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Chapter 1
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ALL HER LIFE, MEBEL TANADI HAS ALWAYS HAD A FEAR of—not so much death as much as situations that eventually lead to death. Like getting lost in a desert, for example. It’ll hit her when she drinks a glass of water and sees a tiny bit remaining at the bottom of the glass. Her brain will go: When you are wandering around a desert without any water, you will think back to this moment and wish you’d drunk every drop. And Mebel will lift the glass once more and make sure she gets every single drop.

Or when she is swimming, treading water in the deep end of the pool, her brain might say: Check for sharks. And she’d look over her shoulder just in case a great white somehow found its way into the swimming pool in their backyard.

Sometimes, when Mebel cuts off a piece of steak a little too big, her brain says: I wonder if your face will remain purple after you die from choking on that bite. It would make for an interesting topic of conversation at the funeral anyway. And Mebel would cut the piece in half.

Long story short, Mebel’s brain is a bit of an asshole.

Though not as big an asshole as, it must be said, her husband Henk. The thing about Henk is, Mebel fell in love with him when she found out his name was spelled H-e-n-k and not H-a-n-k. She’s had an entire life of explaining to customs officers at airports that, no, that is not a misspelling in her passport, her parents really did mean to name her Mebel. Yes, they were aiming for Mabel. And “Henk” is so much more tragic than “Mebel” that she could not help falling for him. They were clearly created for each other. Except after forty years of peaceful marriage, Henk has just decided to drop a bomb right into their lives.

“You’re leaving me for our chef, Wendy?” Mebel says now.

Henk has trouble meeting her eye. “Yes,” he mumbles to a spot somewhere above Mebel’s head. Maybe he’s starting to lose his vision. Mebel makes a mental note to get an appointment with an ophthalmologist. Or maybe not, since he’s just revealed that he is leaving her for their chef, Wendy.

“She’s a baby,” Mebel says. And her name is spelled properly, her brain says. She chooses not to say this out loud.

“She’s twenty-four.”

“Exactly. Her brain isn’t even done developing!” Mebel is getting shrill and she knows it, but she can’t help herself. “Once it’s done developing, she might realize she doesn’t even like you,” she adds. It’s petty, but Michelle Obama once said that when they go low, we go lower. Or something like that anyway. She’s not one to argue with Michelle Obama.

Henk sighs. How can one short sigh convey so much? Though he doesn’t say it, Mebel senses his frustration and exhaustion sinking into the marrow of her bones. Their entire marriage, she’s sensed it, and she’s tried so very hard to avoid triggering Henk’s disappointment. She thought she’d done well; even at age sixty-three, Mebel is, dare she say it, fabulous. She was always, and always will be, a CHIP—a Chinese-Indonesian princess. When Mebel’s son told her what a CHIP was, Mebel had been proud of being one.

“CHIPs are all the same, Ma,” Sammy had said. “First of all, they’re raised in some European-style mansion with a hyper-manicured Pomeranian. They get chauffeured around in Alphards, they get their bachelor’s in economics from USC or UMich, and then come back to Indonesia to get married and become trophy wives.”

Mebel has never understood why being a trophy wife is somehow looked down upon. She loves being a trophy wife. She makes such a fantastic trophy. She’s even shaped like one, all slender curves and long thin legs, which she has maintained in the same exact shape for the last few decades. She takes pride in being a trophy, except now it seems that Henk has decided to swap her out for a new one, and the thought is unbearable.

“I understand why you might feel the need to go for petty jabs,” Henk says in his reasonable tone. It’s a tone that he has used on their Pomeranian, Riri, and their son, Sammy, up until the age of eight, and Mebel for as long as she can remember. “I will spare you the indignity of moving out,” he adds magnanimously.

“Moving out?” Mebel echoes blankly. She hasn’t even thought of that possibility. But as soon as Henk says it, she thinks: I could do with a staycation for a few nights. Leave him in this big, empty house to think about what a mistake he’s making. The St. Regis Jakarta has a magnificent spa where they massage your face with a South Korean serum made out of salmon sperm.

But before Mebel can WhatsApp her assistant to make a booking at the St. Regis, Henk says, “Yes, I will be moving out.”

“You?” Mebel cries. “Where would you possibly stay?” Of course, as soon as the words are out of her mouth, she realizes the stupidity of her question. Henk is a real estate tycoon. The number of properties they own in the city is always growing, to the point that Mebel doesn’t know how many of them they own. If Henk wants to move out, he doesn’t have to worry about not having any options.

Henk shrugs. “One of the apartments in south Jakarta. I like that area.”

They live in north Jakarta. It’s only about twenty miles away from south Jakarta, but with Jakarta traffic, it’s a journey that could take anywhere between twenty minutes and three hours. He might as well have told her he’s moving to a different country.

“Since when?” she cries. She feels affronted by this. Years and years she’s tried to get him to sample one of the many trendy restaurants that have sprouted in south Jakarta, and each time, she’s been shot down with “It’s too far away,” and “Why bother? We have great restaurants here,” and so on.

