She looked crappier than ever. One breast hung lazily; the other was slung across her shoulder like a burping baby. “As much as I love God and accept his creation…”

Her eyes rolled back. She stopped mid-sentence and made a choking sound before she collapsed. Everyone gasped. My mother drew her legs up onto her chair, hugging her knees.

No pulse. Hadley was dead.

The majority faction immediately blamed my mother, who had indeed, just minutes before the group challenge, told Hadley to drop dead.

I couldn’t believe what I was watching. Hadley had been Fanny’s evilest antagonist. Surely the show would be shut down now. But maybe not. All the money invested in this inaugural season. The attention they’d get after this. The headlines.

The housemates paced around, alternately perching on sofas and chairs, whispering. They’d cleared the therapy room and ushered everyone into the den.

“We demand an autopsy!” JJ yelled. “That witch killed her! Just like she tried to kill her own baby. Life begins at conception.”

“Test Hadley’s body for poison. She and Fanny were roommates,” Landon said.

“Dead is well dead and call it gone ggruh the devil’s blood will rise!” Clarice’s way of talking in strange cadences had turned into gibberish.

“I didn’t kill anyone!” my mother said. She stood in a corner by Jimmy, who had his arm around her.

JJ scooted next to Mercedes on the sofa. She leapt up and joined my mother.

“Hadley had a heart defect,” Mercedes reminded them.

“Yool her lips to God’s ears,” Clarice said. “Frop your lips to God’s to God’s to dead!!”

“You are a known criminal,” Landon snarled at my mother. “Terrorist! You did it.”

“I’m a terrorist now?” my mother said.

“I can’t believe this.” Jimmy shook his head. “This is idiotic.”

“You think you’re better than me?” Landon asked. “Big-shot writer man?”

“I write poetry that I self-publish. That’s hardly being a big shot.” Jimmy shrugged.

“I’m not going to let some poetry derp own me,” Landon said.

The majority faction decamped to the backyard, where they declared in the flickering light of the tiki torches that they weren’t going to let Fanny get away with murder. If it was the only thing they did on the show, they vowed to get justice for Hadley.

Black Magic Fanny was nowhere to be found the next morning. Mercedes searched the house, looking in closets and under the beds. JJ offered to help, a bold move threatening his standing in the majority alliance, but his motive was obvious: He was wet for Mercedes.

During a weight-lifting competition a decade prior, JJ’s large intestines had burst through his anus from trying to break the world record deadlifting. Images of his prolapsed anus flower still haunted the internet on forums tagged “NSFL.” Every time he shit after the stitches came out, the ring of scab that had formed around his anus split painfully into broken pieces. He spent every day anticipating his bowel movements. The pain while sitting on the toilet recalled important moments in his life—his first heartbreak, his mother’s death, a boy tripping him in the cafeteria for being a namby-pamby—and then in the grip of memory, his sphincter would open. The whole world coming out between his legs. Eventually he limited his fluid consumption—to near-fatal extent—to encourage constipation, in which he found salvation.

My mother reappeared in the kitchen after lunch. She only shrugged when people asked, “Where were you?” JJ was making a protein shake. She and Mercedes talked about heading to the hot tub after a ceremony for Hadley took place that evening. JJ’s eyes widened.

The whole cast was in the kitchen debating whether or not the show would go on. Mercedes referred to a reality show on which a man who wanted to lose four hundred pounds died on set from a heart attack and the production continued with fanfare. This seemed to satisfy them and dispel concerns about their own show’s cancellation.

At the ceremony, strewn roses scattered around a picture of Hadley, Jimmy read a poem he’d written about a crow who flew away, the metaphor of which was not lost on America.
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“Are you as hungry as I am?” DB asked as he arrived in his office for our meeting, leaving the door ajar behind him. “Apologies for my tardiness. A client showed up in crisis.”

I looked at the clock. Twenty minutes had passed since I’d begun waiting. I hadn’t even noticed until now.

“I’m starving.”

“I was going to order lunch from Thai Elvis.” He put on his reading glasses. “Let me know what you want.”

“I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

He called in the order and leaned back in his chair behind the desk.

“Linli, is everything all right?” He looked concerned.

The blood drained out of my face. Did he know about my mother?

“Why do you ask?” I asked.

“The look on your…” DB hesitated. “Are you okay?”

My lungs felt like there were vises tightening around them.

“I am doing fine,” I said, my voice squeaking.

“I know you’ve been sleeping here. We have cameras. I’m concerned about you. If there’s something you’d like to talk to me about, I’m here to listen.”

The room went blurry.

“Linli, are you with me?” DB waved his hand in the air.

“I feel faint.”

“Breathe. You’re okay. Do you want water? I’ll go get some. Just a second.”

Footsteps tapping. Jeans went swish, swish.

“Can you feel this? It’s just ice. It’s cold. Feel that chill.”

My vision came back. DB was holding a bag of ice to my forehead.

“You’re not in trouble, Linli, but I can’t let you sleep here. Do you need to be connected to some resources?”

“I don’t need resources,” I said. “I’m not one of Another Horizon’s clients.”

“I was not suggesting anything of that nature.”

“I really don’t need you acting like my parent.”

“How about a friend?”

“Please spare me the pity.”

“Not pity. Concern. Has anyone expressed concern for you lately?”

“I’m not feeling this social-worker vibe right now, okay?”

“Sure, I get it. I’m sorry if I’ve overstepped.”

What did he know, with his family neatly framed on a desk of his own?
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Our lunch came quickly, delivered by Thai Elvis himself. Or one of them. The restaurant on Hollywood Boulevard employed Elvis impersonators who delivered food while singing his hits. American soldiers vacationing in Thailand during the Vietnam War had loved Elvis. To attract customers, every tourist restaurant, bar, and club had blasted his music nonstop. Crooning Elvis impersonators proliferated in Thailand. Immigrants then brought this beloved form of entertainment to America. There was never one original Thai Elvis. Various people were rumored to have been the first, but how could anyone account for an origin when Thai Elvis was a rhizomatic expression of the global Elvis impersonation diaspora? An elder Thai Elvis performed onstage at the Hollywood Boulevard restaurant seven nights a week.

DB himself was named after a famous singer. His real name was Dolly Bautista Kennedy. His mother was a huge, number-one fan of Dolly Parton and had collected all her records in the Philippines. Dolly Parton was her vision of America: big, bold, nostalgic for itself. She and Dolly shared many similarities—both had eleven siblings, both loved to sing (though DB’s mother was not known for her original songs but for karaoke and, in particular, Dolly’s greatest hits). On the night DB was conceived, his mother knew that she would get pregnant, and that the baby would be named Dolly, no matter what. His name was the source of many childhood fights and bullying, which wasn’t perpetrated only by his peers but by teachers too. Bautista belonged to his maternal lineage. Kennedy belonged to no one. His parents had changed his last name to Kennedy along with his sister’s, believing that it would bode well for their children’s success. DB’s father’s last name was something generic, maybe even bad. I couldn’t remember. The Kennedy surname was a beard for their Asianness. It shifted the optics to default whiteness. But the Asians could tell, of course. We always recognized one of our own.

We ate our gravy noodles in silence, sitting across from each other on the uncluttered end of his long desk. DB ripped the sticky rice in half with his hands and put half on my plate.

I ate everything and more, finishing DB’s noodles too and most of the papaya salad. Stuffing my face was satisfying, cramming noodles into my mouth, that chewy fried tofu and vinegary hot sauce all so unbelievably tasty together. I loved to eat when I was upset.

DB cleared our take-out containers and came back with a tub of ice cream from my favorite Persian gelateria that was left over from a staff party a few days ago. He stabbed a spoon into it and slid it across the desk.

“I didn’t mean to upset you.” He folded his hands, propping his chin.

I chipped away at the hard ice cream, unyielding to my ravenous appetite. DB knew something private about me and I hated him for it. I practiced carving his eyes out with a scalpel over the rim of the ice cream carton.

“Looks like you have a nice family.” I pointed at the photos on his desk.

“It does look that way, doesn’t it?” He picked up the photo of his parents and stared at it. “But no one really knows about another person’s life.”

“That sure is true.”

“My father wasn’t an especially great person. I don’t know much though, really. We’re estranged.”

“How do you live with that part, not knowing?”

“We’ll never know everything about our parents. And what we think we know is a made-up story that bridges vast gaps and fills in blanks. Stories aren’t bad; they’re necessary. But it’s important to know that they’re only stories and to not get stuck in them. A story can be rewritten. A story can be a useful tool if you know how to employ it.”

“Are you a writer or something?”

“In another life. I went to school to study psychoanalysis but got discouraged by the clinical aspect of the work.” He put the photo back down. “And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Tell me something. Your life. Growing up in LA.”

More gelato. It spread across my tongue like a soft blanket.

Wild days crisscrossing the city looking for things my mother wanted to buy on sale, shoving sponge cakes into our mouths when we were hungry, too frantic to eat anything else, my mother dragging me to late-night parties where I fell asleep in vinyl booths to drunken karaoke, waking me up in the middle of the night to ask my opinion about things I didn’t understand. Those were the good times.

The bad had left me panic-stricken, impaled on the spikes of my own heart rate surging, terrified in the pitch of night.

Still, I would sit on our porch as a child, watching a family of possums duck into a sewer drain, while I blew bubbles from a toy necklace. I watched the bubbles float over the bougainvillea, wishing they’d go out into the world and bring my real mother back to me.

“Honestly, I don’t remember much,” I said.

Where would I even start?
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In the news, a woman who’d gotten illegal injections in her face was in the ICU in San Gabriel. Angel Chang.

Angel… Angel… Why did that name sound familiar? My mother’s notebook had had the name Angel written in it. Was she someone my mother had brought to tea parties? I thought of the women who attended my workshops in Washington; a number had been facing felony murder, arguably some of the most evil prosecutorial knife work that could be wielded against a defendant. A dozen people could be convicted of a single murder in which one person pulled the trigger of one gun if the prosecution could convince a jury that the dozen were all responsible in some way, even peripherally.

A woman from one of my workshops had met a man less than an hour before he committed murder, but because she had unwittingly given him a ride to the bar where he shot someone, she was also convicted of felony murder, even though she was at home sleeping when the shooting had occurred. She was serving life without the possibility of parole.

I couldn’t tell if I was being paranoid or if I was connecting dots. The woman in the news in the ICU… If she died and my mother had introduced her to the people who put her in the hospital, my mother could also be convicted of felony murder. San Gabriel. Angel Chang.

I knew how much my mother wanted to win reconstructive surgery on TV. It could be the last thing she did before going to prison, if she went to prison. Maybe I was just being paranoid. I wasn’t going to try to contact her. No distractions.

If this was the same Angel in my mother’s notebook, and if she died, if my mother was charged with felony murder, we’d live the rest of our lives separated by prison walls.
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Two days ago, I’d called a number on the flier that Xiaoqing had given me. There was a special on beauty treatments—buy one get one free.

The woman Ami, who had answered, gave me an address. I pulled into the parking lot of a mini mall and saw someone with fliers in her hand outside an unmarked storefront.

“Hello! Hello!” she said with a Chinese accent, waving the stack of fliers she was handing out to shoppers. A big visor shaded her face.

I scanned her dress with a dozen different designer logos emblazoned on it.

“Ami?” I asked.

She lifted the visor. I gasped. She was gorgeous. Her nose bridge was high and its tip was sassy. A good rhinoplasty, for sure.

She grabbed my shoulders and scrutinized my face. It made me nervous.

“You younger than I think,” she said, pursing her lips. “Hao nian qing.”

“I like your dress.” I smiled.

“Yours better.”

I’d borrowed one of my mother’s dresses. I saw my reflection in the glass behind Ami and cringed. It was like wearing drag. But my own thrift-store clothes weren’t beauty-coded. I wiped sweat off my nose with my wrist.

She led me through the storefront, sparsely decorated with a table that had artificial flowers in a porcelain vase and a carved jade cabbage on it. A red calendar with gold lettering from a bank hung on a wall behind the table. In the back, she pulled a thin curtain aside. I stepped through the doorway. My mother’s dress smelled like her. I took a deep breath.

Women sat on a white pleather sofa laughing while others played mahjong at a table. One of them looked up from her mahjong tiles at me as I walked behind their game. I followed Ami to a desk in the corner.

“You want to free skin consultation with lady here?” Ami asked.

“Sure,” I answered. The word had slid out on its own.

She noticed me staring at her and looked back at me.

“She will picks what treatments best for you.”

Ami handed me a laminated menu and stood up. I had no idea what any of the things listed were. Enfenté, L2P2, Coxel Laser, iQiklift, Nue Water Peel, YoungMi, Kalipsa Frexel, Advanced Sleco. Whatever they were, it all was expensive, much more than I had expected for an ad hoc storefront and nondescript back room. Ami poured two cups of tea.

“Thank you.” I took the tea. “But you know, I’m not sure, um, this is all very…”

“Don’t worry, jing tian you do a free consultation. Discount for package you buy ten treatments, now free gift with the visit.”

“Is this your business?” I asked in a friendly tone.

“Work here, part-time.” Ami looked suspicious. “You ABC? Not too many ABC here.”

I nodded. I was born in East Hollywood.

“How about you?” I asked.

“China.”

“You’re here to study?” I didn’t actually think that, but I hoped it would be flattering.

Ami nodded slowly.

“I’ll start a master’s program soon,” I said. “What are you studying?”

“Americans so many questions.”

The women laughed on the other side of the room. Hu le! Wo hu le! Clapping. Mahjong tiles clacked.

“My school is in New York,” I said. “I’ll go there in the fall.”

Ami’s face lit up.

“I love New York. I have many friends in Flushing. I want have new life there. Open store sell special from my province. Silk kites, so beautiful.”

The door opened to the treatment room. Ami took my tea and brought it in.

The beautician shined a halo light on my face and gently pulled my skin, examining it with a magnifying glass. She used the wand of one machine to measure my skin’s hydration and another to evaluate its elasticity, recording the data in a chart. She gave me samples of creams, serums, oils, and cleansers formulated for my skin type.

The diagnosis: dry skin, sun damage, color irregularity. Treatment: Coxel Laser. Recommendation: one treatment start today. Not invasive, the doll-faced beautician assured me. It wasn’t really a laser; it was just some kind of special light. I was too embarrassed to leave carrying a bag full of products without getting anything after all the time she was spending on the consultation. I reluctantly nodded. As long as it wasn’t an injection.

She spread a thick clear gel over my cheeks, forehead, and nose with a silicone spatula as I lay on a padded table. A bright light shone on my face. She left me there alone for an hour, my eyes closed, with a pair of narrow light-blocking glasses on. The chemical smell overpowered my mother’s scent. Every minute that passed, the thick glop suffocating my skin, I grew more anxious. A waste of time and money. My mother being maligned on national TV. The prosecution plotting against her.

Rocks churned in my stomach. My mother’s farm animal features that she had been so desperate to erase as a new immigrant. Her belief that if she looked good, her life would be good.
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By the time the beautician came back to wipe the goop off me, I wanted to drive my car into a brick wall, I was so torqued. Ami swiped my credit card and gave me a gift certificate to a store. I had more important things to do than to get a Sunday facial.

“Xie xie. Come back next week,” Ami said. “We can having a tea. I thinking to moving New York too.”

“I’d like that,” I said, tucking the credit card and gift certificate into my wallet.

I went home and looked up what I’d gotten. Coxel Laser, it turned out, was a skin-lightening treatment.
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I’d bleached my face. That in itself was hard enough to stomach without what was happening to my body. I’d woken up after a sleepless night to burning, peeling skin. I spent forty minutes trying to scrub the dry skin away. Scrubbing made my skin even rawer. I slathered cream all over it. The burning turned to hellfire. I gave up and drove to work.
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Five cups of coffee in, still no effect. I could barely function. My face was stripped. The chemicals had dissolved the skin. The pain felt like bubbling lava. I took two analgesics, which only made my stomach hurt, and focused on sublimating my pain and exhaustion through work. In my bag, two XL cans of mega energy drinks from the deli were my safeguards against falling asleep at my desk. A last resort.

I finished compiling a reading list aimed at helping people who were suffering from things like depression and anxiety, or recovering from drug or alcohol abuse, to extend therapeutic work to the body through something called bottom-up processing. One article on the list was about doing group activities like line dancing and singing in a church choir to integrate as an individual into a group. This allowed a person to feel and be a part of a collective, which the body registered in a way that went beyond cognitive processing.

“Hey, Linli.” DB’s head peeked through the doorframe of the office I shared with three other employees. “You’re joining for the activity today, yes?”

“Well…” I looked up from the computer screen. I’d purposefully left my hair hanging over my face to obscure my blotchy complexion. Even with a face mask on, I still felt exposed.

“We need you there.”

“I can’t today,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

“Feeling all right?” he asked.

“Actually—”

“Then I’ll see you there. Consider it mandatory attendance.”

“But—”

He was gone.
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I considered not going. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the computer monitor. I was so tired I could’ve nodded out at a death-metal show. But I felt indebted to DB. Ever since I’d been kind of rude to him when he confronted me about sleeping in the office, he’d responded by being even nicer to me.

The more time I spent at work with DB, the more we talked.

We talked for hours and hours, over lunch, while making spreadsheets, after work, when setting up and breaking down for workshops. I’d never had such deep conversations about my mother before. DB said that every person developed their own language as a way to speak and it was possible that what she did to her face was her way of speaking.

He told me about a woman artist who stalked men and would go through their trash and make installations with what she’d collected. She would make little books and write accounts of her stalking adventures mixed with fictionalized stories about the men, which were frenzied and ecstatic. It was creative, a way to metabolize thought and desire that was productive. She had made a whole body of stalking work over decades. Artists, DB said, through processes of production, developed ideas to be expressed, sometimes through abstraction or conceptual frameworks.

What made women act like this, stalking and free-falling into botch after botch without end? When I asked DB what this artist was expressing through the stalking art, he said that everything she was doing was happening in the realm of the imaginary. The subjects were her puppet theater where she was acting out her own stories about who the men were, and she was the storyteller of them all. It was an unruly domain of her own making, he said, that adhered to a logic she’d constructed through idiosyncratic language. A person could achieve a lot through making up stories. Fantasizing about revenge on a person who did you wrong was work. Conjuring images while you slept was work. It was the brain processing fears and fantasy, things you wanted and things you never wanted but were given anyway. It was how we made sense of a past we might know little about or the black hole of the future.
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Locking the restroom door behind me, I took off my mask and stared at my face in the mirror. The situation was only getting worse. Redder, rawer, peeling, flaking. I grabbed on to the edge of some peeling skin and pulled. Blood surfaced. I ripped a corner of paper towel from the dispenser and pressed it against my cheek.

I had another missed call from Salvatore.

The burning was intolerable. I splashed cold water on my face. There was no way I was going to make it through this activity. I’d just go and give DB a look at what was going on. He’d have to let me leave for the day. More cold water. The dark circles around my eyes told time like the rings of a tree. All the hours I’d tossed and turned. I dabbed my face with paper towels, put the mask on, pulled my hair back over my face. I felt better already, knowing I would be going home soon.
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“Linli’s here. Now we can start!” DB announced.

Kids were gathered in clusters around tables scattered throughout the room. I paused in the doorway as DB ushered me in. Everyone went silent, looking up at me. Each pair of eyes in the room multiplied into four pairs like spiders.

“Come stand next to me,” DB said. He waved his arms enthusiastically.

I trudged over and faced the room, shifting my big bag to the other shoulder.

“We’re making a collective collage to auction for the fundraiser.”

Sweat oozed through my skin, beading on my forehead.

“There are materials you can use on each table, grouped by color. This table has red supplies, that table the green, that table the blue. There are limited scissors, glue, and paintbrushes, so you’ll have to take turns and share. We’re making one big collage. This table up front is where you’ll build up the collage on this mat board. We’re sharing space. Sharing materials. Sharing ideas and working together. Need help? Ask the person next to you. If you like what someone else is doing, tell them. Not sure what to put where? Get someone’s opinion.”

The room slowly began to ripple with activity. Kids shrieked, excited to gather feathers and pom-poms, to cut out shapes from magazine pages and colored paper and squeeze out glitter glue from fat tubes. Some bumped into each other, careening with enthusiasm, while others stood still, unsure of how to begin and where to go. The piercing noise shot straight into my pudding brain. My face pulsed, ignited with fever.

“Linli, let’s move around the room making sure that everyone is engaged and whoever needs help receives it. We’re the only ones supervising.” DB patted my shoulder. “The kids have been looking forward to this activity all week. Everyone is getting a goody bag and a certificate for participation. When they’re done, we’ll take a group photo in front of the finished collage.”

I pulled an energy drink out of my bag and guzzled it quickly. Okay, let’s do this. I hadn’t realized this was a youth-engagement activity until I came in. The taurine and caffeine rocketed through my body.

I got down on my knees to sort through origami, a crowd of kids pushing in to grab squares of paper. One climbed into my lap while another hung over my arm. A few older kids took the lead to show younger ones how to bend pipe cleaners and twist different colors together. I was glad I hadn’t gone home. My body was an animated corpse, but I had shown up.

“Um, excuse me?”

I turned around.

“Hi, little girl.” I finished cutting out a horse from an equestrian magazine and handed it to a boy who galloped with it to the front of the room, whinnying. “Do you need help?”

“Why is your face like that?”

I dropped the magazine.

“Everybody looks different and that’s okay,” I said.

“I see blood.” She pointed her tiny finger at me.

“I got an owie.”

