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This book is,
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CHAPTER 1

IZZY

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

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

Everybody, that is, except me.

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

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

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

“Izzy,” someone hisses.

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

“Izzy, you’re being rude,” Mama says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IZZY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“There you are,” someone says.

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

“Come, mensheng, walk with me.”

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

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

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

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

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

She chuckles.

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

“Yes. So?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I snort.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s ageist.”

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

“And grandmothers can’t have girlfriends?”

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

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

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

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

I nod.

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

“I don’t know. Society?”

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

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

“Is that really what you think?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






[image: Illustration]



CHAPTER 3

MAGNOLIA

1995– 1998

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I hope you don’t think my parents were cruel. They had a lot to deal with. And if I’d gone to med school only to find that I’d have close to no patients in my career, I probably would’ve been a lot more bitter than Mama.
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When she was fifteen, Iris was found topless with her boyfriend, so Mama and Papa did the only reasonable thing—they sent her off to California so she wouldn’t have the chance to ruin our family’s reputation back home. She was to live at a group home for Asian students run by a Taiwanese woman. I couldn’t decide whether that sounded awesome or terrifying, and I knew Iris felt the same way. The morning she was set to go, her normally brilliant smile was strained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re so pathetic.”

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

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

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

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

I sat at the foot of her bed, listening to the sounds of Iris leaving home for a whole other country. I wasn’t going to the airport; Mama and Papa were dropping Iris off before going to the clinic. I didn’t know how I felt about that. Part of me wanted to cling to my big sister, spend every last moment with her, wave at her madly at the gates and watch her plane leave the tarmac. The other part of me knew that if I did that, all she would do was roll her eyes and tell me to grow up and stop embarrassing her. That was the thing with Iris. Even at fifteen, she knew that the best way to say goodbye was to not say it at all.
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By the time I graduated high school three years later, Iris and I were as good as strangers. She’d come back every summer, and each time, I recognized less and less of her. It wasn’t just that she looked different—so American in the best possible way, her hair, her clothes, even her eyebrows. It was the way she talked and the way she moved. Her American accent was flawless, zero traces of Indonesia in the way she spoke. She spoke like a true ABC—an American-born Chinese. When I spoke to her, I became painfully aware of my own horrible Indonesian accent, the way the R’s rattled harshly on my tongue while they flowed out rich and smooth from Iris’s mouth. Eventually, I stopped talking to Iris altogether.

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

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

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

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

“Yeah.”

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

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

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

“I don’t hate you.”

“Really?”

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

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

“Surprised that I don’t hate you?”

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

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

“Why?”

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

“Fine.”

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

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

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

“Mom and Dad?”

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

“Why?”

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

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

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

I gaped at her.

“Try it.”

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

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

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

“Trust me on this,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

I was quiet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

MAGNOLIA

1998

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But you’re not Indian.”

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

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

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

“A FOB?”

“Fresh off the boat.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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