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For Gemma,

my little sunshine






CHAPTER ONE Debbie


If Debbie Tran could go back in time, she would stop herself from reading that damn Yelp review.

It had been such a lovely day up until that point. She’d made offerings of mandarins and daffodils to the altar, cooked all her family’s favorites, and cleaned the entire house. In a few hours, her eldest child would be coming home for good. Nobody in the family knew exactly why, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. Eight years ago, Jessica moved to Los Angeles for love and a job, and now she had neither. Whatever the reason, Debbie didn’t care. She was so thrilled Jessica was returning that she happily paid for the flight.

Debbie pulled out her tablet and did what she always did whenever her children got on a plane: tracked the path of the flight. As she watched that little green plane inch closer and closer to Toronto, that’s when that stupid notification popped up at the top of the screen.


You’ve received a new review.



Without thinking, Debbie clicked on it and a big fat one-star review appeared on the screen.


I came to the salon for a manicure and pedicure on the weekend. The lady who was working on me was SO rude and she had disgusting black gunk underneath her fingernails. They were so long and unkempt. It was gross. She also cut my nails too short when I specifically told her “not too short.” She doesn’t speak English that well so she probably didn’t understand me. Still, SO UNPROFESSIONAL. I’m never going back again!!! Can’t wait till that new salon opens nearby. Bet it’s light years better than this one!



Debbie looked at her nails. Okay, so they were a little dry and her cuticles a little overgrown, but by no means was there any “disgusting black gunk” underneath her nails. She washed her hands so often that cracks had formed on her fingertips. Besides, in her twenty years of running the salon, not one single person had ever complained about this.

And what was this about a new salon? There was no other nail salon in the area for miles. This person had to have been mistaken. Debbie checked their overall rating. The review dropped Sunshine Nails from four stars to three stars.

That bitch.

She checked the flight status again. Jessica’s plane was going to land any minute now. It would take her another hour or so to get through customs, baggage claim, and traffic on the highway. Phil and Thuy were still at the salon. Dustin would be home from work soon. She needed to fix herself up. Wash her hair, put on some makeup, pick an outfit that—

Not too short? How dare that person assume she didn’t know English. She’d lived in Toronto for over thirty years, took ESL for those first two, and aced all the tests. In fact, she did so well she was invited to come back as a guest speaker to show the new cohort what a success story she was. Too short? Next time that woman came into the salon Debbie would show her what too short really looked like.

It wasn’t like Sunshine Nails had never gotten negative feedback. They’d been slammed on everything from the decor (“A bit tacky but in a charming kind of way”) to the lack of air-conditioning (“Felt like I was stranded in the Arabian Desert!”) to the service (“The staff was impersonal and abrupt”).

But there was a difference between constructive criticism and personal attack. And this latest review was clearly an attack on their livelihood.

Debbie was just glad her husband didn’t see it. Phil got even more worked up over these things than she did. Once, he stayed up until three in the morning responding to every single negative review he could find. They were not professional or eloquent responses by any measure, but they had worked too hard, sacrificed too much, to let some ungrateful people get away with saying nasty things about their salon.

Debbie looked at herself in the mirror. She couldn’t greet her daughter like this, all angry and a mess.

A bath. That’s how she would calm down. She wasn’t going to let this review suck all the joy out of this special day. She didn’t even remember working on someone named Erin. Maybe it was one of those internet phenomena Dustin had warned her about. What was it again? A troll. Yes, that must be it. It had to be a troll.

While soaking in the tub, she thought about all the times she felt wronged in her life. There were too many to count. Bloodthirsty communists forcing her out of Vietnam was one. Being thrown onto a perilously overcrowded boat on the South China Sea was another. This one-star review? It was up there, too.

As she sank a little deeper into the warm bath, she turned her white jade ring round and round on her finger. That ring was as much a part of her body as her organs. It never left her hand, not since that treacherous voyage of 1983. When those pirates ransacked the boat and abducted the prettiest girls, Debbie instinctively tucked the ring underneath her upper lip and prayed the pirates would see her simple, undecorated body and leave her alone. They took one look at her, spat on her face, then moved along. To this day, Debbie swore the ring saved her life all those years ago. Tonight, she prayed it would bring her the peace she needed in time for her daughter’s homecoming.

As her calluses began to soften in the warm water, so did her resolve to punish whoever this person was. She closed her eyes and focused on her breath. In and out. In and out. She tried very hard to let nothing and nobody penetrate her thoughts now.

But Erin’s words were like a hangnail that wouldn’t go away. She couldn’t let it go. How could she when it felt like someone had just shit on everything she’d worked so hard for? Debbie sat up straight in the tub, reached for the tablet, and typed up a response.


I have never met you before in my life. This review is a complete fabrication. Furthermore, we have never once had a complaint about our staff’s hygiene. We take very good care of our customers and take their concerns seriously. You, however, are a liar and you should be ashamed of yourself. P.S. How is my English now?



As soon as she hit that publish button, she felt euphoric. Then came the notification. Jessica’s flight had landed.






CHAPTER TWO Jessica


According to her phone, Jessica was sixteen minutes away from her parents’ house. She shifted in the back of the cab, praying for road closures or heavy traffic, anything that would stretch those sixteen minutes to infinity. She knew the moment she got home she’d be blasted with questions: Why are you home? Why did you and Brett break up? Why did you lose your job? Why is your hair like that? Actually, she could handle that last question. In fact, if all they grilled her about was her new blond hair, she would consider the night saved.