Henk doesn’t answer, merely looks sheepish, and it begins to sink in with horrible clarity that the truth is: Since Wendy. Mebel is beginning to realize that from this point on, her life will be divided into two halves—one of them would be BW, Before Wendy, and the other would be AW, After Wendy. Kind of like BC and . . . uh, AD. But wait, a small voice pipes up in her atrociously messy mind, why is it AD and not AC? Because, replies a different small voice, then it would be air-conditioning. Mebel snorts.

Henk frowns. “This is not a joke, Mebel,” he says.

“I know,” she says, but she can’t help releasing a tiny little demented giggle.

Henk shakes his head. “See, this is the problem. I can’t have a proper conversation with you without you doing your . . . thing.”

“My thing?”

“You know what I mean.”

And now the mirth is gone, replaced by a searing hot rush of anger. “No!” Mebel snaps. “Actually, I don’t know what you mean.”

As though noticing the change in atmosphere, Henk deflates. “It’s fine, forget about it. I’m sorry,” he adds before Mebel can say anything. “I really am. I never thought—I didn’t plan on this happening.”

“Me neither,” she says.

She can see the frustration crossing Henk’s face. She’s done it again, hasn’t she? She’s found herself in a terrible situation, and instead of reacting appropriately, she reacts with snippy remarks. Why can’t she be honest with him, just for once? Show him her vulnerability, let go of the armor made up of humor and wit and acerbic comments? But, even as Mebel claws deep into the recesses of her heart, her ego embraces her tightly, refusing to let go. And so she stands there, unbending, as Henk takes a suitcase out of the walk-in closet. She can tell from the way he’s moving that the suitcase is full of things. When did he pack that? He’s never packed a single suitcase for as long as they’ve been married. Their helpers have always done that for them. She wonders for a horrifying moment if he did, in fact, ask their helpers to pack for him. Had Narti and Kus done that, knowing what they were packing for?

“Did Narti—” she starts to say.

“No,” Henk sighs. “Of course not. I packed by myself.”

Mebel releases her breath. She ignores the little glow of petty pleasure that comes at the realization that because Henk has packed his own suitcase, chances are he’s forgotten a ton of things. His nighttime retainer, for one, without which he’ll spend the entire night grinding his teeth. He doesn’t even have pointy canines anymore; they’ve been ground flat like the rest of his teeth. Mebel has always hated Henk’s teeth grinding. It sounds like someone rattling dice in a cup. Hah, let’s see how Wendy likes that. But the thought of him sleeping next to Wendy is a punch to Mebel’s heart. She thinks of Wendy, beautiful in her youth, her cheeks plump with natural collagen, and it makes her want to rip out her hair. She bets Wendy has none of her health issues—the stiff knees, the aching back, the dry eyes. Speaking of dry eyes . . . Mebel fishes a small bottle of eye drops from her pocket. These days, her eyes have become so dry that she has to make sure she always has eye drops on her all the time.

Halfway out of the bedroom, Henk says, “I’ve called Samuel. You shouldn’t be on your own, especially now.”

Horror sinks in with ruthless speed, and Mebel’s entire body goes cold, as though someone’s poured a jug of ice water into her veins. “You told Sammy?” she gasps, scandalized. The thought of her sweet baby boy learning about his father’s indiscretion is, in fact, worse than the transgression itself. “How could you? He would be—”

“He’s a thirty-four-year-old man with a wife and kids,” Henk says flatly. “I don’t think we need to be protecting him from the realities of life anymore.”

“He’s my baby!” Mebel says, and even she has to admit that, when put like that, she sounds like one of those overbearing moms who are obsessed with their useless sons. Except Sammy is far from useless, of course. And Mebel is anything but overbearing. You really can’t be overbearing in full-body Chanel, it gets too warm.

Henk doesn’t even bother with a response before striding out of the room, wheeling his enormous suitcase behind him. She hurries after him, dozens of questions crowding her mind. Dimly, she thinks: I can’t beg him to stay. That would be beyond pathetic. I’ll tell him good riddance. But when she opens her mouth, what comes out is: “Please stay, dear. Please.” Damn it, so much for not begging.

“I wish you all the best, Mebel,” Henk says, and starts going down their elegant curved staircase.

For a fleeting moment, Mebel hopes the wheel of his suitcase will snag on their rug and make him trip, but of course it doesn’t. It’s a Rimowa, after all. And so she stands breathing hard at the top of the stairs, watching her husband of forty years walk out of their north Jakarta mansion and into the unforgiving tropical heat. It’s only when the front door clicks shut that it all sinks in. Mebel slides to the floor—gently, as her Chanel tweed skirt is somewhat snug, and if she split the seams, that would just be the icing on this cake of shit, wouldn’t it? She senses tears filling her eyes, but before they can stream down her face, the snot arrives. She has never perfected the art of crying prettily. Her body has always produced snot far more efficiently than it does tears. Maybe that’s why Henk left her. Maybe Wendy is one of those women who are able to cry prettily.