“You hafta getta Band-Aid.” The girl had big brown eyes and a halo of black curls. “You hafta getta Band-Aid,” she said again, more insistently, her finger encroaching on my personal space.

“Good idea.” I turned back around.

The room was starting to tilt. Exhaustion, temporarily kept at bay, crashed against my legs again, rising up my calves. I pulled the other energy drink out of my bag and shotgunned it in the corner facing the wall.

Only a few pieces of wayward paper and googly eyes were glued haphazardly on the mat board. What was taking these kids so long? The faster the collage was finished, the quicker I could leave. They needed some directives. The second go-go juice was practically making me break-dance around the room.

“Here.” I passed a kid a handful of wooden tongue depressors. “Go put that on the thing.”

I turned him toward the front of the room and gave him a little nudge.

“I think you’ve spent enough time cutting. Why don’t you start gluing?”

I pressed glue sticks into two girls’ hands and led them to the collage.

“You know what’s fun?” I asked a kid who was capping and uncapping a marker. He shook his head. “Working super fast!” I guided his hand to the collage.

DB looked over at me. He put down a handful of pipe cleaners and walked in my direction, his eyes trained on my face. Maybe he was noticing for the first time what that little girl had seen. He’d been too preoccupied before.

“Do you need to step outside?” he whispered.

My eyes were going to pop out of their sockets, bust through the windows, and roll down Wilshire, I was so jacked.

He led me by the crook of my arm out into the hallway and past the front desk to where the elevators were going ding-ding, ding-ding. Digestive acid rose up the shaft of my esophagus through my pharynx. I pressed my forehead against the marble wall, feeling its coolness transfer to my body. I closed my eyes.
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The castmates split into two groups for the next elimination challenge. Naturally, my mother, Mercedes, and Jimmy chose to be on one team, while JJ, Landon, and Clarice formed the opposition. The color lines were clearly drawn. This tenuous balance would be upset after the next elimination, potentially clearing a path for one faction to dominate the rest of the show until the finale, when the final three would compete for the coveted prize of reconstructive surgery.

Each team nominated a leader for an unnamed challenge—Fanny on one side; Clarice on the other. It was risky to be a leader, but the payoff was potentially worth it. If my mother failed, though, it was almost certain she’d be eliminated by the voting audience, who entered their choices online after each episode aired. She needed to go big. She was still being scapegoated for Hadley’s heart attack. Even if the idea that she possessed the power to kill by linguistic decree were as ridiculous as a flying broomstick, danger lurked in the repetition of propaganda.

Drop dead. If only it were that easy. I’d go around the city felling bodies like timber.

“I’ll ki’m you kingo all,” Clarice said.

She fluffed her blond bouffant. Her face was as taut as a grocery-store Thanksgiving turkey. Her overinflated lips made my body itch in reaction to perceiving an allergy attack.

Her indistinct drawl worked in her favor, buffering her incoherent language.

“Each group has chosen a leader.” Dr. Wolf paced around the Circle of Truth. “In this group therapy challenge, the leaders will step into the Circle and have a chance to weaken their opponent’s team in any way they see fit. Take your places, leaders.”

Clarice stood in the Circle of Truth next to my mother. They faced each other and bowed. Clarice reached her hand out and slapped my mother hard across the cheek, then went over to Mercedes and Jimmy, kicking the first in the shin and punching the next in the face.

I began to shiver uncontrollably, the convulsions tearing through my body from my extremities to my core. My mother cradled her reddened face with unsteady hands.

Everyone was horrified, even Clarice’s own teammates. My mother froze, not knowing what to do. Mercedes stood up and started yelling at Dr. Wolf.

“Everyone return to their seats. Including the team leaders.” Dr. Wolf stayed calm.

“Seriously?” My mother still held her cheek. “We’re just allowed to hit each other?”

“For someone who killed Hadley, that was nothing,” Landon said.

Everyone in the room started shouting, waving their arms around. JJ stared across the Circle of Truth at Mercedes. She was doubled over in pain. His eyes reddened as he rubbed them. Mer-ce-des, he mouthed.

Clarice advanced, turning back toward my mother, who put her hands up as a shield.

“Get lost, Clarice!” my mother commanded.

“Quiet!” Dr. Wolf crossed her arms. “I will not have my therapy session devolve into chaos.” She regained her composure. “The rules were clear.”

“That’s right—foul!” Jimmy cried. Blood was smeared across his cheeks. Clarice had hit harder than she looked capable of.

“Leaders can act any way they see fit,” Dr. Wolf said. “Clarice did not violate the rules.”

“She can’t get away with physical assault,” my mother said.

How was violence sanctioned in group therapy? How did this even qualify as group therapy? For all the rhetoric about healing and self-transformation, the show was only proving to replicate the dynamics of abusers and those who had the misfortune of being in their vicinity.

My body shook so violently that I kicked my blanket over the hospital bed’s metal guardrails and onto the linoleum floor. I reached down to retrieve it. Ouch. The IV drip in my arm. A huge bruise encircled the inside of my elbow where the needle punctured my skin. The woman in the next bed groaned behind a flimsy curtain. She had dementia or something. I felt bad for her. The nurses treated her with the indifference of a couch cushion.

“We’re moving on,” Dr. Wolf said. “Fanny, you’re up. Everyone else, stay seated.”

Clarice smiled smugly from her chair. My mother hesitated.

“If you want to forfeit your turn, that’s your prerogative,” Dr. Wolf said to my mother.

“Just go, Fanny,” Mercedes said, cradling her shin. She winced.

JJ watched her. The camera zoomed in on an expression of concern on his face.

My mother cautiously stood up. She walked over to Landon. Oh God, was she going to do the eye-for-an-eye thing? She stood in front of him. The show cut to commercial.

An orderly came in with dinner. “Knock, knock,” he said. “Goodness. What on Earth?” He rushed over and dropped the tray onto the rolling table. He put his hands on my forearms and squeezed until I stopped shaking. “Should I get the nurse?”

“No.” I gasped for air. “I’m just cold.” I willed my body to still. “What’s for dinner?”

“Vegan meal for Miss Linli Feng.” He picked up the blanket from the floor and draped it over me.

“What is this?” I examined a mug he set down. “Plain hot water? Can I get a tea bag?”

“No caffeine. You know that.” He wagged his finger. “Doctor’s orders.”

I pouted, pulling up the blanket to my chin. It was freezing in here.

The orderly swung the table over my hospital bed and took the cloche off my plate. “Ta-da!” he said, wafting the steam toward my face. “What are you watching?”

“America’s Beauty Extreme.” My heart was still pounding from watching my mother get slapped on television.

“Oh yeah. My partner loves this show. That one lady rocks.”

We stared at the television while it flickered in the bright fluorescent lights.

“Deadly black-market illegal cosmetic procedures are on the rise,” a deep voice narrated as grim images of pixelated bodies in a dark warehouse flashed on the screen. “Inside the seedy world of back-alley Botox, butt lifts, and the unlicensed scam artists charged with homicide. Unwitting victims lured into basements by bargain prices and promises of beauty and youth. Filthy garages with makeshift operating tables, silicone door caulk purchased at the local hardware store injected into bodies, reused needles, zero medical training, and that’s only the beginning of the killer trend taking Southern California by storm. The story, tonight at ten.”

“How much do you think a back-alley butt lift costs?” the orderly asked. “In my opinion, anyone dumb enough to get one is asking for it.”

“I think of it as a class issue,” I said, my heart still racing after the news teaser had ended. “Some people don’t have access to expensive procedures. The people getting these surgeries are also victims of shady perpetrators who are disfiguring or, worse, killing them.”

“Fair. I didn’t think of it like that,” he said.
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Applesauce again. Iceberg lettuce salad with gloppy vinaigrette. Spaghetti mush. I pushed the food around inside its separate tray compartments. Maybe this black-market crackdown was the zeitgeist right now in the federal prosecutor’s office. This couldn’t be good for us. I’d looked for an update on Angel in the news. Nothing.

A nursing assistant with fluffy mink eyelashes came in and scanned my wristband.

“Your face looks better today,” she said.

Her eyes blinked at me above her mask. She handed me a little plastic cup half full of thick white cream with a wooden tongue depressor stuck in it.

“It’s itchy.” I blotted cream on my cheeks, forehead, and chin with the wooden stick.

She took my vitals and logged them into the computer.

“Do you think the chemical burn is related to the seizures?” I asked.

“You have to talk to the doctor about that.”

I’d been in for two days. I was stable now. They wanted me to leave. But I liked it here. People around all the time. All I needed to do was press a button and someone would come rushing in to see what I needed. A fresh, warm blanket. Hot water. A pudding cup.

I’d called Salvatore this morning. I asked him about Angel. He said that he couldn’t disclose confidential information about my mother’s case.

“We have an opening now,” he emphasized. “Information has an expiration date. Fan-Ju has what they want. It’s currency. But tomorrow they might not want it.”

The bouquet of tulips that DB sent had assumed a dramatic pose, languidly reaching out from where they stood on my bedside table. The card attached to it said, Get well soonest, Linli!

The IV steadily dripped.
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My mother stood above Landon, who was seated in his assigned chair. He put his arms out in front of him in a jujitsu blocking position. She stayed calm, waiting for him to stop his theatrics. When he stilled, she pointed, yelled, “Look!” and reached around to pull a black book out from behind him as he turned his head in the opposite direction. She returned to the Circle of Truth.

“Hey!” Landon’s face crumpled. “What are you doing? It’s mine!”

Mercedes and Jimmy looked at each other, their eyes popping out of their sockets. JJ and Clarice slapped their hands over their mouths in unison.

“She can’t take that. It’s my property!” Landon shot up and stalked into the Circle.

“Sit down!” Dr. Wolf shouted.

Landon pushed his chest out and closed in on my mother, trying to intimidate her. Despite that his face was an inch from hers, she looked unperturbed, coolly standing her ground. He growled, baring his yellow teeth. I leapt out of the hospital bed and fell. The IV needle tore my flesh. “Ma!” I yelled. My legs, as mushy as my spaghetti. The woman in the next bed groaned again.

“Security!” Dr. Wolf called on the TV screen.

Five men emerged from the wings, pulling Landon away from my mother. They surrounded him while he pushed against them, resisting like a snared boar. He thrashed and howled. His face flamed atomic red. The men yanked him into his chair and held him there.

“I thought anyone can do whatever they want,” JJ said.

“The leaders can do what they see fit. Not everyone.” Dr. Wolf gestured No-no with a stern finger.

My mother licked her index finger. She opened the black book and flipped through it nonchalantly. Hip cocked, she settled on a page and put one hand on her waist.

“May I?” she asked Dr. Wolf.

Landon lashed about in his chair, still howling like he was bleeding out. Security stayed on top of him. What was going on? I stood in the middle of the hospital room shivering in thin pajamas. I’d pulled my IV out completely. My arm dripped blood.

“Please do.” Dr. Wolf nodded in approval.

“‘Wednesday. Wake up full of shame. Lie in bed at night feeling the urge bulge between my legs, the want, so strong… My whole body throbs, yearns, pleads.’” My mother paused and looked up wryly.

Every mouth in the room dropped. Landon shrunk into himself. He seemed dazed, as if he’d just finished a session of electroshock therapy.

“‘I want it more than anything in the galaxy. I shan’t! I won’t! Even as I say these words to myself—No, Landon, you dirty creep, you filthy rabid rodent!—I can feel myself breaking down.’” My mother shifted, switching the book from one hand to the other. She licked her finger again and turned the page. “‘Time is my enemy. Lust is my kryptonite… Oh, to feel it touch my tongue, my parched lips. One aching kiss!’”

Landon was sobbing uncontrollably. His straining flesh had gone limp.

“‘I creep slowly in the night down the hallway while the house sleeps. Dear Lord, forgive me for my repulsive compulsions. I turn the corner like a hound, my underwear moist with a pearl of anticipation.’”

My mother’s voice was saturated with drama and intensity. It felt strange hearing her read smut, and read it so well. Also surprising was Landon’s literary articulation. I clapped my hands, sitting again on the hospital bed and swinging my feet.

“‘I close the bathroom door behind me. Hurry! I fall to my knees. I reach my hand into the trash bin. I push aside dental floss and wads of toilet paper. Here it is! I wrap my hand around it and hold it in my quivering palm. I can’t wait! I pull my underwear down and expose my little prick. I deserve it! My body shudders as I unwrap it, the adhesive giving way to my delicate fingers. The release of its rich blooming tang. One whiff of its succulent aroma. I begin salivating. I bury my face in it. I give myself over completely to the hunger. I lick. I kiss. I gnaw. I devour it piece by piece until it is a part of me forever. I come as hard as the first time I discovered my craving for Mom’s bloody maxi pads in childhood. And the cream on top is that it belongs to the most delectable woman in the world on the first day of her period. I confess. I’m hopeless for Mercedes.’”

My stomach churned. Used maxi pads?

Landon’s eyes rolled back in his head. JJ’s nostrils flared. His jaw muscles flexed as he ground his teeth. Not only was Landon harboring lust for JJ’s crush but the violation of his transgressions was beyond the pale. Mercedes began retching, leaning over to one side of her chair, body heaving as she purged. Jimmy shook his head furiously. Clarice crossed her arms in front of her chest. My mother snapped Landon’s diary closed.
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Dr. Wolf excused everyone except for my mother and Clarice, who stayed afterward in the group therapy room. In private, Dr. Wolf gave my mother and Clarice a secret task. The leader who was able to get each of the opposing team members to say “I forgive you” would secure immunity from elimination. Three words. No one aside from the team leaders would know about this task. Both my mother and Clarice were exempt from having to say sorry, of course. It made more sense, understanding the challenge as two parts of a whole. Make choices. Behave badly at the expense of getting something you desperately want. Hurt people. Make amends, seek forgiveness, reckon with the hurt you caused. Sometimes the journey of healing belonged only to oneself. Sometimes it involved other people.

At Another Horizon, restorative justice was a big topic. How could we center community-based and alternative ways to repair harm rather than rely on punitive measures in the wake of injurious actions and often irredeemable consequences? I thought of my mother when we discussed harm and repair in workshops. I could open my brain up to possibilities for taking responsibility and repairing harm when it came to other people’s lives but never my own. My mother and I were poured in concrete.

My mother had come to America by herself on a visa and then overstayed; it was years before she gained citizenship. Until then, she worked at nail salons and restaurants where she was paid far less than minimum wage in cash, as a home health aide for the elderly—themselves on low, fixed incomes—or selling shoes at booths in indoor swap meets and jewelry at flea markets. Often, employers stiffed her. They knew undocumented people had no recourse. I never understood what was so terrible about Taiwan that my mother would choose this life in the shadows for herself. When her parents died, one after the other in the span of three months, she could not go back to pay her respects. She would be reunited with them when she too went into the afterlife, she’d tell me.

Her father had rarely spoken to her, but he had been eager to punish. He had rapped her with chopsticks so hard when she was young that he fractured her hand, all because she had reached over him at the dinner table. Her mother had worked hard at the girls’ school where she’d taught. When my mother was a baby, she was wrapped tightly in a sheet to pin her arms and legs to her body and stuck in a chest so that her mother could go teach a class. But how could a baby survive like this for hours by herself in a drawer? Was that what was wrong with my mother, some kind of formative mummification trauma that gave her a fetish for bandages? So many fragments of my history were jagged bones I had collected that I would spend my life arranging into a body that did not exist.
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The rest of the episode was charged. How would my mother ever get Landon and JJ to say they forgave her? She had succeeded in the first part of the challenge, fracturing their team. JJ couldn’t even look at Landon. However, my mother had shot her own arrow into the heart of defeat. It was impossible that Landon would say he forgave her for exposing his vile secret on national television. It wasn’t just JJ—no one could stand to look at Landon anymore. Even Clarice, whose word-salad jumbles prevented her from expressing herself through language, communicated how she felt about Landon through other means. She avoided him like a fresh turd on a sidewalk.

Watching Clarice follow Mercedes and Jimmy around the house, trying to beg for their forgiveness, was painfully entertaining. “Plee jit-mery serrcederrceay. Maii. Sea sa se aree. Sass-a-say-ee.” She threw herself at their feet, pleading. But they didn’t know what she wanted. They couldn’t understand why she was puppy-dogging in circles around them. In language’s absence, Mercedes’s and Jimmy’s irritation grew into vexation. After an entire day of this, Clarice gave up.

My mother disappeared after receiving the secret task from Dr. Wolf. She was nowhere to be found in the house or backyard. Landon retreated to his room. JJ sat outside contemplating the sky with his legs dangling in the pool. He had attempted to approach Mercedes, but Jimmy created a shield around her, not allowing any of the other men to get near her—not that Landon had tried.

A few hours later, my mother reappeared. Everyone was so distracted in the wake of the day’s traumatic group therapy session that no one seemed to have noticed her absence. She found JJ by the pool and sat next to him. Alone, alienated from his original remaining alliance, he seemed eager for her company. He and Landon had once been inseparable. It appeared as if JJ couldn’t stomach Landon’s crude offenses against Mercedes. Munching on maxi pads crossed the line.

They talked for a short time, however my mother did not broach the topic of forgiveness with JJ. She did not try to talk to Landon either. Maybe she had given up. Immunity was a pipe dream. I didn’t blame her. There was no apology momentous enough to elicit their forgiveness.

In the last few minutes of the episode, Fanny did the impossible. She waited until after dinner. When the dishes were cleared, she handed JJ a piece of paper.

“Can you read what this says? I can’t find my glasses,” she said.

“It says, ‘I forgive you.’” JJ turned the paper over. “That’s it.”

“Thanks.” She smiled and took the paper back. JJ shrugged as she walked away.

In the living room, my mother caught Landon off guard.

“Can you read what this says?” she said, as innocent as ever. “I can’t find my reading glasses anywhere.”

He squinted, taking the piece of paper.

“‘I for-give you,’” Landon read.

Fanny had done it again.
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“You’re one lucky duck,” the doctor said, scrolling through my chart on the computer. “A seizure of unclear etiology… second to caffeine intake from energy drinks.” He peered at me around the screen. “I suggest you stay away from those or you’ll risk permanent cardiac injuries.”

“What about my face?” I asked.

He took a pen light from his coat pocket and aimed it at me.

“What happened to it?” he asked.

“I told the other doctor who was here before. It’s from skin bleaching.”

“You probably shouldn’t do that.”

“It wasn’t my choice,” I said. “Is the skin permanently damaged?”

“I’ll give you a referral to a dermatologist.” He turned around. “Has the social worker come to talk to you yet?”
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My car was still in the garage at work. It had been three days since I’d collapsed in the hallway. A hospital employee came by when I was getting dressed to have me sign some paperwork. There was too much to read. I scrawled my name on the places that had been highlighted. A nurse put a bandage where the IV had been and patted my arm.

DB came to the hospital to pick me up in the evening. The belongings the paramedics had collected from my person were still in a clear plastic bag.

“We’re glad to have you back,” DB said.

I could have slept for a month straight.

We inched along in traffic. I stared at people in cars chomping hamburgers out of greasy paper bags, sleeping children in back seats, drivers on calls, their words trapped inside airless spaces. A billboard advertised a dentist who whitened, straightened, and filed teeth into a ruler-straight line.

I was still thinking about what the social worker had said. We’d talked for a long time about my plan to go to grad school, to one day do work similar to hers. I hadn’t known about social workers in hospitals who were patient advocates. She’d applied to my grad program and hadn’t been accepted. “Go,” she had urged me. “Whatever you do.”

“Something on your mind?” DB asked.

“Nothing at all,” I lied.

I realized for the first time, after last night’s episode, just how cunning my mother was. Seeing her from a distance, I could separate her influence from myself. Her power was evident. But nothing she could say would get her out of the legal trouble she was in now.

“You can talk to me anytime.” DB’s voice had softened.

“Someone I know was arrested.” I wasn’t yet willing to speak the name of my face aloud to anyone but medical professionals. A sideways glance in the reflection of the passenger window: an abstraction of watercolor pigments in rose and geranium.

“Who was arrested?”

“A friend.”

“For what?”

“Lying to a federal agent.”

“That’s a felony.”

“Correct.”

“I hope they have a good lawyer.”

“He’s a federal defender.”

“Hmm.” DB gunned the engine to speed through a yellow light.

“What do you mean ‘hmm’?”

“Lawyers like these have a hundred cases they’re working on at the same time. How many years out of law school is this guy?”

“I don’t know.” Salvatore, the baby face.

“Wouldn’t hurt if your friend had private counsel. A good lawyer with resources and time.”

“I don’t think she can afford it.”

“It might be worth it to get the village to chip in and have her call in all the favors she can—from what my criminal defense buddy, who’s the godson of a legendary DA, says. I’m all for public service, but the structural odds are against the good people. Federal defenders cannot possibly devote adequate time and attention to all of their cases. There just isn’t enough time.”

“Can you introduce me—I mean, my friend—to your buddy?” I paused. “For a consult?”

“Hmm.”

“It would mean so much to her.” I changed my tone. “Really, DB. She’s never gotten in trouble before. The whole thing is a fluke.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Just the prospect of talking to a high-profile lawyer perked me up.

What if my mother’s charge was dropped, she won America’s Beauty Extreme and got reconstructive surgery, and I moved to New York and started my grad program? Dreams! I could have them too.