She peered over at the meter. Fifty-six dollars and counting. Her parents insisted on picking her up at the airport, but she insisted harder on getting a cab. She probably should’ve said yes to the free ride, given there was a little under two hundred dollars in her bank account.

The money started dwindling four months ago, when she found her fiancé fucking a woman against their brand-new marble countertop. She froze. She didn’t know what to do. What was the right course of action when the person you loved for eight years, the person you were supposed to marry in six months, was cheating on you? The only thing she could think to do was turn around, drive to the parking lot of a Trader Joe’s, and cry and cry until the sun went down. She felt so stupid for spending thousands of dollars on that kitchen renovation. You don’t get marble in a home you don’t plan to die in.

In the following months, Jessica slept on a series of couches belonging to sympathetic friends and estranged cousins who felt obligated to host her. Brett didn’t even beg her to come back. Didn’t even beg for forgiveness. The last thing he said to her was that he’d take care of canceling the wedding, that she need not worry about a thing. And like an idiot, all she said in return was thanks, as if he was the one doing her a favor. That was the part that hurt the most.

How easily he had let go of her.

Jessica tried to pour all her energy into her job, but she couldn’t even will herself to care about the casting career she admittedly prioritized over everything else. One morning, she went into the casting agency high on weed, hoping it would make the day go by faster. It didn’t. It only made her brain foggy. When the casting director asked her to read a scene with an Oscar-winning actor, all she had to do was throw an apple across the room. Except she missed and threw the apple right in the actor’s face. His glasses fell to the floor as he clutched his face hard, trying to keep the blood from gushing out of his nose. Jessica was fired before she could even say sorry.

That night, she drank an entire bottle of wine and stripped her hair from black to blond because she wanted to look as ridiculous as she felt.

“We’re here,” said the driver. “We got lucky. Hardly any traffic.”

“Great,” Jessica muttered. She took a quick glance at herself in the rearview mirror. The stale plane air made her hair stick up. She matted down the static, applied some lip gloss, and sprayed some rose water on her face before getting out of the car.

The two-story semidetached house looked exactly the same. Faded brick exterior. Peeling porch railing. Sagging wired fence. Everything around it, on the other hand, had changed. The newly renovated house next door looked out of place. With large black-framed glass windows that stretched all the way to the top, it looked like it could lift off and fly into outer space at any moment. The only sign of life was a flickering orange glow that spilled out of the windows, but she could see nobody inside.

Her father was the one who answered the door.

“You made it! How was your flight? How was your drive? Did he bother you? I saw on the news the other day that some drivers will take passengers on long roundabout routes to bring up their final fare. Did that happen to you? I told you I should’ve picked you up.”

Her father looked the same, too. At five feet five, he was a soft man with droopy, mournful eyes and a gappy smile that reminded her of the fence slats in the backyard. His straight black hair was parted to one side, showing roots that were sparingly peppered with vermicelli-like hairs. He was sixty-two, but the years he spent working as a wood chopper in Nha Trang left his face a sprinkle of sunspots and a complex river network of sunken lines, which was why many people thought he was closer to seventy.

“You haven’t changed a bit, Ba. And no, my driver did not scam me.”

“Everyone’s in the kitchen. Come inside.”

“I’m just going to use the bathroom first.”

It had been eight years since she’d stepped foot in her childhood home. And yet it took no time for that muscle memory to kick in. Her legs knew how to get to the bathroom. Her hand knew to hold the flush lever down for three seconds. Her ears knew to brace for that awful foghorn sound that happened every time the toilet flushed. It was comforting how so little had changed.

After greeting her mother and brother—both of whom stroked her hair like it was a new puppy—she took a seat at the dining table. Her head was pounding; she only had a glass of merlot and some overpriced Pringles all day. Fortunately, her mother made a feast: crab legs with ginger and scallions, barbecue pork fried rice, turmeric noodles with toasted sesame rice crackers, spring rolls, minced beef congee, crispy bánh xèo, and her favorite, bánh bát lọc, tapioca dumplings drenched in spicy fish sauce. Her mother need never say the words I love you because the proof was on the table.

“Who wants a drink?” said Dustin, his face already flushed. “Ba? Whiskey? How about you, Jess? Wine?”

Jessica probed her mother’s face first, searching for a sigh, a scrunch of the nose, any sign of disapproval. Then she remembered she was not twenty-two anymore. She was thirty, a grown woman who didn’t need to hide her drinking from her parents anymore.

“Give me a Corona,” Jessica said. “Extra cold, please.”

She caught her mother shifting her eyes down to the new tattoo on her thigh. It looked as if she was having a series of mini heart attacks. The tattoo was of the famous Trưng sisters wielding swords atop a pair of elephants. The two Vietnamese warriors used their skills in martial arts and swordsmanship to rebel against the Chinese overlords and become queens of the land. Jessica thought they were the most badass duo east of the Mekong. It wasn’t until a week later, when the scabs began to fall off her skin, that she found out the Trưng sisters eventually accepted defeat and drowned themselves in a river.

Her father stood up and raised his glass. “Welcome home, my daughter! My heart feels full now that both of my children are home.”

Everyone raised their glass, even her mother lifted a cup of tepid water. She ladled the congee into four small bowls, giving Jessica a little more than everyone else, and sprinkled scallions over the top. “Ăn, ăn. I bet you haven’t had a proper home-cooked meal in months,” she said.