Girl, Mebel thinks, with another sob. Wendy is barely a woman, she is a girl. Oh god, she’s younger than Sammy. Ugh.

Just as that revolting thought settles into her consciousness, the front door opens once more. Mebel’s head whips up. Has Henk finally realized what a grand mistake he’s made? Maybe this was all a big joke, one of those things that young people are always playing on one another and posting to the Instagram. She dabs at her wet cheeks, hoping she doesn’t look too much of a mess.

“Mami?”

Mebel’s shoulders sag. Not Henk coming back to beg for forgiveness, after all. Still, she reaches deep within her soul and finds a kernel of persistence to cling to. She mustn’t let her sweet Sammy see her like this. She pulls herself up using the banisters for support, then straightens her skirt and tweed jacket.

“Mami?” Samuel calls out. “Are you there?”

“Ama,” the high-pitched voice of Mebel’s granddaughter Luciana shouts. “I wanna play makeup!”

“Shush, Luci,” Samuel’s wife, Hannah, says. “We’re here to check on your ama, not play with her.”

Mebel hurriedly dries her eyes and takes in a shuddery breath. She brushes down her outfit and primps her puffy hair. There, now she no longer looks like a woman whose husband of forty years has just left her. But when she comes down the stairs and sees her sweet Samuel, her Sammy baby, and his lovely family, the tears come rushing back, and she finds to her horror that she is crumpling like a piece of tissue. And when she opens her mouth to say, Oh, Sammy, there’s no need for you to come here, what comes out instead is an elongated “Waaaah!”

Samuel wraps an arm around Mebel’s shoulders. Luciana clings to her mother and stares at Mebel with wide eyes.

“What’s wrong with Ama?” Luciana asks in a whisper loud enough to be heard all the way across the house.

“Shush,” Hannah says again. She turns around to signal at their nannies—there are two of them, one for each of the twin toddlers, Freydis and Aelgifu. Apparently they’re Viking names. Mebel has had to double-check to make sure that they’ve spelled Aelgifu correctly.

The nannies nod and take the toddlers, along with Luciana, away into the kitchen, leaving Mebel with her son and her daughter-in-law.

“Don’t worry, Mami,” Samuel is saying.

“Don’t worry?” Mebel cries. “How can I not worry? Your father is leaving me for”—she lowers her voice into a scandalized whisper—“for someone younger than you!”

Samuel fidgets, and the crack in Mebel’s heart deepens. “Oh, Mami. You’ll be okay. He’ll come to his senses. This is just a midlife crisis.”

“He is almost seventy years old!” Mebel snaps. “He’s much too old to be having one of those things. He had one of them already, when he was forty-five!”

“What happened then?” Hannah says.

“He had the old house knocked down and rebuilt into this.” Even now, Mebel can’t stop herself from gesturing at her palatial home with flourish. It really is a work of art, Italian marble everywhere, the walls gilded with gold, decorated with statues they’d flown in from Greece. “I thought, ‘Well, as far as midlife crises go, this is a productive one.’ But now”—she dissolves into another bout of tears—“I’m going to die here alone, in this big house.”

“It’s okay, Mami. You won’t be alone,” Samuel says. “Hannah and I will stay here with you. And the kids will be here as well. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Mebel startles, her gaze ping-ponging back and forth from Samuel to Hannah, who look at her with earnestness. “You’d do that? Truly? But aren’t you kids all about privacy?”

“You have seven bedrooms in the house, Mami,” Samuel says dryly. “I think there will be enough privacy for everyone.”

Hannah, looking somewhat less confident, nods. She puts on a smile. “I bet that some days we won’t even see each other.”





Chapter 2
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THEY WERE WRONG, OF COURSE.

Mebel may be a lot of things—glamorous, for one, blessed with good taste, for another—but it must be said that “unobtrusive” is not one of her positive attributes. She knows this about herself, and yet she cannot bring herself to stop. It’s one of the things she’s been brought up to be as a trophy wife, to always be at her husband’s beck and call, not only to attend to all his needs but to predict them before he himself realizes it. Mebel had excelled at her job, and now to lose Henk means to lose not only her identity but the one thing that has occupied her brain for the last forty years. And she hasn’t just lost Henk, but also her social circle, because she cannot bear the humiliation she would go through once their friends hear about Henk leaving her. And so for days after Henk leaves, Mebel steadfastly replies with noncommittal responses to all messages from their friends, all the while politely declining any dinner invitations. How does one cope with the loss of not just one’s marriage, but one’s social life as well? It’s simply impossible.

Which is why, at exactly six fifteen every morning, Mebel still gets up and makes a spinach, cucumber, ginger, turmeric, and carrot juice. (Well, she gets the helper to do it while she supervises.) Then, before the juice can turn brown—or browner than it already is—she putters up the curved staircase and knocks on Samuel and Hannah’s bedroom door. The first morning she did this, Hannah opened the door and blinked blearily at her before thanking her for the juice. But now, three days after they have moved in with her, Mebel is comfortable enough to wait just one second after knocking before opening the door and letting herself in.