DB and his fancy friend. He knew all these people from the expensive university he’d attended. His uncle, a shopkeeper, had been killed during the 1992 LA riots by cops in a shootout, and with no immediate heirs on record, DB had inherited the settlement from the city, which he had invested in the right stocks at the right time with help from a family friend. His financial situation allowed him the freedom to give back to the community without worrying about what salary that kind of job paid. The nonimmigrant side of his family called him an idealist; the other side laughed in his face. With his wealth and education, to become the director of a community organization? Dolly, the fool.

“DB, you’re the best,” I said.

“What are friends for?” He turned left and merged onto the freeway. “On that subject, as a friend but also as your employer, I have to meet with you about your conduct at the youth engagement event. Now’s not the time. We’ll discuss it in the office.”
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The moon was achingly huge, so low that it dipped into the distant hills across the canyon. It was one of those moons that was impossible to capture in a photograph. What gave it this complex tangerine complexion that was as much about light as it was color?

After DB dropped me off, I stood on the porch of the house I’d grown up in, that I now lived in again. The house’s blue stucco had faded, appearing white in the crepuscular night. The bougainvillea was blooming, creating a dome of magenta over the hedges.

It would be November soon. Spring semester wasn’t far off. One day, I’d leave this place.
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I slept for two days after being discharged from the hospital. Recovery, the doctor had said, could range from confusion to headaches, memory issues, fatigue, and weakness.

The lawn painter had not stopped coming to spray the grass, despite that we hadn’t paid and I’d left a voicemail canceling service months ago. The painter arrived with a different color green every six weeks, heeding what might have been his current supply of green paint, or maybe what was on sale, or maybe he was too lazy to switch out the pigment canisters from lawn to lawn, rather than the Emerald Dewdrop shade that my mother had painstakingly chosen from the catalog. Our lawn, consequently, was a rather beautiful ombré of greens, ranging from cucumber to crocodile, and an exquisite eutrophic phosphorescence. I thought of the lawn painter as a displaced artist. I’d seen a few of his lawns around the city, his telltale signature in an otherwise bland succession of monochrome yards.

My face was an archipelago of scabs that had formed when the skin started healing. Ami had called when I was in the hospital. I dialed her number. We made plans to meet.

I started cleaning and organizing the house. Throwing away rancid face creams and calcified eyeliner. A broken food dehydrator and nonstick pots scraped silver. Old packets of dried shrimps and expired star anise buried deep in kitchen cabinets. Then I moved to my mother’s room. I binged more true-crime shows while cleaning. The FBI raided a cult’s compound on TV. I looked around my mother’s room. The papers, the documents in her drawers. All of it could be used against her. Agents could storm in with a search warrant. I had to go through her drawers and get rid of anything incriminating.

[image: ]
“Hello?” I absentmindedly answered the phone while sorting papers.

“May I speak to Linli Feng?” a woman asked.

“Who’s this?”

“It’s the Student Financial Services department.”

“Thanks for calling back.”

“We received your email inquiry. In regard to your balance, we will still need to collect—”

“I already told you that I don’t have any money,” I said. “It’s absolutely crooked of the university to say that I owe money for a semester that I didn’t even attend. I dropped all my classes. I never even stepped foot on campus.”

“You missed the deadline for partial tuition refund,” the woman said sternly. “Why did you wait so long?”

“My mother was sick. We thought she’d pull through. The doctors were saying that, that, um, you know she would respond to the treatments, but… And so I still figured I’d be able to start school on time, but then she didn’t. She didn’t make it,” I said, adrenaline roaring through my veins. Thinking of my mother dying, even via the vehicle of a lie, was reliably upsetting.

Graduate school was the first time that I was going to splurge on myself. And look how that turned out. Now I owed more money than I’d ever had.

“There are payment plans. Would you like me to go over some options with you?”

“Look,” I interrupted. “Say I attended next semester. Can I carry over my balance?”

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. If you wanted to enroll in the same program, you would have to reapply and be accepted again. Additionally, you would need to pay off your outstanding balance before you could be admitted. Sincere condolences for your loss.”

I pressed a series of random numbers on the phone before I hung up.
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When the week was up and I was allowed to return to work, I was relieved. The news about school had drawn a hard line in fast-drying wet cement. Forget school, forget New York. I was back again in LA’s satanic clutches.

I couldn’t Fanny my way out of this one. Debt was debt. Adios to that life.
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“I pay,” Ami said, cash in hand.

“No.” I stood up, lowered my arm in front of her like a parking barrier, and gave my card to the server. “I pay.”

She sat back, defeated, as the server left. I pushed a bowl of half-eaten noodles away.

Ami’s nose twitched. She gagged and waved her hand in front of her face. “Sometimes bad smell.”

“What bad smell?” I asked.

“Never mind.”

She turned her head toward the door. Two young women came in holding hands, one pushing the other away playfully, laughing.

“I want have a love like this,” she said. “Do you?”

“Did you ever have a love?” I asked.

“Before I think yes. But he treat me so bad. I don’t think he is really love me.”

I handed her a napkin from the dispenser just in time.

“I’m sorry. Embarrass,” she said.

“If you’re sad, cry. Who cares?” I pulled out another napkin. I wanted all men who treated women that horribly to line up for live-streamed castration. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

The couple sat down and lazily scrolled on a shared phone screen.

“Anyway.” She swatted the air. “What you are saying before?”

“You’ll take me this week?” I asked, gulping water. My head hurt. I hadn’t told Ami about my seizures.

“Of course.” She avoided looking at my face.

“I hope I can afford it.”

“Don’t worry. If you can’t, other things there are you can do. Mei Mei, next time, you must following direction. No wash, no scrub after treatment. Look you what did to yourself.”

I scratched my forehead. My nail caught on the edge of a skin crust. A seismic itch rumbled beneath the scabs like tectonic plates shifting.

“This didn’t happen because of something I did.” I crossed my arms. “No one gave me any directions for my face after the treatment.”

“I am sure that not true.”

“Forget it. I just want to do what I have to now so I can look like myself again.”

“Hao le. I already talk to her.”

The server rounded a corner without stopping and dropped off a credit card receipt curled around two melon candies on a tray. I’d use my busted face to my advantage. If that meant suffering a situation I didn’t like, then—like my mother had said—so be it. I had to do what it took to get what I wanted. No talking back.

“Shall we?” I smiled.

I dropped her off at the storefront where I’d left my face last week.
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I gargled some salt water and spit it into the sink. Repeat. Twenty times. Gargle, spit.

“Hello?” I practiced, staring at myself in the mirror. I lowered my voice until it sounded gravelly. “Hello, hello.”

I used a website to call from a number that he wouldn’t recognize.

“Salvatore speaking.”

“It’s your client, Fan-Ju Feng.”

“Fan-Ju. Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you. Good timing you called. We’re dealing with some new developments.”

“I’ve been busy. I want to talk to you about cooperating with the prosecution.”

“I’m listening.”

“What information would they need?” I asked huskily.

“In short, names, dates, who did what where and how. Specifically, who performed the procedures, who was making money off it, and how were the black-market injectables getting in. Listen, I’m walking into court. Let me call you later.”

He hung up. It was easier than I’d thought. The salt gargle really worked. The trick was doing it until my throat felt like I had swallowed a sack of wood chips.

I looked in the bathroom mirror at the face staring back at me. Things were starting to get confusing.
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I walked into work. Two brick feet, heavy with shame, carried me past the elevators on the top floor where I’d collapsed, past the activity room where the finished collage was propped on a table, and into DB’s office.

He wasn’t there yet. I sat down and stared at all the ferns, taking in as much oxygen as I could, beset with five out of five symptoms the doctor had listed, plus a new one: heart palpitations. The second hand of the wall clock ticked on.
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On last week’s episode, Mercedes and Jimmy had both quit as a unified decision protesting the politics of the show. They refused to tolerate violence, especially with impunity. Things had gone too far. Mercedes had a right to privacy. Eating Mercedes’s maxi pad depicted Landon as deplorable, but it was also demeaning for her. She and Jimmy refrained from criticizing my mother on camera for violating Landon’s privacy, but the implications couldn’t be avoided.

The only contestant voted off thus far had been Polly. Last week’s votes had been nullified when the two decided to leave.

Mercedes and Jimmy did their exit interviews together and addressed the show’s producers in an impassioned speech. Optics-wise, it was terrible for my mother, the people of color on the show—sans Fanny—taking an ethical stand against being brutalized and degraded for entertainment at the expense of their dignity. My mother, however, had also been brutalized and degraded. Unlike them, by staying on the show and competing, she had accepted the violence. The retaliatory diary-reading gameplay could be understood as taking the high road, a strategic alternative to violence, but in comparison to Jimmy and Mercedes’s powerful act of resistance, her response was lusterless. They’d sacrificed their own roles in the game and the chance to get reconstructive surgery for what they believed in.

This left my mother alone against the opposing faction. With Mercedes gone, JJ and Landon repaired their alliance. They had nothing left to fight over. What they did have was a target to reroute all their newfound aggression toward: my mother.

Then there was Clarice.

The same day Mercedes and Jimmy left the show, Clarice disappeared. There was no note, no sign of her leaving for any reasons political, personal, or otherwise. The cameras in the backyard recorded grainy black-and-white footage of her climbing over the fence behind the pool in the middle of the night. The producers didn’t register her absence until the next morning. She was nowhere to be found. Had a coyote attacked her in the canyon? Had she escaped from the show?

They replayed her last confessional post-group-therapy challenge. It was nothing more than the usual mélange of creamed word salads and chopped-and-screwed gibberish. Just when I thought Clarice couldn’t be more incomprehensible, her disappearance complicated my inability to perceive her. I’d too easily dismissed her as a woman who didn’t have desires or anything to say. But maybe she’d had too much to say. It wasn’t her problem that no one could understand her. She was always talking up a hurricane. She was, in many aspects, the most complex character on the show. We knew why Mercedes and Jimmy had left. Clarice was the Voynich manuscript of reality TV’s texts. If cryptologists weren’t working around the clock to decipher her speech, they were fools.

The remaining housemates waited around for news to arrive. Hospitals, police, surveillance drones flying around the canyon, heat-seeking thermal imagers, search crews combing the streets, Bernese mountain dogs released into backyards trying to pick up her scent. Nothing. When my mother disappeared on the show, she always came back. Was Clarice’s disappearance related to Fanny’s disappearances? What if there was indeed a malevolent force in the house, killing off Hadley and disappearing Clarice?

The strongest alliance on the show, the only remaining alliance—Landon and JJ—soon came up with their own hypothesis. It was nothing new. It was so old, in fact, that it was historical. Pin it on my mother. It was Fanny who had told Hadley to “drop dead” and it was Fanny who had told Clarice to “get lost.” Hadley had died. And now Clarice was lost.

My mother was pitifully alone with two men who would do anything to annihilate her. Especially Landon, who had a fresh supercharged vendetta against my mother.

If America sympathized with him as a victim and rooted for him to get his due revenge, then we had a problem. My mother’s aggressive gameplay would backfire and she would be cast as the villain. The risk came with the territory for people who made major moves on reality TV.

Everyone left was against her. She was Fanny the sorceress who had killed and disappeared her castmates. She was an unscrupulous invader of privacy who had inadvertently run her only allies off the show. A shortsighted strategy, poorly planned. It was a self-inflicted move that would potentially take her out in the end. Fanny was failing.

My mother had spent a full day in pajamas, hair a mess, face makeup-less, shuffling around like a phantom, while JJ and Landon whispered and snuck around avoiding her. It had been painful to watch. She was alone, without the community she had found in her fellow botched comrades, Jimmy and Mercedes.

Another Horizon should have felt like a continuation of my work in Washington with similar communities and concerns, but it didn’t. Maybe it was me. I’d lost interest in most things. The drive I’d had to save myself from failure in life had been replaced by one to help my mother, yet again.

There was no way my mother could come out on top after this. I wished she had thought things through. I wished she had played a different game, had refrained from such aggressive moves, but I also knew that her constitution prevented her from not being true to her own bold and cunning nature. It was who she was.

[image: ]
“Early bird, how’re you doing?” DB strode into the room.

His office was redolent of his scent, a combination of the drained water from washing rice grains and the woodsy soap he used. DB patted me on the shoulder and sat behind his desk.

“How’s everything lately?”

“Much better.” Far from the truth, but I needed to seem fine, to work and make money.

“Great to hear.” The way his eyes flickered uneasily to my face indicated that he registered the lingering flora and fauna, to put it gently. “Shall we talk?”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Not at all.” He leaned back in his ergonomic chair and stretched. “I just thought we should talk about what happened.”

“I was tired. I had trouble sleeping and I drank a bunch of energy drinks, which made me have a seizure. You know the rest. I spent two nights in the hospital.”

“Do you think you scared the children?”

“It’s likely, a few.”

“What would you like to do?”

“I could promise to never work with kids again,” I said.

“What do you think about working the face-painting booth at the fundraiser?”

“I don’t know how to paint faces.”

“Hearts and rainbows. Anyone could do it.”

“All right.” I resisted the urge to scratch my face behind the mask I wore.

A stack of papers sat on his desk. The questionnaires from the restorative justice workshop. Cursive handwriting in ink filled the page below the prompt: Describe an incident when you were hurt.

“It’s important that the people I work with practice what our organization believes in.”

“Remind me what we believe in again.”

“The most important thing is taking responsibility for our own lives, and then carrying over that responsibility into showing up for others. And when there’s been harm, there can be repair.”
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Ami locked the door to the storefront. She ran out to my idling car and slid in.

“Your face looking better.”

My face. My face. My face. I wanted to rip up the word and flush the pieces down the toilet.

“How are you, Ami?” I asked.

“No complain.” She buckled her seat belt.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

She typed the address into my phone.

“Tell me about this woman.”

“She was doctor in Dongguan thirty years. Doctors go to new country must to medical school again. She don’t having time to go backward for do over. Now she do on the side.”

“What kind of a doctor was she before?”

“So many question. I think all American have health insurance. Why do you not going to normal doctor?”

“Not all health insurance is free. I still have to pay.”

“Okay-lah. Hey, when you say you going New York?” she asked, miming steering.

“Uh…” I pulled out of the shopping center lot. Never. “In a few months, probably.”

“I want ask you something.”

“What?”

“Can I having ride with you? I sharing the driving. I want to leaving California.”

“You mean move to New York?”

“That’s what I want. To moving there. It’s my dream.”

“Of course you can come.” I checked the rearview mirror and switched lanes. “We can do a classic road trip across America. See the Grand Canyon. Las Vegas. San Francisco. The French Quarter in New Orleans. Disney World.”

“That’s wonder-falle. Wonder-ful?” She laughed and clapped. “So happy.”

“You don’t like LA?” I asked.

“It’s not I don’t like. My life here is the same for long time. Try to pulling business for the beauty spa to pay back the money for my nose. It taking many years to pay back. I don’t making much. I have also to pay back the cost for come to the US. Food, bus, my cellular, the room I live. It’s much more than I think.”

“I’m really sorry, Ami.”

“I came here to jia zhou for new life. In Shenzhen I work in factories make clothes. My family is from rural. I no have rights to medical care or education in the city when I coming from my village to city. If I stay in China, I have no futures. Work in factory forever? I don’t want go back to village. After I move to city, it is hard go backward. I save money instead of send it home. I coming to America. Here, life is same same many ways like in China. No hukou, no papers. Some friend telling me I better be marry, this the only way.”

Ami’s eyes were wet. She looked out the window.

My rib cage tightened around my organs. My mother’s map of debts, her pathway to getting a visa and becoming a naturalized citizen, had always been unclear to me. She never wanted to talk about it. I couldn’t get near it.

“You ask me I am here to study. No. I am not. This is not my original my nose, don’t surprise. I here working to pay for the nose suppose to bring me a husband. I having the rural look before, hun tu. New high-class look for the high-class American husband. It don’t working. I owing money now. My life to paying back debts.”

Ami was gorgeous. Her nose was a success, but it hadn’t provided the gateway to the life she wanted. Things were the same, only worse because of the debt it had incurred. But maybe hers was a cautionary tale against putting all your bets on a man to get what you wanted.

“Ami, I know what it’s like to be stuck. I really do.”

“You, Linli? You are American. You don’t knowing—sorry I’m sorry correct you, it’s not polite. Our life are not the same kind of life.”

“I know, I just—”

“It’s okay-lah. You don’t really know so how do I think you to.”

“Maybe you can find a new life in New York.”

“I really hoping.” She cleared her throat. “Can you helping me find?”

“A husband?”

“A job. I save money having dream to making store and sell the kites.”

“I remember. Silk kites from your village.” I didn’t know anyone in New York who could give Ami a job. Except for maybe Beatriz’s Mafia ex in Yonkers. Ami getting involved with Mafia was the last thing she needed. Still, I could ask Beatriz if she’d heard of anything through him. “I can ask someone.”

“Really? Thank you, Linli.” Ami beamed. “You are my first American’s friend.”

“I’m happy to be your friend.”

“I don’t know why I talking so much today. Duozui. I must having too many fire in my stomach.”

“Can I ask you—are we going now to the same person who did your nose?”

“No.” She tightened her lips. “That person is gone.”

“In heaven?”

“Back to China.”

“Were they also a doctor who didn’t have a license here?”

“Why?” She stiffened.

“I’m just asking.” I turned left fast, narrowly missing oncoming traffic.

“American ask too many question.”
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The house was in a part of Arcadia that I’d never been to before. I drove past the equestrian racetrack, a former site of Japanese internment where the incarcerated had slept in horse stables. Now, when there wasn’t horse racing, the Santa Anita Park hosted the biggest Asian night market in the country. A placard commemorated the site’s role in the Second World War. The city was a palimpsest of forgotten shame, surfaces made anew.

Ten minutes later, wending through wide streets, I arrived. There was a bowling alley next door and a nursing home at the end of the block. Wild peacocks perched on roofs wailed as we drove by, their blue sheen electric in the sunlight. I parked on the street and followed Ami down the driveway to the back.

A woman silently opened the door and showed us to a hallway that led to the basement. The stairs were unfinished, wood planks hammered together with no handrail. It was a normal basement, half piled with boxes and a laundry machine in the corner. The other half had a dentist’s chair and light with a metal table and a rolling stool.

“Ami,” a woman said curtly. She wasn’t tall or short. She wasn’t good or bad looking. Her skin, though, was exceptionally taut and creamy. “Who is your friend?”

“A-yi, this is Linli.”

“Hello.” I smiled and nodded. “Thank you for seeing me today.”

She squinted, peering at my face before taking a step back and looking me up and down.

“You better sit down.”

I perched on the edge of the dentist’s chair, twirled my legs up, and leaned back, cradling into the supportive headrest. The woman flipped the light on and aimed it at my face.

“What happened?”

“I got a laser treatment last week.”

“Oh?” She frowned.

“Is there something you can doing for her, a-yi?” Ami asked.

“This?” She scooted back in the rolling stool. “What do you want me to do? I can’t do nothing!”

I shrugged, relieved. I hadn’t wanted any more interventions. That’s not why I was here. I looked around, cataloging the room. There wasn’t much.

“Just wait. Don’t pick.” She was stern but not in an unreasonable way. “Your nose is too short. Like a sesame ball.”

“Do you think I need surgery?” I asked, holding back contempt.

“Surgery? Ha!” She threw her head back. I could see all the teeth in her mouth twinkling with silver fillings. “You don’t want surgery—look at her.”

She nodded at Ami, whose face flushed. Ami looked down at the floor. Actually, her face was a reason for getting surgery; it was exquisite.

“Now days we use fillers to raise the nose bridge.” She pinched my nose and pulled it up. “Better. See?”

She held up a mirror in front of my face. I couldn’t see much with her hand pinching my nose, obscuring the reflection. “Wow,” I said. “Better. You’re right.”

“Come back after your face is return to normal and then yes we can do your nose.”

“Thank you!” I said with forced enthusiasm.

“I do your earlobes too.” She pulled on one ear. “These are unlucky.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Small earlobes, bad luck. A little filler will give you the luck you were blocked at birth. The last ones I did, she marry a doctor!” She flipped off the light and stood up.

“Do you have a business card?” I asked. “So I can come back to fix my sesame ball.”

“No card. Just call. I’m Mama Lu.”

Mama Lu. Why did that sound familiar?

We went back upstairs. On the stairwell, I could see a top-down view of the stacked boxes. The mailing labels had the same address on all the boxes.

Paris Eiffel.

I snapped a photo.
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Two young women were in the kitchen. A big wok flamed between them. I lingered while Ami gossiped with them. It smelled so good. Garlic and peppercorns. I missed my mother. She had to come home after the show. I wouldn’t let her go to jail. It wasn’t the life she deserved. We’d been through so much together. The future could be a turning point for us. That’s why I was here. I’d get information if it was the last thing I did.

“Hungry-mah?” one of the women asked me. She threw a handful of greens into the wok.

I looked to Ami, who nodded.

“I like your ring.” The woman cooking reached out and touched the jade on my hand.

“Oooh, so pretty!”

“Don’t be shy. Too much food here. Lai, eat.”
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When I got home, a bill was waiting for me in the mail. The hospital stay was over twenty thousand dollars. And that was after insurance coverage. I called the billing department. They offered to put me on a payment plan. Great, thanks. I couldn’t stop thinking about Mama Lu’s earlobe injections. There was only bad luck and more bad luck. After being so careful not to end up like my mother, forever scrabbling in her bottomless pit of debt, I had ended up in the exact same place.
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The season finale of America’s Beauty Extreme was less than two weeks away and then my mother would soon return home. I had to get Salvatore the names and locations the prosecution wanted before she resurfaced from being sequestered by the studio so he could start negotiating. See, I’d tell her, you don’t need to give information to the prosecution because they already know who does what where. There’d be a deal on the table to dismiss her charges that she couldn’t say no to. The only problem was that all I had so far was a chemically burned face and the name Mama Lu—which was also the name of a restaurant chain famous for their Shanghai rice cakes. I supposed that was why the name Mama Lu had seemed familiar.