Jessica slurped the rice porridge, being careful not to burn the tip of her tongue in the haste of hunger. The carbs and salt were already easing her headache.

“Thanks for cooking all this, Má.”

“More, more. Look at those skinny arms. I could practically break them. Ăn cho no, Bích.”

Bích? Jessica hadn’t heard her real name in years. She changed it when she was eight after kids kept taunting her and calling her a bitch. “It’s pronounced bick!” she would routinely shout on the playground.

Her mother was against the change because she named her after her lucky jade ring, but Jessica didn’t care. All she wanted was a normal name. Ashley, Emily, and Jennifer were all contenders—names of likable white girls she knew in real life or on TV. But when the Sweet Valley High series debuted in the fall of 1994, introducing the world to those beautiful twins, she decided to go with the name of her favorite Wakefield.

Besides, her parents were ones to talk. They, too, went by English names to make it easier on their customers. Tuyết and Xuân were now Debbie and Phil, named after their favorite eighties singers, Debbie Harry and Phil Collins.

After five more helpings, Jessica’s headache was gone, replaced by indigestion. “Seriously, there’s too much for the four of us,” she said, rubbing her stomach.

“Thuy was supposed to be here,” Debbie said, pushing the plate of dumplings towards her. “She wanted me to tell you sorry that she couldn’t be home for dinner.”

“Thuy?” It completely slipped Jessica’s mind that her cousin from Vietnam was now living here.

“You don’t remember? Trời ơi, didn’t we tell you? Our sponsorship application was approved and she has been living with us for the last ten months. It was such a painful process, all that paperwork and waiting, but now that it’s all over with, it was the best decision we ever made. She’s been a huge help at the salon. Isn’t that right, Phil?”

Her father nodded gently. “We only trained her for a month, and she picked it up just like that,” he said, snapping his fingers. “I don’t want to brag or anything, but her work is the best in the city. The best! Look at these pictures.”

He took out his phone. “Your uncle told me she was artistic, but I didn’t believe it until I saw it with my own eyes.”

For the next thirty minutes her parents raved about Thuy. How she could transform blank nail beds into mini-paintings worthy of their own spot in an art gallery. How she became the most requested nail technician in the salon. One of her designs—a supposedly mesmerizing speckle of stars set against a galaxy backdrop—was featured in a national fashion magazine one time. Jessica couldn’t help but notice her mother repeat this fact three times during dinner.

“That’s nice.” Jessica wiped her mouth. “Where is she anyway?”

“She had to work late at the salon,” said Phil. “A customer wanted 3D bows attached to her nails at the last minute. You wouldn’t believe how happy I was to hear that! I’ve had a set of acrylic bows sitting in the back for months, just waiting for someone to request them one day.”

Jessica peered over at the clock. It was almost nine o’clock. “Does she always work this late?”

“You think that’s late? Just wait until prom season. In a few weeks, we’ll be lucky if we get home before eleven,” Phil said, stretching his neck.

“She’s been working really hard these days. Why don’t we give her the day off tomorrow, Phil?” Debbie said. “Jessica, you should spend some time with her, get to know her better. She’s shy and doesn’t have any friends here.”

Jessica quickly tried to think of an excuse, but none came to mind. “Fine.”

The following hour went as Jessica had hoped with the conversation staying exactly where she wanted, on the surface. They gossiped about the neighbors. Ate. Talked about Dustin’s job. Ate again. Complained about the rising cost of food. Ate some more. They moved between two languages like it was one. She tried to keep up, but her Vietnamese had gotten so rusty she had to constantly fetch translations on her phone.

Then it happened.

“How is Brett?” Debbie asked in English.

Everyone stopped chewing, or in Dustin’s case, sucking the juice from his crab leg. Judging by the intensity of everyone’s stares, it was clear they were heavily invested in this change of topic.

“I wouldn’t know. We don’t speak anymore,” Jessica said, keeping her head down. What was she supposed to say? It was close to six in Los Angeles. He was probably picking his new girlfriend up from work, taking her home to their house, making her dinner in their twenty-thousand-dollar kitchen, pouring her a drink in one of their Williams Sonoma wineglasses.

Ugh.

She hated him. For cheating on her, yes, but mostly for the impudence to live his life just the way it was. Why did he get to keep everything while she had to upend her whole life? Every time she thought about that question, she felt hot with rage, but deep down she knew the answer. At the end of the day, it was easier for her to run away than fight to keep what was hers.

“What a shame to throw away so many years together,” Debbie carried on. “You two made such a lovely couple, and so many people were looking forward to that wedding—”

“Má, stop.”

“Are you sure you can’t get back together?” Her eyes glimmered with sparks of hope. “He’s such a sweet boy. I’m sure whatever it is you two fought about was simply a misunderstanding.”

“Má! It’s over. We’re done!” Jessica snapped.

There it was. The worst kind of look a mother could give. Pity.

Jessica changed the subject. “Dustin, what about you, huh? You dating anyone?”

“Actually, I—”

“You know what, Jessica?” Debbie interrupted. A bulging vein suddenly appeared on her temple. “We are your parents. We gave you your life, so it’s only fair that you let us know what is happening in it. One minute we were going to have a son-in-law and now we don’t? Something is odd here. We have a right to know what happened. Will we ever get to see him again? Can’t we talk to him one more time? Maybe we can change his mind!”