Hannah sits up in bed as Mebel walks in with the juices, and Mebel makes a good show of averting her eyes. “Mami, wha—”

“Don’t worry!” Mebel trills. “I’m not looking! I’m just here to deliver your juice.”

Samuel groans. “Mami, I told you, we don’t need juice every morning.”

“Nonsense,” Mebel says. “Do you want a healthy colon or not?”

Samuel slaps his hands over his face. “Does the lock on the door not work? I could’ve sworn I locked it last night.”

“Silly boy, I used my master key so you don’t have to get out of bed. Now, drink your juice, there’s a good boy. And you too, Hannah.” But when she turns to give Hannah her brown juice, she’s surprised to see a scowl on Hannah’s normally sweet, placid face. Mebel blanches. When her mother-in-law was still alive, Mebel was always careful to school her face into a pleasant expression around her despite the many sharp jabs the woman doled out over everything from Mebel’s makeup to the curtains that Mebel had chosen for the house. And now, here is Hannah openly frowning at Mebel, who’s only here to serve her freshly squeezed juice, after all. Does she not realize how fortunate she is to have a mother-in-law like Mebel?

But as Mebel is about to say something, Hannah takes a deep breath and says, “Thank you, Mami.” She takes the juice from Mebel and places it on the side table.

“You should drink it now, before it turns even browner,” Mebel says helpfully.

Hannah’s cheek twitches, then she gives a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes and says, “I’ll drink it later.” With that, she lies back down on the bed and pulls the blanket up over her head.

For a second, Mebel stands there, unsure what to do. Times like these, Mebel feels like there are at least five different personalities inside her vying for control. Personality One, the caring mother, wants to nag Hannah and Sammy into drinking their juice now. Personality Two, the strident Chinese mother, wants to shout them out of bed; after all, it is seven in the morning, that’s practically the afternoon already. Personality Three, the petulant child, wants to stride out of the bedroom and, if not slam the door behind her, then at the very least close it with a firm click to let Sammy know that she is displeased. Personality Four, the peacemaker, wants to make cheerful conversation to smooth over this awkward moment. Then there’s Personality Five, who seems to have gained power these last few days. Five just wants to curl up into a tight ball and sob her eyes out, something that Mebel has been doing the last few nights as she lay alone in her super-king-size bed.

Mebel considers all five personalities, then adds one more to the mix. Personality Six, the doting grandmother. Her spirits lift, and with one last cheery “Okay, don’t forget to drink your juice!” Mebel hurries out of the room. She crosses the hallway and lets herself into the bedroom where Freydis and Aelgifu are sleeping. One of the nannies is sleeping on a single bed next to their travel cots. She doesn’t stir when Mebel lets herself in, but one of the twins does. Mebel thinks it might be Aelgifu, though she’s isn’t too sure. It’s too dark in the room to tell which one is which. Not that she has better luck even under good lighting conditions. She still hasn’t quite gotten the hang of telling the twins apart, which makes her wonder if she’s a bad grandmother. Then again, it’s hardly her fault if the twins insist on looking so much like each other, is it?

Aelgifu (or Freydis, who even cares at this point) lifts her little head and coos. The nanny remains sleeping. As Mebel walks toward the cot, Aelgifu pulls herself up and reaches for Mebel.

“Oh, my sweet darling,” Mebel whispers, bending over and lifting the baby. Or rather, she tries to do so, but what actually ends up happening is Mebel’s back twinges and she cries out, more in surprise than pain, and drops Aelgifu back into the cot. Aelgifu plops onto the soft padding, and there is a moment of shocked silence. Mebel says, “It’s okay, don’t—” But Aelgifu’s little mouth opens wide, her eyes scrunch closed, and the next thing Mebel knows, the room is filled with a piercing wail.

The nanny bolts out of her bed, her eyes wild, her hair standing up in weird angles. She sees Mebel still bent over the travel cot and Aelgifu screaming, and hurries toward them. She lifts Aelgifu from the cot with the ease of someone in her early twenties who has no idea what back pain feels like and bounces her on her hip while walking away from Mebel. Meanwhile, Freydis is awakened by the noise and she, too, starts to whimper. Mebel tries to straighten up, but her back catches once more, and so she hobbles to Freydis’s cot, trying to make soothing shushing noises. They come out as gasps of pain, but she’s hoping that at age one, Freydis wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between the two.

The door swings open. “What’s going on?” Hannah says. “Why are they awake?” Her gaze lands on Mebel, still crouched over the cot like an evil witch with a poisoned apple in her outstretched hand. Hannah’s eyes narrow.

“I was just—” Mebel starts to say.

“I think she dropped Freydis,” the nanny says.

“I did no such thing!” Mebel snaps. “And Freydis is right here.” She looks down in time to read the name Aelgifu stitched onto the toddler’s onesie. “Oh, right. This one’s Aelgifu.”

Hannah, her face cold as a stone, strides over to the cot and plucks Aelgifu from it.