A severe rash had spread across my cheeks and chin. My face was the passport allowing me entry into spaces that I would normally be excluded from. Ami exclusively hung out with other women who similarly had left their pasts behind on other continents. They worked in massage parlors, restaurants, salons, boba shops, elder-care facilities, and yuezi birthing centers, where Ami had lately begun working overnight shifts. Some were applying for citizenship; others could not. Unlike them, I was a second-generation immigrant, which their children would be if these women became mothers in America. A few were suspicious and asked Ami why she brought me around. But most accepted me. My face helped position me as someone to be pitied.

The women reminded me of my mother. What had she been like when she was young, before the time of me? I’d always wondered. Her life as a new immigrant in the US had always been distilled into a handful of horror stories—poverty, being taken advantage of, a shadow life. She was one among many of the subalterns in her circle of the undocumented. Ami and her friends had plenty of their own horror stories, but they were also brimming with plans for the future and possessed a thrill for life that I transposed onto my mother’s imagined youth—a way for me to grasp who she might have been then. I listened to their chatter about missing home and their mothers, longing for plates of freshly caught grass carp bathed in vinegar, the dreamlike sea of clouds nestled in the Yellow Mountains in early spring, and how one day they would take the bus to San Francisco to eat clam chowder out of bowls made from bread and take the free Staten Island Ferry to see the Statue of Liberty. They cut one another’s hair, shared clothes, brought extra food from their restaurant shifts, took one another to the free community health clinic when they got sick, pooled their money to sing karaoke on weekends.

“Ami,” I said, “what do you think about me going back to Mama Lu’s?”

“For what?” she asked sternly.

“She said I have a sesame ball.”

She quietly emptied the trash bin filled with used cotton squares and tissues into a big garbage bag and cinched it closed. The back room was quiet; everyone had left. She wiped her hands on her pants and looked at me. Immediately, she began crying.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I’m bad person.” The tears plopped onto her shirt.

I put my arms around her. “Why do you say that?” I patted her back.

“You must hating me.”

“Why would I hate you?”

“It is my fault your face like that. When the time I met you, you have perfect skin.”

I twinged.

“Maybe it’s someone’s fault, but it’s not yours. You didn’t do this to me.”

She wept harder. “You don’t know.”

“Shh, shhh. It’s okay.” I hugged her.

“Don’t go back to Mama Lu.” She freed herself from my embrace and wiped her face with her sleeve. “Promise me.”

“I know but—”

“There’s something I have to tell you,” Ami said.

“What?”

“I was not honest to you before.” Ami blew her nose into a tissue. She tried to take a deep breath, but her throat kept closing up. “Mama Lu doing this to me.”

“She did your nose job?” I was confused.

“Not really. She introduce me to someone she say was doctor in China. He did.” She looked around nervously. “It’s not what you thinking.”

She dropped the tissue into the trash and raised her hand to her face. Her index finger touched her nose and circled the tip. She pinched the skin with her thumb and pulled.

I gasped.

A nub of flesh peeled off, exposing a white piece of cartilage the size of a rice grain about to break through the skin at the nose’s tip. It looked like a rat had eaten away at it.

“It’s a pros-teti-ca…”

“Prosthetic?” I asked.

Ami’s entire face sagged as if all its muscles had been severed clean.

“This is the real reason why I do not find a husband to marry. I am too ashamed for they to see my true face.” She pinched the prosthetic between two fingers like a piece of candy she was about to eat. “The first surgery was okay-lah. But after a few month, I realize I was not happy it because not perfect. Mama Lu friend operate again.”

“In the basement?” I asked, horrified.

“No.” Ami shook her head. “There is day surgery place they pay for money at night and on weekend after business hour. Mama Lu schedule the surgeries there. She charge twenty-five percent what real doctors doing. But for me, it is still very expense. I wish I able to saying there were only two… after the second, I do another one.”

I stared at her face, how different it looked.

“Mama Lu even buying the debt I owe to the snakeheads who bring me into US. She own me. I bring in many customers because of how I looking, or the way they think I looking. I make friends with women new in this country. I put idea in their head. They go, some getting okay, no problem, but some are who not okay trap in the same circle as me. They have to keeping going back to fix problems not there in the beginning. It’s Mama Lu and the other people she working with, it’s they plan to trapping people into the big mess.”

“Was my face intentionally burned?” I asked.

I made mental notes, every bullet point a step away from my mother’s incarceration.

“I don’t know.” Ami opened a drawer and pulled out a mirror. With the other hand, she expertly replaced the prosthetic on her nose, pressing the nub firmly in place, concealing the rice grain. “I’m so sorry.”

“Why tell me all this?” Her conscience couldn’t be too burdened if she did this all the time to people.

“I don’t want you to getting trap like me. You need to get out when still possible.”

“You mean to New York?”

She nodded sheepishly.

“Are you mad at me?” She cupped her chin with one hand.

“Oh, Ami,” I smiled warmly at her. “I’m not mad.”

Of course I was mad.
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Beatriz ordered the seafood noodles. I got the same gravy noodles that DB had ordered for delivery that day at work. Thai Elvis sang “Devil in Disguise” onstage in a white bell-bottomed jumpsuit with a capelet lazily swinging from his shoulders. His hair, white with age but plentiful, was swept into a pompadour. He was in his seventies at least, but with Asians it was hard to tell.

Fish tanks flanked the stage, glowing in black light like a psychedelic Hong Kong thriller. Zebra fish, harlequins, and neon tetras swam around, disappearing into castle turrets, swallowing rocks and spitting them out, eating one another’s shit. They were arbitrarily stuck together in their tiny worlds, interminably looping until they were charged with derangement. But who wasn’t?

“What happened to your face?” Beatriz asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, glaring at her.

“You go to work like that?” She grimaced.

“I wear a mask at work.”

“But—”

“Here’s to you,” I said, raising a glass of Thai iced tea. “Congratulations on New York.”

“Thanks.” She grinned. A lock of loose hair swung metronomically in front of her face as she swayed to the music. “I can’t wait to get out of here.”

I smiled back, betraying my actual feelings: jealousy, bitterness, ill will. Maybe a horrible disease would befall her and force her to stay in LA. Like kidney failure so she’d have to spend half the week hooked up to a dialysis machine. A post-human prison, body fused to machine. I couldn’t stand the thought of her moving to the city I was supposed to be living in.

“You could come too.” Her silver bracelets chimed as they slid up and down her wrists.

How? What possible way would I find to leave this place, my mother, this job, my unspeakable debts? What if I had to memorize my mother’s inmate number and visit her in prison every weekend? I had no future in New York now that the university route was a full-stop dead end.

“I can’t,” I said, my promise to Ami lingering like a bad smell in the air. “Among other things, now I have this huge medical bill.”

“For what?”

“I had to see a doctor for this thing.”

“What thing?”

“I’ll tell you later. It stresses me out.”

“Vinny needs a live-in manager for an apartment building in Yonkers. Free rent if you took the job.” Beatriz herself was going to work for her Mafia ex-turned-current boyfriend’s family business. They’d gotten back together in the months since I’d last seen her. “It’s not what you want for long term, but it’s a place to start.”

I twisted the jade encircling my left ring finger. Funny that this was the only finger my mother’s ring fit on.

Ami said that jade warded off evil spirits. I’d stayed with her last night, chatting as we soaked our feet in mugwort baths at her work after hours. Her father left home in his teens, going from village to village, selling face powder, lipsticks, needles, thread, and fabric that he had bought in bulk. For years, he traveled the countryside, demonstrating how to powder women’s faces and apply and blot lipstick, bringing glamour to rural areas. Ami’s mother was the pride of her village, and by that time, her father had seen enough women to know how rare her mother’s beauty was. He sold his remaining goods at a discount to a villager beset with wanderlust who set out the next day to go on the road as a traveling salesman. Ami’s mother rode her favorite ox into a pasture, where she married the young entrepreneur in a daylong ceremony with firecrackers, drums, and a dancing lion. Hours had gone by before I realized that the latest episode of America’s Beauty Extreme had already aired. I had missed the penultimate episode. No one had been eliminated in a surprise reveal, leaving three to vie for the crown in the finale.

“How’s the bookstore?” I asked Beatriz.

“Blah. I know you feel stuck in LA but at least you’re not still working at the bookstore like me. That’s why I’m leaving. Property management in Yonkers isn’t much—but it’s better. I’ve always been envious you just picked up and left all those years ago. You’re so capable. You’re working a cool job now. Full of purpose and all that.”

It was so incongruous with how I regarded my own life—skimming the surface at a job my old boss got me, skills that included two decades of experience in charting the topography of my mother’s mutating face and an internship as a vigilante undercover investigator. Wonderful achievements. Print it on a plaque and mount it on a wall in city hall.

“You’re lucky, Lin. I wish I could figure out what my purpose is. I know there’s something out there for me. I just have to find it. Curse of a psychiatrist’s kid. I’m hopeless.”

“It’s not all it seems. I’ll just tell you—I was hospitalized for a seizure after I slammed too many energy drinks. It was a mistake.”

“There are no such things as mistakes.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. The noodles arrived. I shoveled a forkful into my mouth.

“Mistakes are things you do on purpose to achieve a desired goal that you’ve repressed. Like I fucked my brother to get my mom’s attention, to be her subject. Incest is ripe territory for an analyst.” Beatriz smelled a ring of squid and then thoughtfully chewed it.

“But I thought you couldn’t help yourself because he’s hot.”

“Sure, but that’s not the real reason.”

“Why would I intentionally have a seizure? Because I want to get my boss’s attention?”

“Or you want to communicate that you’re not well. Or you want to kill your father. Or your mother.”

“It could mean anything, then.” If it could mean anything, it was meaningless.

We sat in silence for a few minutes as we ate, dousing our plates with chili sauce.

“Anyway, don’t think I’m unaware of you and your fantasies.” She burped.

“I don’t have fantasies,” I said coldly.

“You’re the one who has dreams about fucking your mother.” Beatriz grinned at me.

“That was once!” I shouted, knocking my jade ring against a water glass. The diners at the surrounding tables stared at us. Had I told her? I must have. How would she have known otherwise? My face scorched with recall. Fucking Mommy with my penis. I cursed my past self for telling Beatriz. “It was a dream, not a fantasy.”

“What’s the difference?” She shrugged.

“There is a difference. Fucking my mother in a—”

Someone approached the table. Were we really being that loud? I looked up. The blood drained out of my body.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Same thing you’re doing, I assume. Hi, I’m DB. Linli and I work together.”

DB and Beatriz shook hands. He was dressed casually, in jeans and a sweater.

My cheeks flamed. What if he’d heard about my dream?

“Would you like to join us?” Beatriz asked.

I shot Beatriz a cold glance, then rearranged my face into a neutral expression.

“I’m here with someone,” DB said.

A man about his age was at another table looking over. He smiled.

Thai Elvis began singing a new song, “Jailhouse Rock.”

“He’s cute,” Beatriz said.

I stepped on her foot under the table.

“Have fun, you two.” DB turned to leave. “Linli, don’t forget to pick up the paint and brushes for the fundraiser. The kids are really excited about the face painting. I told them you would show up for them.”

The restaurant air was dense in equal measure with both the smell of fish sauce and the awkwardness we manifested from multiple intersecting vectors.

“The warden threw a party in the county jail…”
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I had not wanted to come. The windy canyon road that hugged the hillsides was narrow. People had to hike up to the party through the dirt trenches that the city was digging to impede mudslides. Drought, torrential rain, flash floods, fires that left sections of Malibu a glowing sea of embers—the apocalypse was never far. Beatriz had all but forced me to go to Laurel Canyon with her. It was Saturday, she argued. This might be the last time we saw each other in a long while. For old times’ sake.

At first, it had been fun. We’d danced. There were bands. Little lights strung in the trees cast a honeyed glow onto upturned faces. The air was rich with damp earth and eucalyptus. We’d found a terrace on the other side of the house with a hammock. There was a frog-infested hot tub just below the wraparound deck above. The frogs were doing some call-and-response thing, their bubblegum necks going wild screaming at one another. The cacophony of croaking frogs harmonized atonally with the band playing. An interspecies collaboration. We swung in the hammock’s womb, listening. Then some asshole from the deck above peed on Beatriz.

Now she was in the shower and I was waiting for her in the adjoining bedroom. Whose house was this? Neither of us knew. A high four-poster bed had a tiny staircase next to it. There was an Afghan war rug with tanks and guns on the floor. A silver tray with perfumes and a box with a carved shell inlay of an Arabic letter sat atop a wooden dresser. I unlatched it. Look at this. A little baggie of powder and a handblown glass pipe with an elegant curve. I opened the baggie and sniffed. It smelled like burning plastic.

My phone rang.

“Hello?” I answered.

The line crackled.

“Hello?” I repeated. My finger hovered over the phone to disconnect the call.

“Bao bao.”

The phone went silent.

“Ma?” My heart stopped. “Are you okay? Where are you calling me from?”

“I’m calling from inside the house,” she whispered.

“What’s happening? I thought you couldn’t contact me.” I started to tear up at the sound of her small voice that made it seem like she had shrunk to three inches tall. “How are you calling me?”

“I’m on a burner phone.”

“Where did you get a burner phone?”

“I can’t take it any longer, Linli. You don’t know what it’s been like. I’m so alone.”

She sniffed. Sometimes when she was really upset, she would mimic crying without being able to shed tears.

“I’ve been watching you almost every week,” I said. “I know what’s been happening.”

“Linli, you have no idea what’s really going on,” she whimpered. Her voice was muffled. It sounded like she had stuffed her face into a sweatshirt. “No idea. Do you see how I’m living?”

“Sometimes you disappear and then they show surveillance footage of you wandering around the backyard looking in the windows of the house.”

“What? Hold on. Shhh.” She covered the receiver. After a few seconds, she came back on. “They did what? You mean when I was locked out of the house? I was in the backyard for hours before anyone came out and got me. Is that why they did it? To get footage of me out there doing weird stuff by myself? Oh my God. What else did they do?” She groaned. “Did they show me kissing Jimmy?”

“You kissed Jimmy?” I had never in my life heard of my mother kissing anyone. On national television. My mother. Fanny. Kissing. Jimmy.

“We all got drunk one night at the first wine tasting. Hadley wanted to play Truth or Dare. I told her it was a bad idea! Landon dared me to kiss Jimmy.”

“You played Truth or Dare with Hadley and Landon?” I asked. “Don’t you hate them?”

“We got along at first. Everybody was friends. We used to hang out together all day. Before the producers started stirring us up. Then Hadley died. Things started spiraling after that. People grew bored, restless. They’re always having wine tastings and there’s an open bar 24/7. Everyone’s drunk all the time. People have substance issues; the producers know that. They withhold food from us during challenges and they’re always chasing us to film hours and hours of continuity shots when we’re also not allowed to eat. We’re starving half the time, on edge. No one knows what they’re doing or what’s really going on. There’s construction going on next door; we’re woken up before sunrise. But when we’re up, suddenly the construction stops. No naps allowed—it’s in our contract! They come in and yank us out of bed if we fall asleep. We’re all delirious and the producers are tapping into it and then turning it into feuds and drama. Mercedes and Jimmy left. People’s stuff goes missing. People go missing! Now Clarice is gone. Every day it’s a new accusation. I’m alone with Landon and JJ who suddenly started accusing me of stealing money from some vegan alien cult in the desert to get plastic surgery. They’re losing their minds! We have nothing to do, just peck each other’s eyes out in this cage, we’re so bored. I didn’t know I was signing up for all this when I agreed to be on the show. It’s torture. They’re torturing us so we’ll act debased for entertainment, so we’ll feed on each other’s carcasses.”

I nearly collapsed onto the Afghan rug. This was too much, another civilization of abuse beyond the realm of what I had thought was possible. Vegan alien cult? All the cells in my body frosted over. That was the lie I’d told to Reyna on set that day. Maybe my mother’s opponents weren’t the villains I had thought them to be. It was the producers.

“Linli, are you still there?” she asked. “Hello? Hello?”

“I’m listening. Why didn’t you call me before?”

“I didn’t want to burden you. I didn’t want you to worry. You have your own life to live.”

“How are you calling me right now? Did they let you make one call or something?”

“I told you,” she said. “This is a burner phone. Mercedes gave it to me when she left. She brought it with her, snuck it in.” She was annoyed. “I’m hiding… in the wall.”

“What do you mean, in the wall? What wall?”

“They use this house to film all sorts of reality shows in. The studio owns it. But they have to redo the interior from show to show so it looks different. A third of the house hasn’t been finished. Some of the walls are half demolished. Me and Jimmy discovered that we could shimmy into an opening and go in the walls.” She sighed.

I pictured her stuffing herself between ragged sheets of drywall. “And they’re putting all this weird makeup on your face?”

“What do you mean, weird? Do I look weird?” My mother let out a wail. “How weird? There are makeup artists that do our faces and bodies every day, but we’re not allowed to see what we look like. There are no mirrors here. Except for that one in group, but it’s buffed so that it doesn’t reflect all the intense studio lights. I haven’t seen myself in weeks.” She huffed, taking short breaths. “Is that why everyone’s always giving me weird looks in the house?”

I shouldn’t have mentioned the strategic contour used to emphasize her facial botches.

“And then what about—” I asked.

“Stop asking me too many questions.” She sighed. “I didn’t call so that you could ask me a million questions.”

“So why did you call me, then?” I bristled, her barb in turn spurring annoyance in me too. But she was right. I shouldn’t provoke her by trying to satiate my appetite for gossip about what was happening behind the scenes. The emotional weight of the past month witnessing my mother bullied and ostracized and scapegoated temporarily nullified any personal beef I had with her. The sharpness in my tongue went slack.

“I’m going to quit. I… I called to tell you that I’m giving up and I’m sorry. I wanted to win so I could get reconstructive surgery to fix my face and then you wouldn’t be so embarrassed that I was your mother anymore. That’s all I could think about the three years that you were gone. Why you left. How ashamed you looked when people saw us together.” Her voice muffled again. “Anyway, I wanted you to hear it from me instead of seeing it on television. I’m giving up.”

This was nowhere close to the reason why I’d left, but I wasn’t going to bring up the welfare check issue now.

“You’re so close to the end. What about Shally? Remember at the spinning restaurant when she told us that they had chosen you to win? Why would you quit now?” I had to save her from herself. “I’m not embarrassed to have you as a mother. I only want you to live a good life.”

“The producers told every person on the show that we were going to win. It wasn’t long before we found out from each other. I know you’re just saying these things to be nice right now. Look, I’m tired. I’m the most hated. Mercedes and Jimmy are lounging by the pool every day in this house where booted contestants are kept, but they’re the only ones there since what’s-her-name died and the other disappeared. If I leave, I can go hang out with Mercedes and Jimmy. I’m done with it. I can’t stand getting messed with so much. The housemates, the producers, the fake construction. I’m losing my mind. Honestly, I’m surprised you’re reacting this way. I know the last thing you want is for me to get more surgery. You didn’t even want me to be on the show.”

If she quit, she’d never know if she could have won. God willing, she wouldn’t go to prison if I got the information that I was so close to attaining. Ami, the company she kept, where they operated. And if she went to prison, having a reconstructed face would surely bode better for her. Making it to the finale only to lose would be wretched, but at least she’d have made a valiant effort.

“I hate that you have to deal with this. It makes me so mad. You can’t quit now. People admire you because you do what it takes to get what you want.”

“Really?” She paused. “They admire me? What else?”

“They say you rock.”

“I rock.” My mother fell silent. “Sometimes I rock.”

“Everyone loves you. You’re the favorite.” Boosting her morale didn’t seem wrong, even at the expense of fibbing. My purposeful avoidance of all media reports on America’s Beauty Extreme left me bereft of popular opinion, though it didn’t seem like the spin-off was getting nearly as much attention as the original. “I know you’ll find a way. You always do. Use the system against itself, like you did at the gift shop. Remember when the cashier told us that we had to buy something to get a parking validation, so you bought a random thing and then immediately returned it? That’s the Fanny I know.”

“It just came to me,” she said. “I didn’t even think about it.”

“Exactly.”

“I did have a dream last night that someone was trying to hack me up with a scythe and then I grabbed the scythe and threw it up in the air so high that it never came down. Maybe it’s a sign.” She was sounding more and more upbeat.

“You know, I haven’t told you, but I was supposed to start a graduate program in New York last fall. And then you were hospitalized and I came to LA. But now I don’t know… A part of me regrets not continuing my education.”

I heard the shower still going, Beatriz singing.

“That’s why you said you were supposed to be in New York? You kept this from me all this time?” she said. “You don’t have to work at that low-paying job. You can go back to school.”

“I didn’t drop out by the deadline to get my tuition refunded. I owe them over eighty thousand dollars. I have to pay it back before I can reapply.” I sighed, fingering the little baggie of powder. “I got into my dream program, and now I can’t go. I screwed myself.”

“You can’t go somewhere else?”

“I don’t know. Are you still inside the wall?”

“I am. I have to go soon. My legs hurt.” She groaned. “But before I go, I’ll just ask you this: What do you really want for yourself? Make your own life, Linli.”
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“What are you doing?”

I jumped, nearly dropping the pipe. Beatriz was dripping wet, a towel clutched in her hand. She had stepped out of the shower without drying off and walked directly into the bedroom.