“Can we drop it? Please?” cried Jessica. “Ask me anything else. Anything!”

She regretted it the moment it came out of her mouth.

“Okay,” said Phil. “What will you do for work?”

Jessica stabbed her dumpling with her chopsticks. “I’m still figuring that out.”

“Why don’t you come work at the salon?” he offered.

“Are you kidding me? Nope. No way. Absolutely not!” They may as well have asked her if she would like to jump off a cliff or eat a tarantula.

“I’m not saying you have to work there forever,” he said in Vietnamese, slowing down his words so that she could understand what he was saying. “You could come in a few times a week. We’ll teach you the basics and little by little you’ll learn enough to start doing manicures and pedicures. Just like your cousin. Summer is a very busy time for pedicures. You can make a couple hundred bucks a day. And your English is so much better than ours. I bet you would make really good tips. You know how these customers are, always so chatty and wanting to talk all the time.” He paused to bite on a sesame cracker. “Besides, what else will you do?”

“I’m going to find something,” said Jessica. “It’s Toronto. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a casting job here.”

Everyone went silent. They were all betting against her; she was certain of it. Could she blame them? She hadn’t exactly given them many reasons to believe she was the type to commit to something. After graduating with an economics degree, she worked a series of jobs that had nothing to do with mathematics or statistical theory. First it was interior designer, then wedding photographer, art gallery sales associate, floral designer, public relations account manager, and finally casting associate. This last one, she was sure, was going to stick.

No one had said anything for a while. Only the sound of spoons clattering against bowls and mouths slurping up soup offered some reprieve.

“You should take Thuy to the Islands,” Dustin finally said. “It’s been so cold that we haven’t had a chance to take her there but now that it’s getting warmer, why don’t you two go? She’s always talking about how she misses the beaches and greenery of Vietnam.”

Jessica swallowed her beer and mouthed the words thank you to her brother. “Good idea. I’ll do that.”

Phil cleared his throat. “Like I mentioned,” he said, “if you can’t find work, you can always work at the nail salon.”

Jessica rolled her eyes. She didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth. To her, hunching over the hands and feet of strangers was the type of work relegated to immigrants who had scant education and abysmal English—people who saw the service industry as their only ticket to financial salvation. No offense to them, but she was above that.

“Just promise me you’ll consider it,” Phil asked.

“Fine, I will,” Jessica lied.

Just as the night was ending, her mother announced there would be a party at their house in a couple of weeks. It was the Trans’ quarterly gambling night, an event where dozens of people would descend upon their house for a night of risk and reward. Jessica could feel the contents of her stomach gurgling as she realized that every person who showed up would see what a loser she had become. The eldest Tran child—who once brushed shoulders with A-list celebrities and was about to get married against a jaw-dropping view of the Pacific Ocean—was now broke and broken up with. It was too much to bear.

She lifted the lid from the pot of rice and allowed the mushroom cloud of hot steam to engulf her entire face.






CHAPTER THREE Dustin


You do realize everyone could smell this shit on you all night, right?”

Dustin scolded his sister as he lit up a day-old blunt covered in lint. After their parents went to bed, they snuck out to the front porch and kept the lights off, relying on what little illumination they could get from the streetlights.

“Fuck. Was it that bad?” Jessica exclaimed, taking the blunt from him and inhaling deeply.

“Quiet! You’ll wake them up,” Dustin hissed. “Ba was oblivious, as always. But you can’t get anything past Má.” He leaned over to take back his joint. “Especially not that huge tattoo on your leg! Was getting murdered part of your plan tonight?”

Jessica scoffed and crossed her arms. “What are they going to do? Get a scouring pad and scrub it off me? Come on, don’t tell me you’re still living by their rules.”

“I’m not.”

“Then why are you whispering?” She snickered and blew smoke directly in his face.

The familiar fuzziness washed through him as he looked straight ahead at the street. The fact that he was different from his sister was the most basic truth of his existence. Jessica always gave in to every instinct without any thought to how other people felt, whereas he mulled over all the possible consequences of his actions. Being the one no one had to worry about was something he used to pride himself on. Now that Jessica was home, he wondered if his dutiful nature would suddenly seem like a lack of selfhood in his parents’ eyes.

“So,” Dustin continued, “are you waiting for me to ask or are you gonna tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“Tell me the meaning of life.”

“What?”

“You idiot! Tell me why the hell you’re suddenly home! I thought you had a whole ass life in L.A. What the hell happened?”

His sister waited a while before opening her mouth. “Asshole.”

“Excuse me?” Dustin wrinkled his nose.

“Not you. Brett. He’s an asshole.”

“You just realized that now? The dude has an oversized spoiler on his car.” They both burst out laughing before quieting to a soft rumble.

“You were right,” Jessica said under her breath. “I should never have gone to L.A. I’m a mess. I have no job, no money. I’ve been gone so long I barely understand them when they’re speaking Vietnamese.” She pointed her finger towards their parents’ bedroom. A single tear streamed down her face.

Dustin said nothing. What could he say? That he told her so? That wouldn’t be fair. After all, the most advantageous thing about being the second child was getting to watch your sibling make dumb mistakes so that you knew exactly what not to do.

This was why he still lived at home, stockpiling his savings until he had enough to buy his own place. Why he was still single, having ended every potential relationship at the first sign of trouble. Why he was still working at the same tech company after five years, knowing the job market was too volatile. Call him boring, but at least he wasn’t the one crying in the dark on a sad little porch.