“I really did not drop Freydis,” Mebel says, and even she hears the guilty whine in her voice. Once again, she tries to straighten up, but her back isn’t having it.

“Why are you in here?” Hannah says.

The acerbic tone in Hannah’s voice fires Mebel up enough that she wills her back to straighten. She winces at the tension in her back; she’s going to pay for this later, but right now, what she really needs to do is stand up for herself. “I wanted to see my grandbabies,” she says in a voice as stiff as her back feels.

“It’s not even seven o’clock in the morning,” Hannah says, bouncing Aelgifu hard on her hip. “They’re not supposed to be awake for another hour. You know how cranky they get when they don’t have enough sleep.”

“Actually, Aelgifu—sorry, Freydis—was already awake when I came in here. Which was why I was trying to lift her from the cot when I—”

“When you dropped her?” Hannah says.

“I wouldn’t call it a drop . . .” Mebel’s voice trails off guiltily. How in the world did she end up in this position, wringing her hands and standing like a guilty schoolkid in front of Hannah? She tries her best to channel her late mother-in-law, who had commanded fear out of all her daughters-in-law.

“What’s going on?” Sammy says, appearing in the doorway while yawning. “Why are the twins up so early?”

“Ask your mother!” Hannah snaps. She calls out to the nanny to follow her, and they leave the room with the twins, who are both shrieking by now.

The silence they leave behind them is thick and heavy. Mebel stares at her only son. Sammy stares after the open door with confusion. Then he turns toward her. “What happened?”

“I came in to check on my grandchildren.”

“Did you hear one of them crying or something?”

For a second, Mebel is tempted to lie and say yes. But then she thinks of Henk and the numerous lies he must have told her to cover up his affair, and the thought of lying, even if it is a small one, sickens her. “No. I just wanted to see them.” At the last word, her voice wobbles, threatening to break.

Sammy sighs. “Mami, I understand this must be a hard time for you. That’s why we’re here. We want to help you through this. But you can’t just barge into our bedrooms. We need”—he searches for the right word before finally settling on an English one—“boundaries.”

“What is this ‘boundaries’?” Mebel says suspiciously. She’s suspicious of English words. English words are like men— inconsistent, fussy, and make you look stupid when you pick the wrong one.

“It’s like”—Sammy scratches his chin—“you know, like a wall that you can’t cross.”

“You mean like separate rooms? Don’t we have that already?” With a huff, she strides out of the kids’ bedroom and down the stairs.

Sammy hurries after her. “Kind of like separate rooms. But do you see how it defeats the purpose of sleeping in a separate room when you can just barge into our bedroom anytime you like?”

“I most certainly do not barge in anytime I like,” Mebel says in a reasonable tone of voice as she walks into the kitchen. “I always wait until morning, in case you are making me more grandbabies.”

Sammy closes his eyes. “You know what I mean. I don’t think it’s healthy for you to come into our room first thing in the morning.”

“It’s not first thing in the morning. I’ve had my breakfast,” she says, gesturing at the used dishes on the kitchen island. “I’ve had time to make you freshly squeezed vegetable juice—”

“Please, please stop making us the vegetable juice,” Sammy says.

“Nonsense, it’s so good for your gut health. Everything starts in the gut, you know. There’s a reason why it’s called the body’s second brain.”

“Mami, just—stop!”

Growing up, Samuel has always been a sweet-natured boy, quiet and shy. He rarely ever raised his voice. And so, in this moment, when he does exactly that, it reaches deep into Mebel’s brain and freezes every part of her. She stares at him, dumbfounded. Her little boy, who now has a wife and three children. Her little boy, who is all grown up and has a family of his own. And it sinks in then, with terrifying clarity. Sammy doesn’t need her anymore. Even her grandchildren have no need for her. They all have nannies who know their routines much better than Mebel does. And the thought, terrifying in its coldness, seeps through her papery skin, spreading ice throughout her veins. If she is no longer needed as a wife or as a mother, then where does that leave her?

She thinks of her social circle. She and Henk belong to half a dozen clubs, each one more exclusive than the last, and so they have plenty of friends. But said friends are mutuals, and Mebel has no delusions about her inheriting any of them in the divorce. All the club memberships are under Henk’s name, after all, with her trailing along as “the spouse.”

“Mami? You okay?” Sammy is saying, and it sounds as though his voice is coming from so far away.

Mebel sees the future unraveling before her. Long days and even longer nights, the hours stretching like taffy until being conscious becomes an unbearable chore. Maybe she might pick up drinking, pretending that she has decided to become a whiskey connoisseur, sipping a glass each night, then two, then passing out drunk until late morning. She would waste away slowly, her skin puckering up like drying orange peel, the helpers whispering to one another about her slow demise as she gently decays in her lonesome.

I guess that’s how you’ll die, after all, her brain says. Not quite as exciting as being eaten by a shark in the swimming pool, but I daresay it would be less messy, and you could at least have an open casket funeral.

No. She mustn’t let that happen. She can’t. She clamps down on her spiraling thoughts. Without thinking, she says, “I won’t go down without a fight.”