“What’s in your hand?” Beatriz came a little closer to me.

“It’s drugs,” I admitted, feeling a little wild from the call with my mother. We had never brought up her indictment. Better that way. No need to burden the other with reality. TV hijinks was one thing; prison was another.

“What kind of drugs?” She was dripping all over the wood floor. “What kind of Alice in Wonderland pipe is that? Let me see.”

I held the clear glass pipe up and rotated it a little. It caught the light.

“It’ll be a surprise. You wanna go first?” I asked. It didn’t hurt to offer. I felt unruly. I felt excessive. I felt like I wanted to do things where I didn’t know what would happen. The phone call with my mother was like death metal to my ears.

“What if it’s meth?” she asked.

“Does this look like the house of someone who does meth?”

“You can’t tell from someone’s house if they do meth, silly.” Beatriz, still naked, wrapped the towel around her waist. “Could be heroin.”

“Only one way to find out.” I held the pipe to my lips, flicked the lighter, and sucked.







17

I couldn’t move. My legs were pinned together, my arms stretched out perpendicular to my body. I was lying flat on my back, the scratchy war rug with patterns of guns and tanks woven into it beneath me irritating my skin, the needlelike fibers piercing through my shirt.

I remembered sliding down the epidermis of my mother’s gigantic face, sinking into a pore, falling with such velocity that I felt like I was being sucked down into the vortex of her being. From the inside, I saw the muscles contracting, the veins pulsing with blood, the soft cushion of fat, the spongy, pulpy material of meat, my body whooshing through plummeting blood vessels. I went back in time through the different stages of her face in reverse, each hyaluronic acid and Botox injection, facelift and nose job, undone as if I were Ctrl+Z’ing all the way back to the face I looked into as a baby breastfeeding on her inverted nipple. This double perspective, at once careening along contours of her skull, knowing each framework of bone and cartilage that structured the face of my mother, and staring up at it while suckling sweet milk from her breast, was abruptly ripped away and the sound of waterborne heartbeats reverberated through my chest—two heartbeats as one, my slick body encased in a translucent sac. Suddenly, blinding light consumed me entire.

“Beatriz.” I blinked and rolled my chapped eyes around for moisture.

I wiggled my fingers; they were so far away, neurons traveling light-years from my control center to reach the outstretched hands. I hearkened back to my mother, in this same position, pretending to be paralyzed. Bracing my arms against the floor, I tried to push myself up and failed. “Beatriz.”

“Linli?” Beatriz ran into the bedroom, all glistening honeyed flesh, dark seaweed hair clinging to her chest. “I thought you were dead.”

“I was. But I came back again. I went backward and then forward.” My voice was small, sun-brittled crepe letters strung on thread.

“What the hell are you two doing in my room?” A man with long hair burst in the door. “Did you smoke my DMT?” He stared at Beatriz holding the glass pipe, her wet hair draped across her shoulders, the towel still wrapped around her waist. He stared at her bare breasts, bewildered.

“So that’s what it is. DMT!” Beatriz bared her fangs at me. Water dripped from her nipple onto her thigh. The water droplet left an incandescent trail on her luminous skin.

“Don’t yell at me right now.” I was vulnerable. My body was made of silken tofu. I was still floating somewhere in the ether. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

Traveling through my mother’s face in time was just the amuse-bouche of the hallucination buffet. I’d imagined her coming to America. Dropping out of Berkeley because she didn’t have enough money to live on. Her visa expiring. Too ashamed to tell her parents in Taiwan what she was going through. Living in a studio apartment with other undocumented immigrants, taking naps in shifts between low-paying jobs. A mean boss yelling at her in the restaurant kitchen, the skin on her hands peeling from washing dishes and using industrial solution to clean the restrooms. A man pushing her against the wall. The restaurant kitchen late at night, my mother emerging from the supply closet that she had been pushed into, a knife glinting in her raised hand.

“Just leave. Please. Both of you.” He sighed, rubbing his thick eyebrows with his thumb and forefinger. “I’m having a party here. I don’t need this.”

“But she…” Beatriz pointed at me.

“I can’t move,” I said, parroting my mother from a recent past.

“I can’t leave like this.” Beatriz gestured in the vicinity of her naked body.

“Do I have to call the police?” The guy shook his head.

“Do you think that’s a smart idea? It’s your DMT. Your pipe,” Beatriz said.

“Do I even know you? Just get out.” He shooed at us, willing us away from him.
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I had transcended this plane of reality and inhabited another that stretched time in a circle so that going was also coming back and the distinctions between self and other ceased to exist. I had died, but it wasn’t the kind of death that had to do with what your body did. It was a death of the self.

Before Beatriz had gotten dressed, I leapt up, a reanimated corpse, and ran down the stairs. I pushed through laughing people clustered in the kitchen, a long line in the hallway for the bathroom. I ran through the open sliding glass doors. The energy was rising into a fugue state shepherded by the singing and rhythmic beat. Clapping erupted as the rhythm crescendoed; ululation pierced the air. The dancing had become rapturous. The crowd was a single elastic body. In the center, frenzied dancing formed a whirl like an eddy.

I had seen my mother’s pre-surgical face. I had traveled through it. Moving through her face in time had been a holy experience. Could religious experiences be articulated? My body glowed with wonder. I felt I had communed with God.

Then there was what I’d imagined after. I tossed the montage as far from me as I could, like old garbage seeping black juice.

Soon, before I even got to the bottom of the hill, it started raining. I heard it before I felt it. The trees tinkled with the sound of leaves rustling, the canyon bed littered with pine needles and dry foliage awakening. The sky suddenly dumped all it had been carrying into the canyon. The rain came down smooth from above; each drop split into ten, and ten split into fifty. They fell like fat toads on the top of my head. Rain sizzled on the asphalt before me, a kind of electrocution giving birth to itself. Each splash leapt up from inside the previous one.

Cars parted the rain as they careened through the unmarked streets. Then a figure walking two dogs on a single leash. More people, more cars began to populate the night as I headed south. A squirrel with a bottle cap in its mouth darting up a tree trunk. My Velcro shoes squishing with the cadence of a steady rhythm I’d found. From head to head, the roofs of cars to the halos of streetlights in regular intervals down the street, a web connected each body, material or otherwise, to the others, linking us together in one action.
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Ami opened the back door, wordlessly rushing me in after I slammed shut the ride-share passenger door behind me. We scuttled down a long hallway and around a corner. She pulled me into the shower room and flipped on the light, illuminating two plastic chairs on wheels with padded toilet seats and armrests.

“Hurry.” She handed me a rubber thing with straps. “Put this.”

“What is it?”

“Turn around.” She spun me. “Take off your pant.

“Why?”

“Just do.”

“But—”

“If you do not, they are see you right away. The only women who are no pregnant are five people working like me here. They will thinking you’re ICE.”

Ami pulled my shirt off in one motion. I unbuttoned my pants and wriggled out of them. I shivered, half nerves, half cold. My socked feet frigid on the tiled shower floor.

“Putting your arms out here.” She yanked my hands. “More.”

I stood there, invisibly crucified, while Ami flopped the contraption over my chest, fastened the straps around my shoulders, and secured the back. It was heavy. I grabbed my new belly with both hands and squeezed.

“Don’t playing!” she whispered.

“Why do you have this?”

Ami pulled a pink muumuu over my head and over my new belly. Expertly, she whipped a bathrobe around my shoulders and cinched the belt above the globe of the belly with a tug.

“It’s for the boss do job training.”

“It’s heavy,” I complained. My shoulders drooped. My back already hurt. The phone rang. It was Beatriz. I didn’t answer.

“You wanted to coming here. Don’t making me trouble. Just sitting and stay here.” She secured a face mask around my ears, snapping the loops to punish me by inflicting a little pain. “Don’t talking to anyone. Just saying ‘arnhhhg’ if anyone trying to talk to you.”

A scream pierced the air.

“I have to go. She going into labor.”

Ami opened the door and poked her head out. She sat me in a wheelchair and pushed me close to the wall, where there was a wood handrail, dark from decades of human touch. Her tennis shoes squeaked on the floor as she turned around and sprinted. Halfway down the hall, she turned around and put her finger to her lips. Shhh! She skidded around the corner.

The screaming intensified.

I was still somewhere between this universe and another post-DMT. The stillness of the empty hallway belied the pulsing air, the screams barreling past me like cars on the autobahn. I gripped the wheelchair armrests, digging my nails into its plastic-encased foam. What if the imaginary of my past before me had time-traveled to meet me in the future, a transtemporal DHL, to deliver a memory that I never had?
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The hallway was brightly lit; yellowed plastic light covers tucked into particleboard paneling on the ceiling made my skin look jaundiced. I could feel the dual heartbeats inside host bodies pulsing from the other side of the walls. This yuezi birthing center was popular among middle-class Chinese nationals. Beibao had a reputation for being reliable. They secured travel visas for birth tourism, delivered babies, and fed the mothers pigs’ feet and soybean soup during their monthlong postpartum confinement. Beibao’s waiting list dictated when women got pregnant. Those on a three-year waiting list would time their pregnancy to when the center had availability, and conceive eight months before their admission date.

My bare legs were cold. The wheelchair footrests were too high. A door opened and the sound of babies crying was unleashed. The door shut and the sound disappeared. A woman materialized, cradling her monstrous belly as she ambled down the hallway, clutching the railing with the other hand. She winced, making her way toward me. I mirrored the woman, wincing in mimicry and placing my hand on the prosthetic pregnancy balancing on my thighs.

Footsteps behind. I craned around to see two pregnant women holding hands and shuffling my way. Another one came out from inside a bedroom. Then another. We were all dressed the same, in loose tented fabric. The women all moaned in different registers, or was I only imagining they were moaning, creating a cocoon of sound? I moaned too, joining the chorus of pain, our voices meeting in midair forming a connection between us, at once melodic and communal. Our shared plight.

I squeezed my eyes shut and let my throat sing, feeling the vibrations soothe my body. I could access vectors of consciousness on different planes of existence. My belly throbbed. Each pulsation brought me back in time, insisting on completion. Picking up where it had left off. My body lying on the Afghan war rug in Laurel Canyon. My mother in Berkeley standing above a man lying on the floor clutching his side, a man whose face resembled mine.

I opened my eyes and screamed.
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I flew through the hallway, wheels rolling over linoleum, my feet bracing against the footrests. Squeaking shoes rounding the corner. Ami’s face contorted in a panicked grimace as she bent down to whisper, “Quiet!” Pushing my wheelchair into a dark room. Door shutting. Ami back. A tiny room inside the room. My body contorting. Another door shutting.
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I couldn’t see. Everything was black. I was scared. I wanted my mother.

“Maaaaa,” I cried. “Maaa!” I sobbed.

“Shhh!” I heard a voice say.

“Maaaaaaaa-aaaa-aaaaa,” I wept.

“Same like everyone else here, cry for their mas. Except they crying in labor.”

It was Ami. A sliver of light pierced my eyes.

“You awake?”

I cracked my eyes. The light grew.

“Where am I?” I asked.

“Beibao birthing center.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?” I asked.

“Of course I believing, stupid.”

“Am I a ghost?”

“Bu. Not yet.”

I sat up. I was in… a closet? I crawled out and stood up.

“Good timing-lah,” Ami said, throwing me a ball of clothes. “My shift over.”

The morning sun streamed through the windows. Birds chirped. The rosebushes outside glistened with dew. I stretched, yawning.

“How you sleeping?” Ami pointed at the cabinet I had just emerged from.

“Fine,” I said. “Great.” I felt refreshed. Reborn into a new day. “I guess I zonked out right away.”

I took off the muumuu. Twelve missed calls from Beatriz.

“Next time you are drunk, don’t calling me. You almost getting me fired. Good thing another woman go to labor when you starting screaming.”

“I wasn’t drunk,” I said. “Can you help me with this?”

“Sure okay-lah you weren’t.” Ami undid the silicone belly.

“Have you ever traveled to the past?” I asked. “In your dreams?”

“One time,” she said, changing out of her scrubs.

“How does it happen?”

“The distant between ancient and future”—she fastened a skirt around her waist—“is not as far as you thinking. Chinese know that dreams can tell you the future and the past. People visiting to tell you what you need to know. Things that cannot be know in life can be reveal in dream.”

Was it time-traveling or just my imagination?

“Time to going.” She looked at her watch. “I’m hosting a tea party.”

“Can I come?”
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We were farther east at another nondescript house, in Azusa. This one was in a cul-de-sac at the short end of a long street in a tract-housing development. I sat with my legs folded beneath me on the carpet at a coffee table littered with dried sour plums, waxberries and sugared kumquats, and dishes of almond cookies. Ami squirted hot water from a dispenser into a glass teapot. Jasmine drifted through the living room.

I kept a list in my head of addresses, dates, people, activities. I was getting closer and closer.

Yan, a friend of Ami’s, sat across the coffee table from me on a couch, squeezing the pressure points in her palms. She worked in a massage parlor six days a week. Her hands were always sore and rheumatic. She waved, a beaded bracelet swinging from her wrist. I forced a tight smile back.

Despite having spent the night curled up in a closet wearing a fake baby belly, my body was loose and relaxed. I was still lingering somewhere between here and the dreamscape, both troubled and awash with a sense of comfort. I wanted to appear in my mother’s dreams, like she had in mine, while she lay asleep next to Hadley’s ghost in the neighboring twin bed on the other side of the city, and show her what I had seen in my visions—my face reflected in that man’s. I’d never known who my father was. This way, communicating inside the dreamscape, I could just look at her face and read it, know what her expression told by the divination of its terrain. When she awoke, she would understand the transmission between our unconscious selves and we could go on never talking about anything real.

Another friend of Ami’s was here, Peng, a twenty-year-old woman from Hubei, like my ancestors. She had an angelic voice that melted gold into your ears when she sang. We all said she should go on television to compete for a record contract, but until she got her papers, she would have to keep practicing at the karaoke bar where she worked.

Gossip and chatter erupted in little eddies around the room. A display of makeup was arranged on a dining table. Women brushed each other’s cheeks with powders while others stood before them with their eyes closed, faces still, in wait. There was a familiarity between everyone here, a warmness that made my body surge with life.

I stood up, walked over to the table, and picked up a small marigold bottle.

“We can watch it together. There is a TV at the salon; come over after closing.”

“I can’t believe she is in the finals.”

I froze.

“What show are you talking about?” I asked, unable to stop myself.

“The one with the plastic surgery contest.”

“America’s Beauty Extreme?” I said, my heart rate increasing.

The two women nodded.

“Do you like the show?” I asked.

“We know the lady on it.”

“You do?” I said. “You’re friends with her?”

“No.”

The women shrugged, turning away from me. They began whispering.

“Not safe to go out nighttime.”

“ICE coming.”

“Meilee already take.”

“Gone.”

“Da jia lai.” Ami waved her arm at the women, pouring steeped tea into flowered cups. “Today we have special. Buy one get free.” Natural light filtered through the gauzy curtains, illuminating her perfect pearled complexion. She smiled demurely. “I was not born with this face. I bought it. Through hard working to be the best I can being, I making the face I always want. Every day, I look in the mirror and I say myself, You can do it!”

She turned her face from one side of the room to the other. She displayed the exquisite composition of her features, drawing our eyes in to the pièce de résistance. The way she held her head, tilting it ever so slightly left and right, allowed the centerpiece of her face to sparkle like a rare diamond. I marveled at the seamlessness of the prosthetic tip. It was the perfect fake, an imitation nose. Any day now, the cartilage would rupture through the rice-paper-thin skin separating the outside of her body from the inside. The prosthetic didn’t help; it wore away at the tissue. Bacteria festered in the damp conditions. Yeast grew. It smelled so bad that Ami was always nauseated. She’d never get used to the rotting smell.

Everyone clapped. Instinctively, I smacked my hands together too, a gorilla clumsily emulating the humans around her. Meritocracy, yes—we too through hard work and determination. Anyone could. Regardless of citizenship, of the villages where we were born or how close our skin tones were to the mud our ancestors wallowed in. No money, no problem. We could save our tips earned shift by shift from the hot-pot restaurants and boba shops and karaoke parlors and massage shops in strip mall after strip mall in the concrete wastelands of the San Gabriel Valley now that we had all made it to the utopia that was America. Even the name of the city of Azusa was exemplary in its ideals of wish fulfillment. The best backronym on the continent, Azusa had all you needed in it, everything from A to Z in the USA.

“Even her!”

Everyone turned to me. What had Ami said? I hadn’t been paying attention. Their faces overflowed with pity. I shot her a look of contempt. Yet I knew that whatever rhetorical strategy Ami was using to pit my face from hell against hers from heaven was the best scare advertising that she could wield in her sales pitch. Had she premeditated this approach or had she just been riffing? That’s why she had so eagerly invited me to tag along with her to this tea party.

Clap, clap, clap.

Mama Lu walked in. She waved and smiled. More clapping.

People stood up and rushed to Ami and Mama Lu. I snapped a photo with my phone. Yan caught my eye.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

She shrugged.

“Are you going to get something today?” I asked.

“I want to, but I feel shy.” Yan squeezed one hand with the other. “I saved some money; usually I send it home.”

“Yan, you have to be careful,” I whispered.

Ami glanced in our direction.

No one had saved my mother. But I could save Yan.
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During my lunch break at the end of the week, I ate a sandwich by the courtyard fountain, circling it as I chewed. I went around and around, recalling my DMT trip, the dream that played like a film of my mother’s early life in America, the events preceding the mythical kitchen abortion whose failure enabled my existence, the man with my face. Could it be that I was so haunted by the fiction told by my mother on national TV, it had infiltrated my unconscious and returned itself to me in a form I was unable to refuse? If time was a circle, then maybe it could be unwound. I reversed my course and circled back the other way around the fountain while eating the second half of my sandwich. Going back could unbind me from the false memory of my prehistory. A small crowd in the square watched as I walked backward, but what did I care? It was the half-life of the drug dilating my brain.
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“Linli, do you have a minute?”

“What is it?” I paused and took a few steps backward to stop in DB’s doorway. My phone rang. Beatriz again. I hadn’t called her back. A week of workdays had passed since I’d bolted from the Laurel Canyon party.

“Come in.” He waved from behind his desk. He parted a fern carefully with a stainless-steel retractable pointer to inspect the soil. “Did you remember to buy the face paint and brushes and other supplies for the fundraiser?”

I nodded. I hadn’t, but I would do it. Later.

“The face-painting booth is the main draw for the kids this year.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ve been practicing.” Another lie.

“Good. I’ll meet you tomorrow an hour before the fundraiser begins to set up the booth.”

“I’ll be there.”

“By the way, do you know that the Barnsley fern is a fractal? Each small part resembles both the larger parts and the structure as a whole,” DB said. Hovering over a fern with a spray bottle, he spritzed each frond. “It’s self-similar, an abundant metaphor for life.”

“How?” I asked. I sat down and crossed my legs. One clog fell to the floor with a thud.

“Today, a woman who has been in and out of recovery for the majority of her life came in for an appointment and it was clear she had been using again. Her father is in prison for drugs and her mother died of an overdose. Her biggest heartbreak in life is growing up with addict parents. Watching them get high, strung out, do things for money that no kid should be witness to. So why would this woman become an addict herself if addiction ruined her parents’ lives and killed her mother?”

“I guess it’s not uncommon to follow in our parents’ footsteps, for better and worse.”

“Absolutely. But why would she want this for herself?”

“Why do we want anything bad for ourselves?” I asked.

“But especially the bad things that we are intimately familiar with. The bad things we know up close and personally. The very things that have destroyed us, we replicate and perpetuate. We harm ourselves and the next generation in the exact ways we’ve been harmed.”

My throat closed up. I didn’t want DB to see that I was having trouble breathing. All this talk about people destroying their own lives was roiling the stew of my mother’s ongoing predicaments pressure-cooking inside me.

“What’s the answer, then? Why?” I asked, taking in deep breaths to get air into my lungs.

“We are destined to repeat. It’s a compulsion.”

“That’s it? This woman just does drugs until she goes to prison or dies?”

“The way out is to hear yourself and understand what you’re saying through your actions. What it is you truly want.”

“What’s this woman saying?”

“What do you think she’s saying?”

“I don’t know!” My voice rose with frustration. “She hates her parents. She hates herself. She’s fucked-up. They’re fucked-up. Everything’s hopeless. Nothing changes.”

DB’s face stayed calm.

“Why are we even talking about this?” I asked. “I thought you were going to tell me something beautiful about the natural world through a plant metaphor. You baited me with fractals.”

“Are you all right, Linli?” he asked.

I shook my head as the tears came.
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When I turned onto my street, I saw two cops at my door. I kept going, shrinking down as I passed my house. I drove to the safety of a nondescript strip mall and pulled into a parking space. I shut off the engine and dialed Salvatore. No answer. I dialed again and again. It kept going to voicemail. I hadn’t talked to him since the time I called impersonating my mother.

Had they come to take her back to the police station? They’d know she was on the reality show, wouldn’t they? How did cops find people? Maybe they weren’t there for Fanny. Maybe they had a search warrant.

There was no way this was about the DMT. That seemed improbable. But not impossible. Is that why Beatriz had been calling me nonstop?
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I drove to Xiaoqing’s store, a few miles away. It was closed. I peered through the glass doors. The doors were locked. Mail was piled on the floor just inside the door.