“It will pass,” Dustin offered. He knew it was a weak sentiment, but it wasn’t like he could’ve said anything to make her sadness go away. If there was anything he knew for sure, it was that feelings were temporary. He tucked the roach away in a baggie, and the two retreated back to the house, where they sprawled out on the sectional as the late-night news roared to life.

“At least there’s that big party to look forward to, right?” Dustin half joked, knowing it was the last thing his sister wanted to think about. Having your life and looks scrutinized by obliviously rude aunties was bad enough, but he’d been to enough of these parties to know no matter how bad it was for him, it was ten times worse if you were a girl.

“Maybe you’ll get lucky and they’ll set you up with a good Buddhist boy, someone who can finally teach you how to keep a man.”

Jessica kicked him so hard in the shin that he yelped in pain. Guess he should’ve seen that coming.

“You never answered my question from earlier,” said Jessica.

“About what?”

“Your dating life.”

He shrugged. “Still as single as a single bed.”

“Come on, really? You’re smart, nice, and you smell somewhat decent.”

Dustin laughed with her. He had been told he was attractive, what with his thick, floppy hair, chiseled jawline, and lips that always seemed to be half-puckered. But he never could see what everyone else saw.

“Well, actually…”

“I knew you had a girlfriend! Who is she?”

“She’s not a girlfriend. She’s a… crush.”

“A crush? What are you, twelve? Ask her out, dimwit!”

“It’s not that easy! She just started at the company and…”

“And what?”

“I’ve literally said two words to her. I bet she doesn’t even know my name.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake! You are twenty-eight! Pick up your balls and ask her out!”

Dustin sighed. He was never the spontaneous type. Every move he made had to be carefully calculated and well executed. But he knew she was right. God how he hated her for it.

Dustin sat up straight and increased the volume on the TV. “Hold on, hold on. They’re still protesting this shit?” On the screen were aerial shots of protesters in front of the New York Times office. The crowd was made up of mostly Asian women holding pink and green posters up to the sky.


NEW YORK TIMES COST OUR JOBS!

IMMIGRANTS WHERE CAN WE GO?

SWEEPING GENERALIZATION = BAD JOURNALISM.

SHAME ON YOUR NEW YORK TIMES, YOUR LIES KILL OUR SHOPS.



It had been a year since the two-part exposé on worker abuse at nail salons was published. Everyone in the community was talking about it. It was the first time mainstream media had paid this much attention to the nail salon industry. It wasn’t the good kind of attention they were hoping for. The oppressively low wages. The exploitation of undocumented workers. The cancer risks! All of it was horrific. But the promise of legal protections appeared to be the one good thing to come out of it. Too bad it angered some nail techs, who said it unfairly painted the entire industry in a bad light.

“This protest is ridiculous,” exclaimed Dustin. “If it weren’t for that article, those poor workers would still be making thirty-five dollars a day under the table.”

“But they have a point, don’t they?” Jessica retorted. “What about the salons that did nothing wrong? It’s not fair they got lumped in with all the bad apples.”

“If they did nothing wrong, then what are they so worried about?”

“Um, their reputation? Their livelihood? I personally think the story went too far. How can you say the vast majority of nail salons is exploiting its workers? I was at a restaurant in L.A. and overheard two women talking about it. You know what one of them said? She said she puts the tips directly in her manicurist’s pockets now because she doesn’t want the manager to steal it. She thinks every immigrant-owned salon is run by crooks!”

Dustin could talk about this for hours. For someone who didn’t even work in the industry, he had a lot of opinions. A reckoning was afoot. Public opinion was shifting. Nail salons had to pivot to survive. For years he’d been pushing his parents to renovate their salon, switch to cashless payments, and ramp up their social media. Anything to barrel it towards the future. But they kept resisting change. To them, nothing was broken if everything was working. Every time he brought it up, he was told to back off.

He couldn’t help it. Maybe it was because he worked for a large tech company. Moodstr was constantly being optimized and always getting bigger. It was drilled into the ethos of the company. There was even a massive quote on the wall: “If you’re not growing, you’re dying.” In Dustin’s world, standing still wasn’t an option. And it seemed as if Sunshine Nails had been standing still for a while. He didn’t want to see his parents lose something that meant so much to them. Growing up, it was very much understood that the salon was like their third child. He felt an obligation to protect it like it was his baby sibling.

Maybe he was worrying for nothing. They’d been doing just fine for the last twenty years. What could possibly go wrong now?

Dustin looked over at his sister. She had fallen asleep with her mouth wide open. He shut off the TV, turned off the lights, and headed upstairs to bed.






CHAPTER FOUR Phil


Phil blasted the air conditioner in the car, even though the drive to the salon was only fourteen minutes. As May stepped into June, summer was revealing itself to be like all the others in the past: hot and relentless. People of the city were swapping their cottons for linens, their thick creams for lightweight gels, their slacks for anything (anything!) that would catch the momentary relief of a breeze. It was the kind of hot day when public libraries became cooling centers first and havens of literature second.

Sunshine Nails was not one such place where one could go to cool off in the city. Sure, there were humming, oscillating fans in every corner of the salon, but all they really did was move dust-filled air into more dust-filled air.