Sammy regards her doubtfully. “Um . . . okay?”

“I mean it. I won’t!” Mebel’s chest rises impressively. “I am going to win your father back.”

Instead of applauding her, Sammy merely stands there and stares.

“For the children’s sake,” Mebel adds, in a magnanimous voice. Look at me, she thinks. Look how I’m setting aside my pride, my ego, and sacrificing everything for the sake of the kids.

Sammy’s eyes soften. “You don’t have to do that for me, Mami. I’m a grown man. You can seek your own happiness now.”

“Oh, I don’t mean you,” Mebel says with a flippant wave of her hand. “Like you said, you’re a grown man. For the girls. Freydis, Aelgifu, and Luciana.”

“I really don’t think—”

“They can’t grow up in a broken home.”

“I’m not sure that having divorced grandparents counts as being from a broken home?” Sammy says.

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course it does. And don’t say the D-word around me, Sammy.”

“I’m sorry, Mami,” Sammy says quickly. “I should’ve known it would be triggering to you.” The word “triggering” is said in English, and it catches Mebel off guard.

“What does that mean, ‘triggering’? Like I’ve been shot?”

“It means it’s a word that triggers a lot of emotions for you. A word that isn’t just a simple word, but one that carries a lot of bad feelings and memories.”

Mebel nods, filing the word away for later use. “Yes, I suppose you are right. The D-word is . . . triggering. But once I win your father back, it won’t be, because we won’t be getting one. In fact, what we’ll do is celebrate—oh! We can renew our vows! Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Nothing too fancy, we’ll keep it intimate, just send out one thousand invitations, so with their plus-ones, it’ll be two thousand guests max.”

“I think you’re getting a bit carried away, Mami. Why don’t you ask Tante Meimei out for lunch?”

“Meimei?” Mebel cries. “That she-demon will tell the entirety of Jakarta that your father is leaving me!”

“Okay . . . or maybe any of your many, many friends? I’m sure some of them will be empathetic. I know you housewives are all about presenting the image of a perfect marriage to everyone, but I would bet money that many of them are hiding things that are much worse than what Papi has done.”

Mebel ignores Sammy’s patronizing tone of voice. “Aiya, this is not the time to think of socializing. This is the time to plan. I will have that designer Kris make me a gown, she’s all the rage right now. Oh, I should call her now and let her know I’ll need a gown from her; she’s booked up for the next six months, you know.” She looks around for her cell phone and spots it on the kitchen counter, but before she can take it, Sammy practically pounces on it. As Mebel watches, dumbfounded, he holds it behind his back. “What are you doing, son? Let me have my phone.”

“No.”

“Sammy!” she snaps.

“Mami,” he begins, then he takes a deep breath, as though fortifying himself, “I cannot let you do this again. You’re always doing this.”

“Doing what?”

Sammy gestures at her. “This! You go on a wild tangent and get carried away without thinking of the consequences. I mean, you’re about to have a gown made for a vow renewal—” He pauses, sighing with visible frustration. “Did you forget that you haven’t won Papi back?”

“Oh, well, that’ll happen.”

“How?”

Mebel shrugs. Irritation mounts up inside her. “I’ll figure it out. Now kindly give me back my phone and—”

“No, Mami. If you’re going to win Papi back, you need an actual plan. You can’t just sit back and do your trophy wife thing and trust that other people will take care of it for you.”

He might as well have slapped her across the face. For a moment, Mebel blinks at her son, stupefied. Then the anger comes, a trickle at first, but it doesn’t take long before it turns into a rush. “Do my ‘trophy wife thing’?” she hisses. “Do you really think that lowly of me? Do you know how much I’ve done for you?”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Sammy says. “I just meant, like, when it comes to the big, important things, you’re used to letting Papi handle them. You always said the man is the head of the household and the wife’s job is to follow along.”

And, unfortunately, Mebel knows this is true. She has been fed on a steady diet of traditional gender roles, and she has turned around and fed Sammy the same thing.

“Mami,” Sammy says gently, “I think you need to listen to what Papi wants. If he wants to have a divorce, then . . .” He raises his hands and shrugs. “Unless you have an idea of how to keep him around?” Sammy waits a moment for her to reply, and when she doesn’t, he gives her a small, pitying smile, and says, “See? Papi has always been the ideas person in the house. He knows what he’s doing. I think we need to trust him on this.”

How dare her own son talk to her like this! Mebel has half a mind to smack him with one of her very expensive Le Creuset pans (which she has never once used, but she likes knowing that she could use them if she wanted to). The anger surges through her veins, pounding in her head, heating up her entire body until she feels like she might explode. The answer blurts out before her mind has time to catch up. “I’ll go to cooking school!”

“What?”

The moment Mebel hears those words, she realizes she’s right. That’s exactly it. Her eyes light up with righteous flame. “Yes, that’s it! That’s what he wants, isn’t it? A wife who can cook. That’s the entire reason he’s off with Wendy.”

Sammy scratches the back of his head. “I don’t know that that’s the ‘entire reason’ . . .”