I was desperate for a magic spell to dodge whatever this was. Lucky earlobes. I wanted them. The phantom of Mama Lu’s talismans dangled before me like 24 karat gold earrings. The thought of getting injections made me sick, yet I knew I needed them. It wasn’t for me. It was for my mother.

An hour passed. I sat in my parked car in the strip mall lot, watching people eat inside the noodle shop. My silhouette was superimposed through the car window on the restaurant scene. My eyes were still puffy from crying. That was the good thing about falling apart at my job—it was nothing special. Falling apart was what people did there; I was part of the flock—which made it easy, I was learning, to feel okay about it.

The paper with the restorative justice questions I’d never filled out sat on the passenger floor mat. Describe an incident when you were hurt.

I had to get home. Tonight was the night. And if agents were at my door looking for something, I had to get rid of whatever evidence there was.
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“Welcome to the finale! Clarice is still missing. We will continue with the surviving members, culminating in a real-time live vote to determine who of the remaining three will receive life-changing reconstructive surgery. Landon, JJ, or Fanny? There can only be one winner.”

I sat on the floor of my mother’s bedroom, piles of papers surrounding me. If there was anything incriminating here, I would find it and burn it. So far, only old bills and medical stuff. The dresser drawers were a mausoleum for documents. She threw everything in there and never thought about it again. We Fengs had a special skill for ignoring things we didn’t want to deal with.

“Stay close to your phones, America. After the challenge, you will cast live votes for the winner. Who will it be? The war veteran whose own brother in arms shot him in the face on the battlefield? The weight lifter and the one tragic dead lift that nearly cost him his life?”

I cut my hand on a piece of paper. A thin line of blood appeared.

“Or the mother who lost her face over the years and needs reconstructive surgery to look like herself again?” Dr. Wolf pointed at the final three, who sat among the photos of housemates past propped on the empty chairs that flanked JJ, Landon, and my mother like a chorus of ghosts. “America, stay tuned for instructions on live voting after the last challenge of…”—she raised both arms as if casting a spell—“ America’s Beauty Extreme!”

Weight lifter, veteran, mother. That was her identity—mother. Who she was to me was who she was to the world. I churned inside hearing the word. And yet, what else could she be? A teller of stories, a singer of karaoke, a lover of rose gardens and Botox.

“Landon, Fanny, JJ… For the first part of tonight’s challenge, you’ll each tell one another what you learned about them these past six weeks.” Dr. Wolf turned to address the contestants, highlighting her hawk’s nose in profile, which only made her look more powerful. “After that, you’ll tell America what you learned about yourself in this period, as you’ve been sequestered from your loved ones, participating in emotionally grueling group therapy challenges, dealing with friendship and loss, and experiencing personal growth in this critical time. Landon, please step into the Circle of Truth.”

Landon stood up, covered his mouth with a hand. An odious burp escaped. Dr. Wolf watched from the sidelines, as impassive as her training allowed. My mother looked around nervously. Landon stepped into the Circle and straightened his shoulders.

“Landon, you may begin.” Dr. Wolf sat down on her black leather throne.

He opened his mouth three times and snapped it shut. A groan emitted, stretching out in the middle, low and anguished.

“I bonly,” he said to JJ.

I dropped the papers I was sorting. They fell to the floor, scattering all around me. What did he just say? I saw myself reflected in the television screen, my big face encircling Landon’s quivering body. On my knees, I swept up armfuls of my mother’s life. Piles of documents carpeted the floor.

He slapped his mouth and tried again.

“You is conded.” Landon winced, grabbed a fistful of his hair, and shook his head. He tried again. “You am yondanfrond.”

He slapped his mouth and screamed.

What?! Landon was starting to sound like Clarice.

My mother covered her ears. JJ drew his mouth into a tight asshole. Dr. Wolf gripped the armrests of her chair.

“Anything else, Landon?” Dr. Wolf asked.

“You am yondanfrond is bou y filly omis fromis Yomilyothip anfip fis!” He punched an imaginary speed bag in the air, his fists flying.

“That’s enough.” Dr. Wolf raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “You’re done. JJ, please take your place in the Circle of Truth and tell your housemates what you’ve learned about them in the course of this collective journey.”

JJ stomped his way into the Circle.

“Lanny, we to I’m now. I am just I’m now.” He looked confused. Planting his running shoes firmly on the floor, JJ shook his whole body, like a wet dog. “Lanny, Fanlon, Fandon, Flandon, Flanny, Fandanlanny, Fandon, Flannyanny, Flandon, Fanlon, Flannyandy, Fanfan-anneeee.”

What was happening? Clarice-speak had spread through the house, a linguistic virus replicating itself in the host of supplicant mouths. My mother looked on, swallowing. Her eyes blinked rapidly. I was anxious for her. Would she be reduced to gibberish too?

“All right, you’re done too. Take a seat.” Dr. Wolf shook her head. “Fanny?”

My mother got up without hesitation, used to it all by now, and perhaps in the historical context of what had already happened on the show, this state of emergency had become normalized. She walked into the Circle and smoothed her lilac dress and matching blazer.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“Fanny, please step into the Circle of Truth,” Dr. Wolf said.

“I’m already here.” My mother looked confused.

“Right.” The doctor readjusted her glasses and cleared her throat. “Fanny, just go.”

“Landon,” my mother began right away. “You’re a man who knows his desires. Who cares what other people think of you eating maxi pads? If you like it, do it. You’re not hurting anyone. Be as loyal to your true self as you are to your country. It’s a gift to just be yourself as you are. What I’ve learned about you is also what I’ve learned from you. It’s courageous to let yourself be freaky. When I leave here, I’ll take that lesson with me. You’re an inspiration.”

Landon began tearing up, shaking his head. He started to clap, but stopped himself when he realized that maybe he shouldn’t be cheering on his competitor. He continued nodding, and then, after contemplating for a moment, decided to start clapping after all.

My mother smiled at Landon. I knew that smile. It was her fake smile, the one she gave to people when they condescended her or to people she didn’t like. To everyone else, though, the smile gave off nothing less than sincerity.

“And JJ, you sacrificed your body doing what you love. Your rectal disaster ended your future in competitive weight lifting. Life kicks us down, in so many ways. But you are full of heart. Nothing can ever take that away from you. That’s your strength. Your courage to cross borders for love at the risk of your reputation and standing is a lesson for the world to witness.”

JJ gazed lovingly at Mercedes’s warm face, its glow so intense that it seemed capable of shattering the glass holding her beauty within the frame. My mother walked over to the photograph and handed it to JJ. He hugged it tightly, as if he’d triumphed in the triangulation of reality TV love.

“Fanny,” Dr. Wolf said. “What have you learned about yourself?”

“Learning about myself is the hardest of all. What can I say? I feel like a different person now than when I came on the show. I feel free in this house. I haven’t thought about getting facelifts or fillers at all. These are my friends. I feel accepted.”

She stared directly into the camera.

“I’ve told my story, how I came to live in this country, what I’ve lived through to be here today. I really am grateful to this show and everyone on it, missing and deceased included, for being yourselves, and letting me be myself too. It’s our journey.”

My mother pressed her fingertips to her eyes. Immediately, they turned red. Every blink released a fresh cascade of tears that surged over her contoured cheeks like whitewater rapids.

Though I recognized the artifice at work in my mother’s performance, I could not help but let her words fillet the most tender parts of me. She’d never had community before. She’d had a few sporadic friends like Xiaoqing, but nothing like a community.

“America, remember to cast your votes for the extraordinary contestant who has completed their journey of self-awareness and transformation. Who overcame significant obstacles through the season? Who honored truth, faced fears, and embraced healing? Cast your votes now. When we return from our extended commercial break with a special message from our sponsors, we will tally your votes and announce the first winner of this season’s inaugural America’s Beauty Extreme, from the producers who brought you America’s Beauty.”

I pulled out another stack of papers and envelopes, setting them on the floor. Bewilderment prevented me from following exactly what my hands were doing. Landon and JJ ventriloquizing Clarice’s gibberish language. My mother’s nonstick coating, the gibberish goo sliding right off of her. It was all so unreal, but I’d been conditioned to accept the unreal as a template for life. I yanked on my earlobes, already feeling how plump they’d be after I went to Mama Lu’s.

The extended commercial break stretched on and on. I shuffled though the papers.

What was this? As I read the words on the page now in my hand, my eyes went blurry. I stood up and sat on the edge of the bed. I closed my eyes before opening them again so they could refocus. A photocopy of what appeared to be an older document titled “Emergency Homeless Shelter Registration Form.” It was dated a month before I was born. Berkeley, California.


	Current name: Fan-Ju Feng

	Safety code…

	DOB: If complete DOB is not known, what is your age? 22

	SSN reported. Partial SSN reported. Refused. Don’t know.

	Gender: Female. Male. Transgender Male to Female. Transgender Female to Male. Other. Don’t know. Refused.

	Race: Chinese

	Address…

	Primary language: Mandarin

	Education: Some college

	Do you have any housing options available to you at this time? Why not?

	Temporary shelter homeless assistance request is subject to review. I allow the release of this information for the express purpose of determining eligibility.

	Signature…



I clutched the paper, frozen in place, perched at the foot of my mother’s bed. My mother had really been in a shelter, pregnant with me? It hadn’t been a lie after all. The words printed on the page in my hand slid around in the white space. The television flashed.

The world fractured. It was the second time. The first had been after my mother’s inaugural facelift when I was eight years old. What else did the drawers contain that held more knowledge than I did about my mother, about our lives?
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My mother wore a pearlescent bias-cut dress, a lily tucked behind one ear. To her left, Landon wore a suit and jaunty bow tie with a US flag pattern. JJ, standing on her other side, had on a tight button-up shirt practically plastic-wrapped around his gleaming chest.

“America has cast their votes. And the winner is…” Dr. Wolf ripped open a gold envelope and pulled out a card. “Congratulations to the first winner of America’s Beauty Extreme, the person who showed up to every challenge with ingenuity and moxie…” She threw the card into the air. “Fanny!”

She had done it after all.

Confetti rained from above. Metallic balloons dropped. Brass instruments began playing. Dr. Wolf put a crown on my mother’s head and handed her a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses. Landon and JJ hugged my mother, magnanimous as they had never before been. My mother covered her mouth, eyes wide in shock, beaming.

“The winner will receive the grand prize: reconstructive surgery. That is, if Fanny chooses it.” The music stopped. A mischievous smile spread across Dr. Wolf’s face. “That’s right. In a twist, another option is on the table. Two hundred thousand dollars!”

My mother stood perfectly still, cradling the bouquet of roses, silver crown perched on her head, watching Dr. Wolf. Landon and JJ stopped their congratulatory display. They looked at each other, mouths agape.

“Fanny may claim her original prize, the reconstructive surgery that she has always wanted. Or two hundred thousand dollars. Fanny, make your decision. Which will you choose?”

“I don’t… I mean… This is all so… I’m just so surprised.” She buried her face in the roses cradled in her arms.

“What’s more valuable to you, Fanny? Surgery or two hundred thousand dollars?”

My mother looked up from the bouquet and stared into the camera.

“Fanny, America is waiting.”

“I have to choose here, right now?” She took a deep breath.

“You must make a decision now, before the live audience.”

Landon nodded at my mother, as if saying, You can do this. She turned to JJ, who shook his head, confounded. Fanny bowed slightly and then looked into the camera.

“It’s an easy choice. I’m making my decision tonight based on something that I’ve always wanted. For my daughter, Linli, to prosper in all the ways I never could. Dr. Wolf, I’m going to take the money so that my daughter can go to graduate school.”

I was dizzy. What? I stared into my mother’s eyes on television. She smiled and waved.
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“I’ll pick you up after I go to Mama Lu’s.”

“Why are you going to there?” Ami’s voice had dropped an octave.

“I need lucky earlobes.

“I already tell you about that.”

“You don’t understand. I need luck.”

I was afraid of what would happen if I didn’t get the earlobes. A criminal trial. All rise. Guilty! What I had to give Salvatore so far was just some photos of Mama Lu’s basement, the tea party, the outside of the yellow house, and Ami’s workplace. I knew these were sites of illicit cosmetic procedures, but that was it. What was the connection to my mother? It wasn’t enough.

I knew the link was there. People at the tea party knew her.

“Look in the mirror. Remembering my nose,” Ami said. “Tell me, you still do want to go?”

I’d excavated secrets that had been hidden for decades, my entire life. My mother had traveled to hell and come back. We’d never had luck. I had to make my own.

“Yes.” I hung up.
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I slammed the car door. My mother had won—yes, incredible; a triumph—but finding the homeless shelter paperwork and dozens more documents buried in her mausoleum had thrown everything she’d said on the show into question. I’d previously dismissed her self-written history, after reassurance from her that it was all a lie for the sake of spectacle and strategy, but if the shelter form had corroborated one lie, turning it into truth, then what did that mean for the rest of her story?

The narrative shifted according to what my mother needed from it. The result was that I could only exist in multiple realities at once, everything true and false at the same time.

Her final speech in the last challenge orbited back to me. I’ve told my story, how I came to live in this country, what I’ve lived through…

Everything collided in me. The documents were carved into my retinas. I’d found more buried at the very bottom of the drawers, folders of immigration papers, news clippings, and court documents that left me utterly devastated.

I wasn’t the anchor baby I had thought I was. Giving birth to me wasn’t the reason she was allowed to stay in the US, as I’d believed my whole life. She’d been granted a special visa for victims of crimes that gave her legal status, let her get a job legally, and put her on a path to gaining permanent citizenship.

She hadn’t, of course, told me about it. It wasn’t our way to burden others with our hardships. We suffered alone.

The documents I’d pored over sitting on the floor of her bedroom had told me everything my mother couldn’t. She had stabbed a man in self-defense. This man, it turned out, had been a gang boss running the restaurant who was involved in human trafficking, tricking Chinese migrants into bonded labor with promises of jobs and citizenship in the US. The migrants’ debts only accrued and accrued—the cost of passage, housing, food, job placement fees, phone cards, clothing, transportation—the possibility of debt fulfillment an ever-receding horizon. A news clipping in my mother’s files reported the trafficking ring’s conviction. Court papers and immigration documents tracked my mother’s movements through the system. She had been a witness for the prosecution in the trafficking case, beginning the process for the U visa. I had looked it up.


The U visa is a nonimmigrant visa for victims of crimes who have suffered substantial mental or physical abuse while in the US and who aid law enforcement to prosecute criminal activity. It permits these victims to remain in the US. The U visa has deportation protection.



The U visa had led to a green card and then naturalization. It was strange how little I knew of my mother’s past—did other daughters know, and how much?—but for immigrants, these histories were often secreted away in redacted files. Now I understood why.

The way I saw her after these discoveries was like looking at an MRI of her body, knowing somehow it was her by way of her bone structure, but not recognizing the image at all. Finding out more about her life, our life, was all I had ever wanted. Yet knowing more now made me know her even less. The estrangement of my mother besieged me. I fell into its void again.

I’d spent the night atoning. In my mother’s bed, I took my punishment—for hating her, for blaming her. How little I’d known about her life and what she’d endured. She’d always said how different we were, how I’d known nothing about her life—it was all true. The hours of the night had marched on, relentless, my pummeling heart keeping time.

It was a time machine to a history when I did not yet exist.

The cops at our door yesterday—what had they wanted? I needed some foothold to stay upright. Hope for the uncertain future. I started the car and reversed out of the driveway, determined.
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The road in Arcadia was blocked off for construction. I parked on the adjacent boulevard. Was I really going to do this? I walked along the busy road. The glut of cars. The fog of exhaust. My throat constricted. The sun beat down. I could feel a thousand roots embed themselves beneath the ectodermal tissue of my face. The dusty basin of the San Gabriel Valley, the sky a flat sheet of tearable paper. I rounded the corner, walking onto a side street.

Dingbat apartments abounded on both sides. I stepped over a pile of sheared fronds blocking the sidewalk. The savage teeth of an arched palm raked my skin. Florets of blood beaded around one ankle.

I sat down on the sidewalk, as hot as a pizza stone, the heat blessing my asshole through my pants. It was nature’s comfort, warmth flowing upward through my body. I nursed my ankle before getting up again. I was ready.
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The backs of my legs stuck to the dentist’s chair. The basement was cold and musty. Sap oozed from unfinished wood beams. Like flesh, like blood.

“Is it going to hurt?” I asked.

“Only a little.”

Mama Lu smiled and came closer, her teeth glistening in the glare of the lamp. She pulled a syringeful of clear liquid out of a glass ampule. The needle caught the light, and for a moment, I saw the knife in my mother’s hand flash.

You have to pay attention to visitations. Dreams, ghosts, hallucinations. The distance between ancient and future.

“Hold still.”

I gripped the armrests and squeezed my eyes shut. Her fingers gripped my earlobe, stretching it.

Her gentle breath caressed my cheeks as she exhaled. The needle punctured my earlobe, a burst of hot copper. The burning spread from my ears into my head. I screamed.

“Linli!” a voice shouted.

My eyes were blurry with pain. I cradled the side of my searing head. I shot up, dizzy.

“What are you doing here?” Mama Lu asked.

“Are you okay?”

“Ami?” I heard myself say.

“What you did to her?” Ami asked.

“She wants the lucky ears.”

My jaw was stiff. I opened my mouth and pressed the side of my head into my shoulder to compress the pain. I sat back down in the dentist’s chair, torso curled over my knees.

“Ow,” I moaned. Searing pain pinged through my skull.

“You did already?” Ami asked.

“Just one,” I said.

“We must finish,” Mama Lu said. “Uneven ears leave one open door, one door closed, inviting evil spirits in. You will have bad luck forever. Hun huai.”

I sat up.

“Finish,” I said.

“Linli, bu yao!” Ami cried.

I leaned back and crossed my arms. “Do it!” I demanded.

“Go upstairs, Ami. What is wrong with you?” Mama Lu asked.

I turned toward Mama Lu as the needle inched closer to my head. I had to bring us what the universe had deprived my mother of. I couldn’t let her hurtle through the criminal system again, this time with hell-bent prosecutors tightening the vise around her freedom until it imploded.

The needle slid into my yielding, supple flesh. This time, I was ready for the pain. It wasn’t so bad when you knew it was coming. You could open yourself to it. Invite it in. Luck, I felt it coming to me.
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The dark sunglasses I wore clamped my head, holding it together. The pain came in waves, sloshing my brain around before crashing against my skull. With shaky hands, I lifted a straw to my mouth. I gnashed tapioca balls, feeling them resist and give way between my molars. Chewing helped the tempest in my head. The sun was as indifferent as ever, bright and torrid, 84°F in the San Gabriel Valley.

“Do it hurting?” Ami asked, anxiously sucking boba pearls up a wide pink straw. “Looks very pain.”

“I can take it.”

I squeezed my earlobes. They were so fat and happy. Now that I had big Buddha luck, nothing could touch me. The pain was of little consequence, a fruit fly, a speck on the hem of my pants.

“I hope it is worth, Linli.”

How could I explain the talismanic significance of my new ears in the context of all that we were up against? I was supposed to be bereft of luck all my life when it was just five hundred dollars and a three-minute procedure away? It even came with a twenty-dollar voucher to Paris Eiffel. I added it to the other one I’d gotten with my skin bleaching.

“Why did you come to Mama Lu’s, Ami?” I gnashed more boba. “How did you get there?”

Ami sighed. Her huge visor cast a shadow on her eyes, obscuring them. Her nose peeked out from under the hat’s brim.

“My friend drop me,” she said. “I don’t know why I coming.”

“You want me to drive you to New York.”

“Yes, but…” She looked down. “I must to get out of here. Like, really I need go. I am afraid to staying. We all scare of ICE. They everywhere LA.”

“I understand,” I said. I remembered the women whispering about ICE at the tea party. Of course I cared, but her issues were on the other side of a thousand of my own problems. “Should we go shopping? I have two certificates I need to use. You can have one.”

I wanted to buy something for my mother. Fanny Feng had won it all. The crown and two hundred thousand dollars cash, minus taxes. She was coming home in three days; I could hardly believe it. Despite my big Buddha ears, I was worried—I had some information, but I was still so far. After the dizziness slightly subsided post-injection, I’d gone upstairs and snuck around, looking in rooms while Ami and Mama Lu whispered behind a closed door. No one lived in the house. Most rooms had almost nothing in them, stacked boxes on carpet, an old swivel chair. A refrigerator was hidden behind a sliding closet door in a corner bedroom. Inside, boxes of glass vials like the one Mama Lu had used for my ears rattled when I opened the refrigerator door. I had snapped more photos.

“Certificate for Paris Eiffel?” Ami asked, uneasy.

“Mm-hmm.” I couldn’t stop touching my earlobes. They were growing bigger and bigger.

“I don’t know if it’s… open.”

“Why wouldn’t it be? It’s only two.”
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The store was dark. The lights were turned off. As we walked closer from the parking lot of the strip mall, I saw through the window: boxes, bottles upturned everywhere, jars and tubes of makeup strewn on the floor inside.

“What happened?” I asked. “It was robbed?”

I was scared for Xiaoqing. She was so upbeat, always at the store greeting customers, straightening bottles of merchandise. Now everything was wrecked. All her hard work.

“Police,” Ami said. “Maybe ICE too.”

“Police? How do you know?”

Ami looked at me and wrinkled her nose. It was so hot out today that she was sweating her prosthetic off. The edges lifted from the bridge of her nose, shedding the tip.