Phil had been meaning to install an air conditioner since the salon first opened in the Junction in 1997, but there was always something that needed the money more: The motors in the pedicure chairs had to be rewired; the leather chairs were starting to crack; the ventilation system needed an upgrade; and so on and so on until it was now 2016 and the salon still had no air conditioner.

That’s not to say that things had never changed at Sunshine Nails. The faded beige carpet had been ripped up and replaced with porcelain tile, which made sweeping loose nail clippings a breeze. The Sony boom box that could only play one station—soft rock with the occasional hour of jazz—was replaced with a flat-screen television that could play a total of twenty-seven channels.

Though it was far from perfect, the salon was Phil’s pride and joy. He was protective of it in the same way a bear was protective of her cub. He never felt this way about any of his previous jobs: dishwasher at a suburban Chinese restaurant, delivery driver for Swiss Chalet, janitor at a bank. Those jobs did not carry the respect and nobility attached to being an entrepreneur.

The first time he heard that word was during an overnight shift at the bank. It came from another janitor, Eamon Harsanyi, a fellow immigrant who liked to swear a lot. To this day, Phil still remembered what he said that night, which reframed everything he ever thought to be true about what kind of future he could have: “Why are we busting our ass making some rich guy richer when we can make ourselves rich?”

Since then, Phil promised himself he would no longer bend over for bad bosses. He became his own boss and opened his own nail salon. They grew their customer base slowly but steadily and eventually saw their profits go up and up. It was true what everyone said. There was no end to how much women were willing to spend to look good. Beauty, as it turned out, was recession-proof. For an immigrant with broken English, running Sunshine Nails was the best job he’d ever had and he was hell-bent on making sure no one pissed on his dream.

As expected, Allegra Jones sauntered into the salon at exactly ten o’clock. She was a Black woman in her forties with shiny braids that swept her shoulders. Ever since the salon opened, Allegra had a permanent appointment every other Thursday. She was Phil’s favorite. Not because she consistently dropped at least eighty dollars on every visit—though that didn’t hurt—but because she wasn’t afraid to play with outrageous designs.

Once, she asked for a silver foil effect that made her nails look like tiny little mirrors. Some people thought it was too flashy. Phil thought it was perfect. Didn’t they know that the highest class of China’s Zhou dynasty wore elaborate nails dusted with gold and silver to symbolize their superiority? Or that Florence Griffith Joyner became the fastest woman in the world even with four-inch, tiger-striped acrylics stretching out from her fingers?

As Allegra plopped down on the swivel chair, Phil gasped. Three of her nails were broken and the polish was so chipped they looked like they’d been picked at by scavengers.

“Jesus, Allegra! Why are you always so rough on your nails?” Phil caressed her fingers as if they were little dead birds.

“I know, I know, but I had to help my boy with a science project. There was mud and iron oxide powder and vegetable oil everywhere! Can you believe the kinds of homework they expect us to help out with? Oh, it was a mess!”

Phil put on his glasses to further inspect the damage.

“How bad are they?”

“These all have to be removed. They are starting to yellow. See?” Phil turned on the lamp. “I can soak all these off and give you a whole new set. Only twenty extra dollars.”

“What? It’s not that bad. Can’t you just replace the broken ones? They’re going to be painted over anyway.”

“Need to start from scratch. Won’t look even. I can do for fifteen.” Allegra might have been his favorite, but he was still a businessman.

Kiera, a part-time employee and student at the University of Toronto, overheard the conversation and peeked over at Allegra’s nails. “It’s going to look so much better if you get a new set,” she confirmed.

Now Debbie had come over, laying a cup of freshly brewed coffee on Phil’s table. “I agree. You’ll be glad you got the full set.”

Even Thuy chipped in. “No better feeling than fresh new acrylics.”

Allegra chuckled. “I see what you’re all doing. Just take care of the broken nails for now. I’ll get a brand-new set next time.”

“How about a strengthening base coat?” Phil asked, putting on his mask. “It’s like vitamins for your nails.”

“No thanks. You guys are too much.”

One could not blame Phil for trying. Sure, a salon was supposed to be a sanctuary that left customers feeling relaxed, not emotionally abused and gouged of their money. Phil was aware that some salons operated on this philosophy, but he preferred to run his salon like a car dealership. The more you sold, the more you made. After all, business was business and you had to fight for every dollar you earned.

Still, he knew when to back off, especially with Allegra. She had a lot going on in her life. Her husband recently lost his construction job. Her mother had suffered a stroke and lost her ability to balance. If anybody needed to de-stress, it was her. And Phil was happy to give her that.

“How’s your mother?” Phil asked as he drilled off the acrylics on her broken nails.

“Better,” said Allegra. “I’m just so thankful she can still walk. She’s still independent, but she’s so stubborn. The other day I caught her trying to reach for a heavy bowl on a high shelf. I nearly screamed at her. Momma, will it kill you to ask for help?” She paused. “Could you drill those down shorter please?”

Phil stepped on the drill and the whole table began to vibrate. Nail dust danced off the table.

“That’s good,” said Phil. “You did the right thing, moving her back into your house. If only all children had that same sense of duty.” He sighed, thinking about Jessica’s aversion to working at the salon. “Kids these days. They think once they move out and have a life of their own they can forget about the parents that raised them. You ask them to do one little thing and they act like you just asked them to build a rocket ship. Who do they think gave them the life they have?”

“Kids are different nowadays,” said Allegra. “They live in their own little individualistic world. They grew up with that ‘put yourself first’ mentality, you know? All the while paying no mind to what people around them want and need. Makes me worried for the future, frankly.”