“Oh please, of course it is. Have you tasted her homemade pulled noodles? I dreamed about that dish for days. Honestly, she’s so good I would turn into the lesbian for her.”

“Please don’t ever say that again.”

“Another reason I know he’s only with her for her food,” Mebel continues, “is because she is flat-chested. Your father is a breast man.”

“Oh god. No, Mami, enough. You have convinced me. Yes, Papi is only with Wendy because of her cooking prowess.”

“Therefore, all I have to do is go to culinary school, learn how to cook, and voilà, I will win him back,” Mebel says with a flourish. Despite herself, hope is dancing inside her, lighting a spark she has so desperately needed in the last few days. It’s as though when Henk had left her, he’d taken all the light in the world with him, but now one of these precious lights has found its way back and is beckoning to her to follow it out of the darkness.

“It’ll take a long time, Mami,” Sammy says.

“You young people have no patience. All things that are worth having are things worth waiting for. And your father is definitely worth waiting for.”

Sammy merely looks on with a sad expression. Mebel turns away. She can’t allow herself to be talked down, not now when she’s finally come up with an idea of her own. The thought strikes her: When was the last time she’s had an idea that was fully hers, not Henk’s or anyone else’s? She’s forgotten that feeling of being ready to fight for something she wants, and right now, all Mebel wants to do is fight—if not for Henk, then for the life she knows she deserves. The life to which she has devoted her entire being, spent all of her youth preparing herself for. The life of a trophy wife. And by god, Mebel is going to win that war.





Chapter 3
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MEBEL LAUNCHES HERSELF INTO HER PLAN WITH NEWfound ferocity. The next few days are a flurry of research, which is no small task for someone who adopted to the use of smartphones in her fifties and still types with her index fingers “like T-rex,” Luciana observed. Mebel ignores the less-than-flattering observation and continues squinting at her phone screen through her reading glasses. The amount of information to be found at her fingertips—or her index fingertips—is staggering.

Who knew that there were so many culinary schools around the world? There’s the CIA, not the kind that trains spies, but rather the kind that trains people who feed the spies. The International Culinary Center, the International School of Culinary Arts, the Culinary School of America, and so on and so forth. To add to that, they are all over the globe, each one claiming to be the best at what it does. And, Mebel realizes, she needs to decide what kind of cuisine she wants to learn. Her first instinct is to gravitate toward Chinese cuisine. She and Henk are of Chinese descent, after all, and they mainly eat Chinese food at home, and on Sundays, they gather for dim sum, where they eat yet more Chinese food.

But then again, what’s the point of learning how to cook Chinese food when one can so easily get it in Jakarta? She can get excellent Chinese food by ordering it through an app, and it’ll be here in under thirty minutes. No, that won’t win Henk back. He’ll be like, “Great, now you’re on par with half the wives in Jakarta.”

Maybe Japanese food? But there’s the same problem. Too many Japanese restaurants here. Mebel dismisses the idea of Korean food and Italian food for the same reason. Then, as she scans the never-ending list of culinary schools, it comes to her so clearly that she wonders why it took this long. French food.

Yes. What could be better than learning how to make soufflés and onion soup and—uh—whatever else they eat in France? Isn’t France known as the most romantic country in the world? “I have such fond memories of Paris,” Mebel says to Sammy and Hannah. She and Henk had been a handful of times, and each time was magical. Those trips to Paris were filled with multicourse meals at Michelin-starred restaurants and hours spent at the Hermès store at Saint-Honoré, letting her fingers trail across their silk scarves and luxuriating in the richness of the fabric. Once, she and Henk were in a cab. At the red light, a man broke their window, reached in, and grabbed her handbag. She would’ve prioritized her safety and let go of the bag if it hadn’t been a quilted lambskin Chanel with vintage hardware, but as it was, she was not about to let this random man have it. Would he know to moisturize it every sixty days? Probably not. Henk had hit him over the head again and again with a box of macarons they’d bought at Ladurée while the driver shouted, “Just give him the bag!” In the end, the light turned green and Henk shouted, “Drive!” and so they did, and Mebel had clutched her purse and Henk’s arm, and they’d laughed hysterically and then popped a bottle of champagne back at their hotel room.

“Then we let off all that adrenaline by having the wildest, most passionate—”

Hannah clears her throat in what Mebel thinks is an unnecessarily aggressive way. “Right, well!” Hannah says, clapping her hands once. “Good memories from Paris, yes, point taken.”

“I felt about twenty years younger there,” Mebel says wistfully. “What a magical city.”

“It does sound exciting,” Hannah says. “And going to culinary school in Paris sounds like a dream. I would love to do something like that.”

“Please don’t,” Sammy says. “At least not until the girls are older.”

“Well, as you have pointed out yourself,” Mebel says, “you are a grown man, and now there’s nothing holding me back from realizing my lifelong dream.”

“Mami, you literally thought of this dream a few days ago,” Sammy says.