“We go back to my work. I tell you more there.”
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We first stopped at the massage parlor where Yan worked, to drop something off. The car idled in a loading zone at the curb while Ami and I waited for Yan to run out between clients. Her boss was strict; no visitors at work. An old man stood against the wall of a Korean spa smoking a cigarette. A tonsure of bare skin revealed itself as he bowed his head to stomp on the butt. A car lurched down the block, looking for parking. City signage emblazoned with bells—A CITY WITH A MISSION!—was the colonial Janus face of local history: The Mission San Gabriel Arcángel had displaced the indigenous Tongva village and enslaved their people, forcing them to work for the Spanish missionaries. Unlike the Santa Anita racetrack, no placard commemorated the Tongva’s slaughter and incarceration. The face of pride and its hidden shame.

Ami said, “Xiaoqing was import fake Botox fake filler from Asia to the US through Paris Eiffel store. She run away before they taking her.”

“Are you friends with her?” I asked.

“Xiaoqing helping me a lot. We both from the same province. She is ready to running for a year now. It finally happen. The police first grabbing her and putting pressure on her to giving names. She didn’t want to but she having no choice, so she started by the bottom. People that lah customers in. People that hosting the parties and working at places like my job. The police holding her by the neck. Little by little. Then the man who doing my nose. The information she was give wasn’t enough. The police watching her every day. They want her to be a fly to getting the big fishes. She was scare.”

I turned the air-conditioning up and repositioned the vents so that a blast of cold air directed onto each earlobe. Were they getting even bigger? I looked in the rearview mirror. Walnuts dangled on either side of my head, earrings made of my own flesh.

“It’s better she leaved,” Ami said. “She should leaved a long time ago. Her daughter is pregnant. Xiaoqing wanted to stay and be a po-po. Saving every dollar she made from her store. When her daughter go into the law school, Xiaoqing starting to importing stuff for Mama Lu. She had to making more money so her daughter could having good future.”

Was this the playbook for all mothers like mine and Xiaoqing? My mother’s last words on the show sounded in the tempest. For my daughter, Linli, to prosper in all the ways I never could. My mother was going to give her winnings to me so that I could go to grad school. And then what? Go on the lam with Xiaoqing?

“Where do you think she went?” I asked.

“Maybe Canada. Vancouver. There is another yuezi birth center owning by the same people as Beibao there. Or if she don’t make it cross the border, Cerritos. There a surgery center there.”

“Which one?” I asked.

“Americans asking so many questions.”

“How come Mama Lu hasn’t been caught?” I asked.

“She own too many people.”

Did she own my mother too?

Yan came out, her dimples growing deeper as she grinned at us. She hopped into the back seat and handed us each a bracelet with gold charms dangling from red string. That day at the tea party, I’d convinced her to avoid the lure of cosmetic procedures. She squeezed my hand as I took the bracelet. Ami gave her an envelope wrapped in a shirt.

“Xie xie da jie!” Yan hugged her, leaning over the center console.

She ran back inside, where the next customer was waiting.

“What did you give her?” I asked.

“Money,” Ami said.

“For what?”

“For she doesn’t have to be a mother before she is ready to.”
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The lucky earlobes had come through. Thank Buddha. I dropped Ami off at work without going in. I called Salvatore. The phone rang and rang.

At a stoplight, I scrolled through the photos I’d give him. At the next stoplight, I read through my notes. Mama Lu, the surgery center in Cerritos, the addresses of the tea party in Azusa and the basement where I’d gotten my lucky ears. The birthing center where Xiaoqing might be hiding in Vancouver. I would turn Xiaoqing in if it meant saving my mother. What Ami had told me—if Xiaoqing gave names to law enforcement, had she also given up my mother’s?

I was just in time. When my mother got back, she’d have an inroad to making a deal with the US Attorney’s Office. I just had to deliver it before she arrived.

I pushed the glass door of the office. Shit. They weren’t open on Saturday.

I sat down outside and slumped against the building wall, my arms cradled around my knees. What was I going to do now? My ears throbbed. I yanked on them. All this, and for what? My big Buddha ears were a scam. They didn’t work. I yanked some more while banging the back of my head against the wall.

“Do you need help?”

I looked up.

“Are you all right?” a man in a dress shirt asked.

“I’m totally screwed,” I said, shaking my head. My earlobes struck my jaw and neck, back and forth, like a rattle drum. “I came and the doors are locked.”

“We’re not open today.”

“You work here?”

“I do.”

“I came to talk to my mother’s lawyer. But I didn’t realize it was Saturday. I don’t even know what day of the week it is anymore.” I pressed my eye sockets into my knees to prevent from crying.

“Who are you looking for?”

“Salvatore Dominguez.”

“Sal? I think he’s preparing for trial. I’m doing the same. Just ran out for food. Let me see if he’s at his desk.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys. “Might be your lucky day.”

“Really?”

“And your name is?”

“Linli Feng. I’m Fan-Ju Feng’s daughter.”

“Hold tight, Linli. Be right back.”

I paced around, then pressed my face against the glass doors. Here he came, just as baby-faced as I remembered him, in a shirt that was too big for his junior frame.

I frantically waved.

Salvatore unlocked the door and stepped out, shading his eyes from the sun.

“You’re looking for me?”

“I can’t believe it. You’re here. I have all this information for you. What you wanted from my mother. Remember? Fanny Feng?” I said breathlessly. “Names, pictures, addresses. Everything.”

“Fan-Ju?” he asked, taking a step back from me when he saw my ears.

“Yeah, my mother.” I was amped up. “I called you a bunch. You never got my messages?”

He cleared his throat.

“Should we go to your office? For privacy?” My earlobes swung with the heaviness of all the universe’s luck, past and present and future.

“Fan-Ju is no longer my client.”

“What do you mean?”

“I no longer represent her.”

“Who does, then?”

“I can’t answer that.” He looked confused. “Have you spoken to her recently?”

“A couple weeks ago. Why?”

“You might want to.”

He nodded curtly in the way that people do when they want you to go away.
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I drove aimlessly through downtown past Skid Row, the Bonaventure, MacArthur Park. What had Salvatore meant when he said my mother wasn’t his client anymore? He looked so young, so wet-from-the-womb. Maybe the case had gotten too big for his baby face to handle. Had the prosecutors added more charges, and had a more experienced federal defender been assigned to represent my mother?

All these weeks spent gathering information. I remembered what Salvatore had said about time being of the essence, how information could be valuable today but tomorrow it might be worth nothing. The tempest in my head had sharpened into a tinny buzzing.

What was I going to do now? Three days until my mother returned. My phone rang. Beatriz again. I couldn’t talk to her now. This whole scheme to keep my mother out of custody. My so-called lucky ears. I stared at my reflection in the rearview mirror. I was stuck with them now. I’d have to get an operation to get them back to normal. Or move to a subzero place where I could wear earmuffs all the time to hide them.

The light changed. Forget my ears. I had more important things to do. Three days. Maybe there was still time. There was only one person left who could understand. One person who might be able to help.

My vision was getting blurry. Exhaustion covered my body like a fuzzy mold. My earlobes weighed my whole body down. I had to go home and sleep first.
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The only problem was that my head ached so badly that I couldn’t fall asleep. I had to lie on my back, my new earlobes two marble bookends, one on either side of my head. The back of my head dribbled on the pillows like a basketball.

The old trick. My mother’s pills. I bit off half of a sleeping aid, the pill’s bitterness crumbling between my front teeth. The effects were immediate. The dribbling began to subside. My eyelids turned into soft velvet curtains descending. Darkness, lullaby, rabbits leaping through an infinity of doorways.
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I woke up Monday morning, at 9 a.m. Had I really slept a day and a half? Sunday had come and gone. I yawned, my jaw cracking. The air was afresh with potential.

Shower. Pants. Keys. I leapt down the porch stairs, my earlobes swinging.

Every time I passed the Tar Pits, I thought of a homicide investigation a decade ago into the gun that had been thrown into the black oil there and the LAPD diver who had submerged herself into the lagoon to retrieve it. Mastodon sculptures had surrounded the police and diver. A baby called out to a mother mastodon in peril, her long tusks raised in desperation as she sank deeper into the pit.

I rolled my window down so I could inhale the rich scent of tar suspended in the morning air. Mother Earth’s naturopathic poppers never failed. Speeding through a yellow light, heading west on Wilshire, I met the day with newfound determination.
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I pushed past a cluster of clients in the reception area and sprinted down the hall. I burst into DB’s office without knocking.

“Linli.” DB pressed his palms together, leaning back in his ergonomic chair.

“I know. I know. I’m late for work. I apologize. But I need you to do me a favor.”

I came up for air. My arms were tired from gesticulating. My earlobes swung around, knocking against my jaw. DB stared at me with his mouth open, his eyes darting from my one ear to the other.

“What happened to you, Linli?” he asked.

“Never mind that. Look, I know I told you my friend was indicted,” I said. “But it’s really my mother. She was indicted on a felony. She’s innocent. She’s a victim. It all has to do with this black-market scene she got into, these people she got botched by. Federal agents just snagged her as a way to get to the people committing the real crimes.”

“You lied to me.” He looked disappointed. “What was the indictment again?”

“Lying to a federal agent. It’s total bullshit.”

“What was she doing?”

“Nothing! Hanging out with people smuggling fake Botox and fillers and stuff—maybe she knows about unlicensed people doing plastic surgery under the table.”

“That’s serious stuff. She was just hanging out with them?”

“Kind of. I mean, she might have brought women in to get these procedures done.”

“That’s not nothing, Linli.”

“I mean, it practically is. Anyway, what I wanted to ask you is if you could introduce me to your friend, the one who’s the godson of the legendary DA. I want to hire him to represent my mother. She’s not going to get off with a lawyer working a hundred cases—you were right.”

“You’re not going to be able to afford him.”

“My mother just came into some money—”

“Linli.” DB pursed his lips. “This guy represents oil barons, celebrities, Mayflower people.”

“Can you put in a good word for me?”

“This is a lot of information you’re thrusting upon me.”

“Please, DB. You don’t understand. My mother will go to prison if I don’t help her.”

“Linli. I don’t have time for this.” DB shook his head. “You didn’t get the email this morning?”

“No. What email?”

“I wish you’d checked your email before coming in.” He crossed his legs and laced his fingers together over his stomach. “But here you are.”

I scrambled around for my phone inside the deep cavern of my bag… NOTICE OF TERMINATION.

“You’re firing me?” I shrieked.

“It’s not a good idea to discuss it right now.”

“I’m sorry I was late for work, DB.”

“It’s not just that. The fundraiser? We were counting on you to do face painting. You didn’t show up. It was a chance for repair. You disappointed the kids.”

“I’m so sorry. I totally forgot. I really did. I feel bad.”

“The clients here need stability. They need people to show up for them. You didn’t show up.”

“Please—” I said.

“No, no, no.” He covered his eyes with his hands. “It’s final.”

“But I—”

“Linli, I am at work here. I’m about to go in with a client.”

There was nowhere else for this to go. I could see that now.

“I hope you’ll find your way someday,” he said. “It took me some time. But I got there. You will too. You and I are here for a reason: to help people.”

I picked up my bag to leave.

“On that note, you better get that checked out immediately.” He pointed to his own ears.

“You’re right. I should. But I can’t really afford it.”

To help people. There was only one person. I hadn’t been able to help her, not at all.
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I finally met the lawn painter. I’d asked him to paint the lawn special for my mother’s homecoming tomorrow. When I asked him why he started painting lawns the way he did, he admitted to just spraying them with whatever color he had on hand, but quickly realized the satisfaction he got from blending the disparate hues, the mundane task becoming a meditative practice as the color combinations grew more complex with each biweekly addition.

When he’d finished, he called me out to the porch. The lawn was dreamy, watercolor-like, with elegant sweeping strokes of variegated greens conveying intersections of feeling. I hoped my mother would like it.

I dreaded tomorrow. My one duty in life—to protect her from herself—I always failed at. The promise I’d made before she went on the reality show, to always do everything in the world for her? Another fail. I’d spend the next decade going through metal detectors while she mopped floors in prison for five cents an hour.

What would I say to my mother about my epiphanic trip, when I not only learned that all experience was formed from the origin of her face but also dreamed my mother’s life before me? The man who had my face. Ami had said that people visited in dreams. Things that couldn’t be known in waking life could be revealed in dreams.

How could I ever tell my mother any of this? These were words that could never be spoken as such out loud. It was my personal language, the private language of thought.

As if foreseeing the future, I knew that my mother would die one day and I would eternally ache with the regret of not having said to her in my entire life all that I really wanted to say. My last thought would be how much I wished I could, somehow, have conveyed to her the important things, like what it felt like to love her and hate her, and how it felt to ache for her and long for the time before we became two people.
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Through the picture window, the chaparral bushes were dry, brown, ripe for combustion. Our wounded fig tree couldn’t bear fruit but lived. The lawn was bathed in sunlight, the colors so rich it was embarrassing next to the ordinary lawns dotting the rest of the block.

A black town car pulled up, one back wheel squealing as it hopped the curb. I stood in the picture window, watching, the car’s tinted windows reflecting our house. The trunk popped open. A driver emerged, opened the rear passenger door, and reached inside. A low-heeled leather sandal appeared, stepping onto the sidewalk. Then a leg, another foot.

There was my entire mother, smaller than she’d looked on television, wearing oversized sunglasses and the same pearlescent dress that she’d had on in the season finale. The driver held on to her hand until she was standing, then pulled two enormous suitcases from the trunk and a huge bouquet in soft pastels from the front seat.

I went out onto the porch, shading my eyes from the desert sun, watching her walk up the driveway. The tiny feet, the mincing steps, the permed waves bouncing like children on a sea trampoline against her shoulders.

“Ma,” I said.
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Her things were strewn across the bed, the floor, the sofa in the living room. She was trying to find something. Wardrobe had supplied her with more clothes, a bathrobe, dresses, high-heeled shoes, pajamas with contrast piping, furry slippers, sweaters, and sweatpants. All these and more, the limpid carcasses of reality television, whose cheap guts, no longer alchemized by Hollywood’s tungsten filaments, stunk with the off-gas of volatile compounds seeping into the air we breathed. The house smelled like microwaved plastic, a just-opened package of shower curtains, a bootleg wall of Santee Alley Proda handbags, the same olfactory porthole to the stripper shoes my mother sold at the indoor swap meet, no-name dolls from the dollar store with moated plugs of hair, the smell of my childhood.

I sat there like I’d swallowed a bowling ball, the secret of my failures entombed in my guts. She was unusually bright and happy—there was a lightness to her that I didn’t recognize. How would I tell her that I’d tried to help her avoid the consequences of her indictment, and that now she would have to face a criminal case if she didn’t cooperate? I knew she’d never do it. Traitorous Maoists, the vestiges of the past conducting the songs of our future.

She pulled out more and more guts from the bowels of the suitcases, her arms elbow deep, hands rooting around inside, churning.

“Aha!”

A triumphant hand clutched a zippered pouch, holding it above her head. She sat down next to me on the couch atop a lump of wardrobe clothing and pulled out an envelope. A stack of photos spilled onto her lap.

“That’s from the first day—look at all of us, so fresh and naive at the beginning. Poor Hadley. Reality TV took her life. Oh, look. This one’s my favorite.”

She handed me a picture of her, Mercedes, and Jimmy laughing, sitting on the long L-shaped sofa together, my mother’s legs draped over Jimmy’s lap. Mercedes had her arms wrapped around them both. Their faces were lit up in a way that stunned me—I had never seen my mother look like this in a photo. They were immersed in feeling. The sting of jealousy pierced my chest, releasing venom. I felt a sort of sickness travel backward through my alimentary canal, where it crawled up the back of my throat.

As she went through the rest of the photos, I slouched in my chair; a dour pall fell over me.

“All these photos look like you’re having fun. On the show, it seemed like you were miserable and bullied.” I was confused by the dissonance between all the images I had seen, was now seeing. The wretched ones on television, the ebullient stills in front of me.

“It was both. We had fun sometimes. And I was also miserable. Hadley really was on one, but you know she was easily manipulated by the propaganda they were feeding her. Her handler was evil, though effective. And people sure turned it up for the cameras.” She stared at me. “What happened to your face?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. It was still blotchy but healing.

“You should put some cream on it. Maybe Xiaoqing has a good one for you.”

“Anyway, what was going on with the gibberish?” I quickly changed the subject. I didn’t want to stress her out by telling her about Paris Eiffel being raided. She hadn’t noticed my earlobes. The swelling had gone down a little but not much.

“The way Clarice talked was just her own speech tic. Words would get chopped and tossed around in her brain, and it was up to her tongue to catch whatever sounds it could and deliver them to the world.”

“What happened to Landon and JJ? How did they get infected with it?”

My mother’s face turned red. She fanned herself with a stack of photos.

“You know how I called you that one time from inside the walls?”

I nodded.

“I discovered that I could travel in the walls through the entire house. I would do it to hide. To get some time by myself. The cameras are always following you. Surveillance is in every room. Sometimes I would go through the walls over to where the crew was and listen to them talk about us. After I called you, I thought about what you’d said. That I had to make something happen, I had the ingenuity to win. I had to think of a way. When I was a child, I had to memorize so many things for exams. Multiplication, history, Chinese classical poetry. I would listen to tapes when I was sleeping, and when I woke up, I’d remember what I’d heard. Not everything, but some things. Subliminal influence. Walking through the walls, I heard JJ and Landon snoring, talking to themselves in their rooms. It took a few days of mapping out the house from inside the walls, but I figured it out. After Clarice took herself out, I began going into their bedroom walls at night and speaking to them, channeling her gibberish. I told them that they wouldn’t be able to speak at the finale. That the only words they could say would be Clarice’s chopped salads. I just thought, if they wanted to ascribe me the power to have Hadley drop dead and Clarice get lost, then I might as well harness that power and use it.”

“You did it?”

Rendering men speechless. She always found a way to get what she wanted. While I was happy for her, proud even, that she’d figured out a way to win with everything stacked against her, I was also reminded of how she’d drugged me and jumped out of a car on the freeway. Yes, she always found a way.

“It was really all because of you, Linny. You told me to use the system against itself. And that made me think. What is the system? How is it being used against me? Thinking about the situation that way, how those people were blaming me for what happened to Hadley and Clarice, even if it was partly a performance for the cameras, nevertheless that’s what they were accusing me of. Okay-lah, if they thought I was capable of all this, then I would rise to the occasion. Just become what they said I already was. I would have never thought of it if I hadn’t called you that night. I was ready to quit. You allowed me to believe in myself to strategize. I really would not have done it without you. I would have given up on myself.”

“I’m happy for you. I’m glad I could help you in a moment when you needed it. In the end, you had to think of a way to do it yourself, and you did. That was all you.” I patted her arm. “And Landon’s diary? How did you know he kept one and what would be in it?”

“He was always scribbling in that thing. It was just luck I opened it to that entry.”

“No way,” I said. “Some kind of luck.”

I looked past my mother and stared out the window. The lawn. I hadn’t gotten a chance to show her yet. The organized filing cabinet. And the furniture, the new arrangements I’d made. She hadn’t noticed.

All she’d done since coming home was talk about how boring being on set was, the petty dynamics under the matrix of pressures in the house, JJ eating her lactose-free yogurt even though he tolerated lactose just fine… the show, the show, the show. All the feeling that had been building in me—how it felt to watch her on television every week, the longing it filled me with, how much I understood her now after learning about her past—was being killed off in stages.

She had propped the photo up on the side table. Nowhere in the house were there photos of us.

I should have been able to put aside my own wants at this time; she had only been home for two hours, after all. But the old feeling had eclipsed the new one. An existential loneliness overcame me. I thought of DB’s questionnaire. Describe an incident when you were hurt. I loved my mother so much that everything I did in life was for her, but she didn’t seem to even miss me at all when we were apart.

Was my mother my best friend in life, or was it just me, alone as I ever was? More alone than ever, really, because I had let myself anticipate and hope. A well-worn mistake that I’d never remember not to make again and again. The past ebbed against my side, nudging me with its eternal letter. Dear Linli, this is your entire life on paper, lest you forget.

“And this one is a behind-the-scenes shot of us in full makeup, having a dance-off while we were waiting for an electrical issue to be fixed before we could shoot group therapy. It must have been four hours we were there waiting, waiting, waiting. Jimmy started it. You should have seen him dance. He used to dance competitively when he was young. Awww, Jimmy. I miss him.” She clutched the photo to her cheek.

“Are you in love with Jimmy?” I asked.

“No.” She frowned. “Why would you say that?”

“You told me you kissed him.”

“It was during Truth or Dare. Haven’t you done things during Truth or Dare that didn’t mean anything to you?”

I shook my head. No. I had never played that game. No one had invited me to their sleepovers when I was a teenager.

I couldn’t block the thoughts coming at me, endless streams of bats rushing out of a cave to smack my face. Surely this was an overreaction to a couple of hours of my mother talking about a significant experience in her life. Or was it? The drama of having such high expectations for this reunion and then bottoming out was not an unfamiliar trajectory. The drugging, pretending to be paralyzed, jumping out of the car on the freeway, the way my heart rate spiked each time.

“Clarice escaped set because she was sick of hanging out with us. She got confused and was wandering around these trails in the canyon after she left the house. Of course, production knew where she was, but ratings spiked when she ‘disappeared,’ so they just went with it. Turns out she was at a private bungalow getting massages. The way they could still claim that she was lost was because she signed some kind of affidavit saying she had gotten lost—and that was good enough for legal.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

“Eavesdropping. I told you—I walk through walls. New construction. It’s all drywall.”