“Is your son like that?”

“God help me, he better not be! No way am I letting him turn into a selfish brat. I have to deal with bratty people at my job all the time. Imagine having to come home to that.”

Phil didn’t respond as he concentrated on laying down a coat of finely milled acrylic.

“You know,” she said, lowering her voice so no one else could hear, “I think Lawrence is up to his sketchy tricks again.”

“Sketchy?” Phil was unfamiliar with that word.

“It means shady, strange, things like that.”

“Oh-oh. How so?”

“Last night, I tried to check his call history but he keeps his phone on him everywhere he goes. I mean, everywhere,” she said, emphasizing each syllable. “He even takes it with him when he showers. I asked him, ‘Why do you take your phone in there? Aren’t you afraid of it getting water damaged?’ and then he takes this Ziploc bag out of the drawer, plops his phone in it, and tells me ‘Best invention ever, ain’t it, babe?’ I’m telling you, he’s up to something. When I find out, I’m going to shove that plastic bag up his—”

Phil lived for this. These were the kinds of intimate details reserved for best friends and therapists yet he got to be privy to all of it. What was it about getting beautified that made women want to spill all their salacious stories? Over time he came to appreciate how incredibly lucky he was to be born a man. Being a woman came with so many burdens. It was no wonder they went to great lengths for beauty, for being beautiful was perhaps the only upper hand they were born with.

After the top coat had dried, Phil rubbed chamomile-scented shea butter on her hands, being careful not to smudge her incredibly iridescent talons.

“Wait, I meant to give this to you.” Allegra reached into her purse and pulled out a rolled-up newspaper. “You know that store across the street that’s been sitting empty? It’s going to be a salon.”

Phil’s eyes widened. “A what?”

“A nail salon!”

Phil grabbed the newspaper from her. The article was buried on page L8 of the Globe and Mail: “Meet Toronto’s Most Instagrammable Nail Salon.”

“Keep the newspaper. I’ve gotta run.” Allegra put on her sunglasses and rushed out the door. “See you in two weeks,” she shouted from outside.

Phil looked down at the article. Above the fold was a photo of a salon with calm, Scandinavian sparseness: white walls, hardwood floors, hanging rope lights, rows and rows of succulents, and a light pink wall that served as a backdrop for photo shoots. Leaning against a slender table was a tall, white woman named Savannah Shaw, head of global expansion for Take Ten. Her wavy bob was as white as her jumpsuit. Her lips as red as blood.


Founded in 2014, Take Ten has gained cult status in New York City, where it launched before expanding to 24 locations, including Los Angeles, San Francisco, Miami, and Boston. This next-generation salon has won New York magazine’s “Best of Beauty” awards for the last two years, thanks to its chic decor, toxin-free products, and an overzealous obsession with hygiene that puts hospitals to shame. This fall, it will open its first-ever location outside the U.S. with a new 1,400-square-foot space in Toronto.

If the beloved nail salon chain Take Ten continues to grow at the rate it’s going, conventional nail salons might soon be put on the endangered list. The company received $12 million in funding in its first year, convincing venture capitalists to go all-in on its expansion.



Debbie came out from the back room and Phil quickly shoved the newspaper in the drawer. Phil did not tell Debbie about any of this. He simply put his head down and worked on the next customer, the whole time thinking, This is not good.






CHAPTER FIVE Thuy


For someone who was nineteen years old, Thuy looked more like thirteen.

It had its pros and cons. Con: The salon was accused of child labor on multiple occasions. Pro: She saved four dollars paying junior fare at the ferry terminal.

When the ferry docked at the island, Thuy and Jessica got off and walked towards Hanlan’s Point Beach.

“Today would be ten months since I came to Canada,” Thuy said.

“That’s it?” Jessica said. “It feels like you’ve been here for much longer.”

Thuy could never forget the night Phil called with news that her immigration application was approved. She was so excited she dug up her passport and fell asleep with it clutched between her hands. She called Phil and Debbie the next morning to tell them how grateful she was for the opportunity to start a new life in Canada, how she couldn’t wait to see snow for the first time, how she always wanted to walk through a giant mall, how she was so excited to go to school and become a nurse, how she—

“Hold on, hold on, child,” Phil had interrupted during their transatlantic phone call. “We only have enough money to feed you and keep a roof over your head. Maybe down the road we’ll save up enough money for you to go to school, but in the meantime, you’ll be working with us at the nail salon.”

Thuy did not protest. How could she when her aunt and uncle had spent so much time and money helping her come to Canada?

Now that she was here, it was nothing like she imagined. She did not like the snow, because it came with crippling cold temperatures that hurt her cheeks and chapped her lips. She rarely got to go to the mall, because she was too busy working at the nail salon or doing her English homework.

At least she was good at nails. It was a small relief to have one justification for all the trouble she’d put everyone through to come here. Even she was surprised how easy it came to her. She could draw everything under the sun with the right paintbrushes and some imagination.

These days, everybody was obsessed with marble nail art. All it required was a light-as-air touch, just a simple glide of the black-dipped brush along the surface of the nail to create realistic hairline cracks. And yet, neither Debbie, Phil, nor Kiera could do it the way Thuy did it. One customer had the highest praise to offer: “You are the Monet of nails.”