“Always such a pedant,” Mebel mutters. “You must have gotten that from your father.” She turns her attention back to her phone and taps on Paris, France, to get a list of schools there. There are so many of them, one would think there’s one on every street corner. And their names sound so fabulous. Mebel taps on each link and looks for a sign-up sheet. She rejects the first three schools because their semesters have already begun and the next earliest course would be in four months’ time, and who has that kind of patience?

Then, finally, she finds it. A school with vacancies that is starting—oh my—next Monday. In five days’ time, in fact. Mebel can feel the large vein in her temple begin to pulse with excitement. The possibility suddenly feels so real. Oh my god, is she actually about to do this?

“Uh-oh,” Hannah says to Sammy. “I think Mami’s found one.”

“What is it?”

“The Saint Honoré School of Culinary Arts,” Mebel breathes. “Oh my god, it’s a sign.”

“Sorry, what’s a sign?” Sammy says.

“Saint Honoré! Don’t you get it?” Mebel says.

Sammy and Hannah both look blankly at her. Honestly, anyone would think she hadn’t taken the time to educate her son.

“It’s where the flagship Hermès store is?”

“So?” Sammy says while Hannah goes, “Ah. That’s exciting, Mami. So you’ll be within walking distance to the Hermès store?”

“Yes! I can just see it. Me giving out freshly baked culinary school treats to the Hermès store employees. Can you imagine? They’ll be presenting all of their Birkins to me in no time.”

“Tell me again, Mami,” Sammy says, “are you doing this to win Papi back or to buy more Birkins?”

“Silly boy, why not kill two birds with one stone? And what a stone it is. I win not only your father back but also a Birkin.” Mebel claps excitedly, then settles back down on the sofa. “Now, do not disturb me, I need to fill out this form. My goodness, term starts in less than a week.”

“Is she really doing this?” Sammy says to Hannah.

Instead of answering him, Hannah turns to Mebel and says, “You know, Birkins would make the most excellent souvenir.”

Mebel laughs and shakes her head. She can already see it, her wearing a beautiful Hermès scarf around her head, her eyes shaded by her Dior sunglasses, a shiny new Birkin dangling on her arm, and a tray full of warm, richly indulgent pastries in her hands as she sashays down Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Mebel, a traditional, uptight Chinese-Indonesian housewife, has never sashayed a day in her life, but she feels strongly that this new version of her would adopt a French sashay as soon as she sets foot in the country. And when she comes back to Jakarta, she will bring that sashay home with her, present a Michelin-starworthy meal to Henk, and he will fall to his knees and beg her to take him back. What a magnificent plan. Mebel can’t wait to enact it.
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GETTING EVERYTHING READY IS SURPRISINGLY NOT AS HARD as Mebel had expected. True, there are a million things to consider, such as which outfits she should take. Paris is the fashion capital of the world, after all, and Mebel would rather chew hot coals than turn up looking anything less than fashionable. But she has to take into account the weather. Most of her outfits have been curated for Jakarta—not quite tropical island weather since she spends 99 percent of her time in beautifully air-conditioned rooms, but they’re still warm weather clothes, inappropriate for Parisian fall weather. Therefore, the first thing Mebel does after submitting her application is to jump in the car and speed—well, there is no speeding in Jakarta due to the bumper-to-bumper traffic on every road—to the nearest mall.

There, she pays homage to Gucci for a leather jacket, Louis Vuitton for two Monogram suitcases to add to her collection of Monogram LV suitcases, Tod’s for sensible shoes, Ferragamo for less sensible shoes, Dior for a quilted handbag in lavender, Prada for a more casual handbag because leather is heavy (and at her age she secretly prefers nylon), YSL (she always says “YSL” because she can’t pronounce “Yves Saint Laurent”) for a wallet, Chopard for one of their Happy Sport watches to boost her spirit, and Burberry for a camel-colored trench coat. She also drops by Chanel, but can’t find anything new that she doesn’t already own, which is a shame. Something, she thinks, that she will rectify in Paris.

With all the shopping done, Mebel struts into the Singapore Airlines office on the fifth floor of the mall to buy her plane ticket. Sammy has been trying to get her to switch to buying plane tickets online, but Mebel doesn’t believe in such things. If she were to purchase tickets online, she wouldn’t be able to regale the salesperson with the entire story of her life and why she is going to Paris. The salesperson is staring at her with a dumbfounded expression, and when Mebel says, “And that is why I need a first-class one-way ticket to Paris, my dear,” he jumps up and says, “Of course, ma’am, right away!”

After furiously typing into his computer for a few minutes, he glances at Mebel and says in a conspiratorial voice, “I’ve put in a note to say that you are a VIP on a very important trip. They will treat you like royalty.”

See? Try getting that on Expedia.com.

On her way down to the lobby to be picked up, she decides at the last minute to buy a carry-on suitcase from Tumi because, let’s face it, Monogram Louis Vuitton suitcases are pretty, but they’re also a pain in the ass to drag around. By the time Mebel arrives back home, she is beaming from ear to ear. The first time she’s smiled in days.
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