She flipped through more of the photos. Her and Mercedes lounging in the pool on floaties. Everyone sitting around catered dinners hamming it up for a photo. Dancing in the living room. Late-night karaoke in the den. The women in the house and Jimmy doing face masks together.

“Is there anything to eat?” my mother asked. “My stomach is singing the Chinese opera.”

When was I going to tell her? We had to talk about the indictment. I couldn’t stand it much longer. My guts were knotting up around the bowling ball.

“I got some egg-and-chive dumplings for us.” I stood up. “I can make some pot stickers.”

She scrunched her nose. “You know what I want? Cantonese seafood noodles. Let’s go to the Hong Kong diner.”

“About that.” I turned around. “I didn’t pay the car insurance. We can’t drive.”

The insurance renewal deadline had come and gone. I’d had to pay rent. I had no other job lined up. I had three figures left in my bank account.

“Why?” She arranged a few more photos next to the one propped up on the side table and tucked the rest back into the zippered pouch.

“I’m not working at the center anymore.”

“Well, good!” She brightened. “You’re going back to school. That’s what this was all about in the end. Two hundred thousand dollars. It doesn’t matter. No insurance, okay-lah. We don’t need a car in New York. We’ll take the subway. We’ll hail a cab. I’m going with you, of course. We can get an apartment together. Take walks in Central Park every day.”

“Whatever you say.”

She was going to prison. There would be no cohabiting in a cute prewar walk-up. Central Park? The winnings would need to go to a defense lawyer now. I picked up a few shirts draped over a chair and haphazardly folded them.

“Let’s take a taxi now to the diner,” she said. “Live a little. Right, Linli? Treat ourselves. I know we’re always so sparing with how we spend money, but it’s time to think of the world as open to us now in ways that it has never been before. After all, it’s just noodles. A taxi. What’s the big deal? We have to celebrate.”

She was staring intently at me.

“Let’s get noodles, if that’s what you want, Ma.”

Why was I so tortured all the time? She had given up her surgery so that I could go to grad school. Even if we’d use the money for her defense, she didn’t yet know it. She’d sacrificed, like Xiaoqing for her daughter. Keep things in perspective, Linli. Don’t be angry at her. She’s done it all for you. Then why was I crying? I turned around so she wouldn’t see me wiping my eyes with a sleeve.
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In the car on the way to the diner, my phone rang.

“Who’s calling?” my mother asked.

“My friend,” I said.

“So answer it. The ringing is driving me nuts.”

“Hey,” I said into the receiver.

“I have been calling you and calling you. Where have you been?” Beatriz asked.

“I’ve been really busy.”

“You couldn’t pick up the phone? Answer the door?”

My mother turned to look at me from the other end of the back seat.

“You came over?” I asked.

“No, I called for a welfare check when you didn’t answer for the millionth time. The last time I saw you, you’d just huffed DMT and run out of the party. I never heard from you again.”

“Welfare check? From cops?” I lowered the volume on the phone.

“I know you hate cops, but yeah. What could I do? I thought you might be unalive.”

“I’m sorry. Listen, let me call you back.”

My mother, squinting, turned to look out the window.

“Don’t forget,” Beatriz said.
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We hadn’t been here since her birthday. The laminated menu was a novella, pages and pages of dishes I used to eat as a kid when we’d come here for xiao ye, a late-night post-dinner snack. Pineapple buns served with a slab of cold butter inside, macaroni soup with cubes of ham floating in it and a fried egg on top, curry fish balls, pillowy milk toast drizzled with condensed milk, steamed rice rolls with dried shrimp. I supposed I could get anything I wanted, unlike the last time we were here and shared a plate of spaghetti and drank hot water to save money. The prospect didn’t really turn my sour tides.

I flipped back and forth through the menu, the choices overwhelming. I wanted a pork chop and mustard greens. No, stir-fried rice vermicelli with white pepper. Wait, then there were the barbecue pork buns, or maybe I did want the macaroni soup for old times’ sake, my favorite thing to eat as a kid.

“What are you going to have?” I asked, playing with the condensed milk on the table, pressing and releasing the lever that slid open the glass jar, building courage to tell her.

“What I came here for. The seafood noodles.”

My mother had placed her menu upright at the edge of the table. She slouched in the corner with her sunglasses on. She cradled a mug of teafee in both hands, slurping loudly to cool it down. Reaching for the condensed milk, she took the jar from me and drizzled some into her mug, the viscous liquid slowly oozing out in a sumptuous pearl before she cut it off with the retracting spout. She stuck a chopstick in the mug and swirled it around.

“What order?” the server asked.

“Ovaltine. No. Iced Ovaltine. Abalone fried rice. Wait—forget that. Give me the, um… the, ah…” I flipped the menu pages back to the front and then the opposite way.

“Not ready? I come back.” The server turned away.

“No, I’m ready. I want the… just the order of, yeah, the macaroni soup.”

“Hao.” She took the menu from my hands and grabbed the other one from the table.

A minute later, she returned with Ovaltine, hot. Before I could say anything, she was already gone.

“Didn’t I say I wanted iced?” I pushed the mug away from me.

My mother shrugged.

“You didn’t hear me say I wanted iced? I ordered iced Ovaltine.” I wanted to keep pushing the mug until it fell off the table. It was a fantasy of mine, pushing plates and glasses off tables at restaurants, splashing spaghetti sauce on all the pant legs in the vicinity, hot Ovaltine on sandaled feet.

“I wasn’t paying attention.” She shrugged again. “Just drink it. Ovaltine should be hot, anyway.”

“Who said? It can be hot or cold. Either way. I get to choose. She can’t force the wrong thing on me.”

“Ask for some ice, then. What’s the big deal?”

“Never mind.” I crossed my arms. Hot Ovaltine. Fine, I would just drink it. I grabbed the mug, spilling it all over the table. I took a sip, burning my tongue. Another. Each sip I took was a dose of spite. Droplets fell onto my lap, staining my pants.

“Good?” My mother chuckled.

I dipped my chin and stared at her with my eyes rolled up.

“It’s not what I wanted,” I said, close to tears.

I turned my head away. Two teenage Asian girls at the table next to us shared a bowl of curry udon. One had on a necklace with a long chain that attached to a ring on her finger. The other had on industrial platform boots and a sequined red cardigan with knit stuffed bunnies hopping up the sleeves. She looked up at me, chopsticks halfway to her mouth. I quickly looked back at my mother. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see them both staring at us.

“Tell me, Linli,” my mother said. “Why are you acting like my enemy?”

I swirled the Ovaltine around. A milky disc of film on the surface shattered into bits, like those tufted clouds that looked like they could be plucked out of the sky and eaten piece by piece.

“Why can’t I ever just have what I want?”

“Be grateful for what you have. When I was a child, I had nothing. I had to wake up before the sun came up and light the coals to make breakfast. To this day, I wheeze. Whatever money I have, I’ll give it all to you. You can go to school like you wanted. You didn’t tell me all this time that this is what happened? To get into a master’s program and not go so you could stay here? I don’t want that for you. Take the money. Take it all. We’ll go to New York. My life has never amounted to anything. I want you to do everything I never could.”

I thought of the homeless shelter paperwork, the U visa for victims of crimes. She had done so much. Now I knew just how much she’d kept from me. I’d miscast her my whole life as someone who’d never done anything except move her face around like a Rubik’s Cube, yet she’d accomplished more than anyone I’d known.

“You have spent half of this last year at home with me,” she said. “Now I know the sacrifice you made. The money means nothing to me. What I had really wanted was reconstructive surgery. But that was before. I don’t stay up at night anymore thinking about the next procedure I need to get. Something changed. When we were the eight of us together in the house filming the show, all with our own versions of being botched, despite the difficulties that I faced being there, I made real friends. Mercedes and Jimmy, we told each other everything about our lives. Things that you don’t even know. Things that I never told anyone before. And they had their own stories too. In a lot of ways, we had the same story, even though the details differed. I’m not going to let you say no. We can still be together.”

Was there more I didn’t know?

The food came in bowls as big as our faces. I pictured bending over and putting my head in it like a trough. Or how great it would be if I could use the power of my mind and will the macaroni to travel into my mouth from the bowl without having to touch it.

“This tastes exactly as I remembered.” My mother lifted an asperand of shrimp to her face and inspected it. “Hasn’t changed at all. Same recipe.”

I spooned some macaroni and broth into my mouth. The macaroni was mush, like it had been boiling for three years. The broth seemed to be just hot water and MSG. A chunk of ham, too salty. A headache shot into my skull behind my eye sockets. Why did the server pressure me so? I didn’t even want to order this. I had wanted iced Ovaltine. I plucked another cube of ham from the soup. There was whitish crud on it, like vaginal discharge. I ate it anyway.

“Xiao jie,” my mother called. She waved her hand at the server. “Some ice!”

“Hah?” She sauntered over.

“Ice,” I said.

“Ice?” she asked.

“Ice,” my mother and I both said.

“One dollar.” The server looked bored. “Extra.”

“Okay-lah. Bring it.” My mother nodded. When the server walked away, my mother said, “It’s coming out of her tip.” She rolled her eyes and backhanded the air. “One dollar?”

I really did not care any longer about the iced Ovaltine.

“Ma, I really can’t—”

“Excuse me,” one of the girls from the table next to us whispered.

They looked at each other. One raised her eyebrows at the other and widened her eyes.

“Like, are you Fanny from America’s Beauty Extreme?” the one wearing the bunny sweater asked. “I mean, you have to be. Right?”

My mother looked alarmed.

“She is,” I said.

The girls squealed.

“Ohmigod. I knew it. I told you. Wow. This is too much. I can’t believe you’re here right now.” They leaned closer, into the aisle. “We voted for you!”

“Thank you.” My mother blushed. She straightened her sunglasses.

My phone kept buzzing. I reached into my bag. A slew of text messages from Yan.
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“We love how the show subverted traditional beauty standards. And how you chose money over surgery at the end totally proved you deserved to win. Can we take a pic with you?”

They expertly held their phones up and smiled, snapping a succession of photos before we could object.

My hands shook. I couldn’t believe it. Ami had been terrified. A raid. She’d been desperate to go to New York.

“Did that evil lady really die? Or was it made up?”

“Was it fun to be on the show?”

“Were JJ and Clarice, like, a thing?”

“What kinda stuff happened and they didn’t show it on TV?”

“You look different in real life. Did they make you up a lot for the show?”

My mother answered all their questions while I ate my macaroni soup. The ice I put in my Ovaltine made it watery. The girls were laughing and squealing, being regaled with tales from inside the trenches of reality TV. My mother’s seafood noodles had congealed. She had eaten only a few bites before the teens started talking to her.

Yan was pregnant. Had she managed to get an abortion in the past two days? Ami wanted to open up a shop in New York selling silk kites from her village. What would happen now? Peng had dreams of singing on TV.

When they left, my mother turned to me.

“It’s amazing that they saw the show. They’re so young. Very smart, hah?” She beamed. “The overall ratings were terrible. You know, the network is not renewing Extreme for a second season. No one watched it. Only a small viewership. They haven’t announced it yet. But it flopped. It’s funny those girls liked it so much. Because I guess most of America wasn’t interested and stopped tuning in after the first episode.”

“They told you all that?” My hands were still shaking. I hid them under the table, twisting the jade ring around and around my finger.

“Nope. I walk through walls. I heard them talking. The PAs were all going on unemployment after we wrapped and were exchanging information about all the shows they were going to try to get on after this.”

My mother signaled for a box to take her noodles. She slid off her sunglasses, dipped a napkin in the cup of jasmine tea, and wiped the lenses with careful strokes. She did look different than on TV. Younger maybe. Less stressed and tired. Kind of vibrant, even.

The check came. I had to say something.

“Ma. There’s something I need to tell you.” The tears welled.

She looked at me carefully.

“I tried to help you. But I couldn’t. Remember how your lawyer said one way to avoid going to jail was to cooperate and give information to the prosecutors? I know you hate the traitors who gave up their neighbors and family to Mao. I know you’d never do it yourself. The real reason why I look like this is because I went to a tea party and met people, friends of Xiaoqing, Mama Lu.”

My mother’s eyes flashed.

“I know about all of it,” I said. “The after-hours surgery centers where you got your nose jobs done, the people who perform these procedures without medical training, where these tea parties happen, Mama Lu’s basement. I have photos and got all this information that I was going to give to your lawyer so that you wouldn’t have to give the prosecutors the information—that way you could cut a deal and get out of the felony.”

“But how did you—”

“I wasn’t finding enough information so then I got these lucky earlobes from Mama Lu. I was desperate for luck. I thought they worked because then this woman Ami I met told me about how Xiaoqing was smuggling black market injectables through Paris Eiffel and—you know the store was raided and now Xiaoqing is on the run?”

“Oh my God.” My mother wrung the napkin on her lap. “Ami?”

“You know her?”

“I introduced her to Xiaoqing. And Mama Lu.”

“You did?” I sat there, stunned. Was Ami someone my mother had brought in for business in exchange for a discount, a freebie? I replayed Ami peeling off her prosthetic, new skin that hid what lay beneath. “She just got taken by ICE.”

“When?”

I showed her Yan’s texts.

“I can’t think straight. She might be gone forever.” She closed her eyes. “But hold on, Linli. You’ve been doing all this while I was on the show?”

I nodded.

“But Linli—”

“Why doesn’t Salvatore represent you anymore? Was your case reassigned because you’re going to be charged with felony murder?” I cried harder, my breath ragged. “I tried to save you. But I couldn’t do it. There’s still a chance. Maybe you can still cooperate with the other side. Ma, listen to me. You have to do it. There’s no other way. I know you don’t want to be a traitor. But think about yourself. Do it for me. I don’t want you to go to prison. I couldn’t live with myself. I know it’s selfish to say that right now. But I… I…” I couldn’t catch my breath anymore.

“Linli, you don’t have to worry. I can’t believe you did all this. Your ears. They look horrible.”

“Of course I have to worry. My whole life I’ve worried. You’re facing prison time. Aren’t you worried?” My voice was getting louder. People turned to look.

My mother bit her lip. A smile wavered momentarily before she clamped it down.

“You think this is funny? What’s wrong with you?”

“Linli. There is nothing to worry about.”

“I can’t save you. I’ve never been able to.”

“You don’t need to save me. I can save myself.” She took a drink of warm water and calmly wiped her mouth, folding the napkin into a little triangle. “The indictment was already dropped.”

“What?” I blew my dripping nose.

“The thing with the federal agent. It was dropped.”

“When?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“How?”

“I told you. I know people.” She shrugged. “I was waiting to talk to an old friend. I finally got him on the phone.”

“Who?”

“A former DA I once did a favor for. He’s an old friend from not long after I came to America. He talked to the prosecution and they dropped my charge. They’d only arrested me as a means to an end. No big deal.”

“How do you know him?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you another time,” she said.

I knew she wouldn’t.

“When did you talk to him?”

“I called him sometime after I called you from inside the walls.”

“So that’s it? It’s over?” I asked.

“I told you not to worry. I can take care of myself.”
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In the superstore, I pushed a shopping cart while my mother tossed in bundles of greens, fresh fruit imported from Asia, scallion rolls, a rice cooker. This one played music when the rice was ready. The MIDI tune sounded like a toy, childishly naive. We didn’t need a new rice cooker. The one we had was twenty years old, but those things never broke. It would last twenty more years.

This was one of the differences between us: I liked old things and she liked new. I was satisfied with holding on to the things I had in life that I liked, that worked, while she thought old stuff was junky, even though new things were actually likely to be more junky—plasticky and designed for planned obsolescence. In Taiwan, though, when she was growing up, what was treasured was everything imported, from the West. Her family didn’t have anything old because most who fled from Communists in China had nothing old. I pined for an irretrievable past; she only wanted what tomorrow could bring.

I put the groceries and rice cooker on my credit card, just like I put the Ovaltine and seafood noodles and macaroni soup and taxis on my credit card. My mother hadn’t gotten her check yet from the network. Swiping my card, knowing that this stuff was being bought on a promise from the future, was like time-traveling to the past. We’d always depended on credit to survive. Credit cards, rent, car payments, loans. Not that we could keep up with any of it. Debt was a giant mallet hovering above our heads. It made me feel like nothing really belonged to me. Everything could be taken away at any time. The impermanence swirling around me, the unstable ground beneath… living like this again made me feel yucky in my skin, like I wanted to rip my skin off and run away from it.

We’d called Yan back. No answer. Ami’s phone went to voicemail. There was nothing we could do now. My mother promised to call some people who knew Ami and see if they had any information. She had been so desperate to leave this city. I wondered if she’d go back to China and be undocumented there too as a worker in a city factory, or if she’d move home to her village where silk kites flew in the clouds.

In another life, a life without a mother to care for, I would have driven Ami across this country and we’d have both had another chance at the lives we wanted. Maybe I could have kept her safe. But I had to give everything to my mother. There was no room for anyone else. I would write Ami’s name in the sky everywhere I went as penance.
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On the other side of the grocery store, there was an indoor swap meet where people rented booths and sold sterling silver massage balls, massage recliners, bootleg name-brand clothes, a thousand types of ginseng, international telephone cards, and fluffy synthetic-mink blankets printed with supine tigers and peacocks and unfurling rose petals.

“Here.” My mother stopped at a glass counter with a tarp thrown over it to hide what was inside.

“What?”

“You don’t remember? You used to come here with me after school and on weekends. I worked for this man selling jewelry. He was nice. He let me make my own, crystals strung on chains to make necklaces and earrings, and sell them here too. Wait, no. Wait a minute.” She frowned, turning away from the tarped counter. “I had to quit because he stopped paying me. I forgot. I worked for three months for free because he kept saying that he had to send money back to Tainan because his father had cancer.”

She walked ahead of the shopping cart that I had stopped pushing.

“Maybe you didn’t know. You were too young. I never told you.” She straightened her posture and clopped ahead in her wood-heeled sandals.

I stayed behind, surveying the counter and surrounding booths. It was familiar in that way dreams and history existed on the same plane of reality. Sometimes things were familiar because you’d dreamed them. But where did dreams come from?

I closed my eyes and let my body steep in the surroundings. I could feel myself drifting away like the night in Laurel Canyon on DMT. The darkness enveloped me in its warm sac. A woman’s voice, some people around her. She was telling them about something horrible that had happened to her. She’d been frightened like this before, but it was the first time it had gone this far, to a place that a person can never come back from. They encouraged her to tell them more, her story as she knew it. Her story mattered. It would help people by bearing witness. She was hesitant at first but then began speaking. It was the whole story of her life in this country.

“Linli!”

I opened my eyes, the store spinning. Two ladies wearing wide-brimmed gardening hats and long sleeves whizzed by pulling canvas grocery carts.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I turned around. My mother’s face. The store stopped spinning. Her face anchored me.

“Let’s go, ah?” she said.

The daydream I’d just had. Ami had said that dreams could communicate the future and the past to tell us what we needed to know. What could not be known in life could be revealed in dreams. The man with my face. The decapitated soldier. What it all meant, I couldn’t articulate. Not just yet.

Gripping the handle of the shopping cart with two fists, I held on to the plastic-encased metal and braced my toes inside my tennis shoes to ground myself. I began pushing, the thing rolling lopsidedly, wheel alignment slightly off.

I caught up to her between rows of booths. The cart squeaked as my mother led our way.

I stopped at a clothing booth and flipped through the racks of shanzhai gear. It was all ESL and mistranslations, just like the T-shirt and shorts I’d gotten in the strip mall next to Xiaoqing’s store. A jacket read: Confidence—Beyond Yourself Brave—EroJJ Strong—Challenge No. 888. I pointed it out to my mother, who slipped it on and did a little catwalk. The garment pulling me in to its energetic field on the tall rack was a long black T-shirt covered in white text.
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I slid the hanger off, pulled the oversized T-shirt on over my head, and looked at my reflection. There was something poetic I always found in this shanzhai language.

I thought about rugs that were historically woven by women as a way to mark war, like when the Soviets occupied Afghanistan in the late 1970s. Pictorial representations of war, guns and tanks and bombs, began to appear in Afghan women’s weavings, just like paintings or photographs that portrayed armed conflict had since technology made such things as mass murder possible. The night in Laurel Canyon, there had been one of these rugs in the bedroom. The rugs occasionally depicted USSR on them, or numerals denoting the year. But the letters were often stuck together or broken apart, merging the S’s into one symbol akin to double-headed twins or ripping the pointed leg out of the R so that it hovered away from its body. Numbers mutated into versions of themselves that were still somewhat recognizable but also newer versions of themselves. The evolution of these numbers and letters transmogrified them into a future ancient language that I had always admired. The reason for these aberrations was that the women weavers were not writing in a language that was their own. Their language was one of color and image. I loved these rugs and had always wanted one of my own someday because they symbolized to me the seams between culture and language riven by history, marked by art. The transmission of these wars, of a world’s history—the reason why people flee their homes in search of safety and fall silent in language’s place—through women’s hands, was exquisite in the most brutal way. The way that hurts.

The T-shirt I had on reminded me of those rugs. A mouth shaped in Taiwan making English sounds. Contorting itself to fit into a twisted form. Trying to copy. Failing to copy. But in the process, making something new that was situated beyond the strictures of language.

Staring at the words, I read: trias humen whe youisell streng.enough te. The words were like liquid metal sliding into my body. I shivered with their potential. I wanted to live up to what this language was, the seduction of unknowing, the determination through crossed eyes.

“Do you want me to buy it for you?” My mother appeared by my side in the mirror, her hand on my shoulder.

“No,” I said. I would not take her money. I would not go to New York. I would find my own way through.
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