It was just too bad she wasn’t making enough money to relieve her family back home of all their burdens, what with the three little sisters and four little brothers and Father’s asthma problems and Grandma’s dementia and the house that still had a hole-in-the-ground toilet. She could barely even afford the ferry ride, discount and all.

“Here we are,” said Jessica. “This is my favorite beach in the entire city. Before I moved, this was where I spent all my free time, sunbathing with my friends, playing Frisbee, drinking homemade sangria.” She spread down a blanket. “You don’t mind the nudity, do you?”

The beach was clothing optional. Thuy had never seen so many naked people in her life. In fact, she had never seen a naked body, period. As Thuy rubbed sunscreen on her arms, she wanted to giggle and gasp at the same time. She couldn’t help but stare at all the body parts. A pair of pendulous breasts mesmerized her for a good minute.

“Oh my god, stop staring!” Jessica hissed quietly.

“Sorry, sorry. I’ve never been to a place like this before!” Thuy put on her knockoff Fendi sunglasses. “There’s no beach like this back home. It’s practically a crime to wear a two-piece bikini unless you are a tourist.”

“You’re telling me there’s no subculture of nudists in Vietnam? No way. I’ll bet you fifty dollars there’s an underground nudist community somewhere in that country.” Jessica took a sip of the sangria she had quickly whipped up that morning. Thuy took a swig. She was no expert in alcoholic beverages, but she was pretty sure this was all wine.

“Maybe,” said Thuy. “Attitudes are changing but very slowly. The government has finally allowed some nude photography to be displayed at museums, but many authorities still think it’s pornographic.” Thuy whispered the last word and cupped her mouth.

“It’s okay.” Jessica laughed. “There’s no undercover communist spy eavesdropping on us.”

“My mother would have a heart attack if she were here right now.”

“I bet she would.” Jessica tucked her hair back in a bun. “Pass me that magazine.”

Thuy pulled out a thick glossy magazine from one of the tote bags and placed it in front of Jessica. There were many words printed in big bold letters on the cover. She was only able to make out one headline: “Feel Better about Your Body Right Now.”

She badly wanted to ask Jessica if she could read the story for her. For as long as Thuy could remember, she never liked her body, never sought pleasure in its image. It was always too bony, too lanky, too skinny, too something. She’d gained twenty pounds since coming to Canada, but she still felt like a stick.

Her skin was another insecurity. She suffered an unrelenting bout of acne that left her forehead peppered with dark spots. Realizing she couldn’t find Pond’s Flawless White lightening cream anywhere in the city, she cried on the phone to her mother, begging her to ship a few jars to Canada. She said no; the shipping fees were equivalent to her monthly income.

Thuy peeked over at her cousin. So this was the Jessica, the daughter who lived in Los Angeles and had a glamorous job and a glamorous house and a glamorous fiancé. Thuy had heard so much about her since she moved here. It was all Phil and Debbie could talk about. Jessica met Tom Cruise! Jessica’s house has a double shower! Jessica’s engagement ring is the size of Jupiter! With all the hype, Thuy thought Jessica was a goddess, but the sight of her in the flesh was underwhelming. She had barely any makeup on, her hair was tied up in a messy bun, her thighs were mottled with cellulite, and one nipple was pointing east while the other went south. So why did she look so confident in her body? Could Thuy learn to be this confident, too?

Jessica looked up from her magazine. “You can’t be serious,” she said. “Aren’t you boiling in there?”

Thuy was blanketed in towels. From her milk-white toes to her long black hair, every inch of her body was shaded by Egyptian cotton.

“You look like a pile of laundry,” said Jessica, attempting to yank one off.

“I don’t want to get dark,” she said.

“You can’t hide from the sun forever.”

“I don’t want to show my skin.”

“No one is even looking at you. Did you see those men over there with their half-erect Coke cans? They’re all more interested in their own bodies than they are in yours.”

“Maybe it’s a natural thing for you to do, to show off your body like that. But it’s not really who I am.”

“Sweet pea, you’re in Canada now. You’re free to be whoever you want to be.”

That’s easy for you to say, she wanted to tell her cousin. Instead, she watched silently as Jessica rubbed coconut-scented oil over every nook and cranny of her body.

You’re free to be whoever you want to be.

Thuy wondered if she could be like Jessica. The kind of daughter who drank beer, got giant tattoos down her leg, and vehemently said no when her parents asked her to work at the salon. Where she came from, this behavior would have warranted a public spanking in front of the entire village. And yet, a part of her wished she had a bit of that boldness.

“Fuck, I think I’m burning,” Jessica cried out. She pressed her finger on her breast and watched as the white mark faded slowly back to pink. “Shit,” she hissed as she put her shirt back on. “Do you think it’ll fade in time for the party?”

Thuy snickered quietly. Her cousin had a nasty sunburn on the bridge of her nose and all over her chest. There was no way it would heal in time. “You look great.”

She lay down on her towel and placed a hat over her face. It was her first lie in a very long time. And it felt good.






CHAPTER SIX Dustin


Dustin sat at the front of the streetcar like he always did on his way to work. He liked the front. It was peaceful and predictable, filled with harmless, curmudgeonly types who kept to themselves. Today was his five-year performance review and he needed to rehearse what he was going to say. I’d like to bring up the topic of my salary… align my compensation with my value.… There hasn’t been an adjustment since I started.… By the time he reached his stop at Queen and Spadina, he’d gone over the spiel three times in his head.
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