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My mother peeked at rne from under her arm and didn't say a

word. Rare for her to forgo a chance to tease. I put my face to her
wrist, her neck, sniffing. Wlien I clarnbered over her body and saw

the milky splatter of vomit on the floor, beside the massive potted
sansevieria my mother insisted on keeping by our bedside as an air
filter, she hid her face again.

"Get dressed," I said after a long moment. "I'm calling Dana."
Dana was her oncologist, one my mother had scammed into

friendship. When they first met, she told Dana she'd been involved
with a church deacon years ago who abandoned her when she

became pregnant with me, and sweet Dana, in spite of everything
one might assume about doctors and intelligence, truly believed

God had called her to be the attending phvsician the day I brought
my mother in. Nl lies. My mother wasn't religious, and my father
u-as a taxi driver. But u.hen I confronted her, she waved me offwith
a laugh and stayed in touch with Dana, forwarding her prayers and

Bible verses on \44ratsApp.

It rvorked. Dana loved my mother. She dropped by the photo-
copv shop frequently to bring her food, or just to chat, and even

ordered me to bypass the hospital's call center and ring her directiy
if rve needed anl,thing. \Atren the neighborhood aunties found out,
they teased us relendessly-of course Su Yang w-ould charm the

famously stufly hospital staff, of course she would be the persoll
to pull the wool over their eyes. Whoever heard of a doctor giving
out her personal number, it was absurd, it wasn't done. But in all
their ribbing there was a sense of glee, as if we had won something.

Not to me. I found my mother's relationship u'ith Dana deceitful; I
s\r'ore we w'ould never call on this favor.

Yet here we \\.ere.

It turned out to be leptomeningeal disease. Neither my mother
nor I had heard the term before, but Dana was crl,ing as she deliv-
ered the news. She knew we couldn't afford surgery; we \\.ere still
paying off debt from the first one. Because of her preexisting
health conditions, we didn't qualifu for the experimental drug tri-
als. Because nry mother belonged to the generation too poor, and

therefore too proud, for insurance, there were no secret reserves
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of cash that could be

medical paperwork Ir

understood. I wanted

"An)twhere from tt
"And witlout?"
"Four to six weeks.

I was stunned. Bes

treatment. I dont rn'an

The diagnosis invi
hopped around Pene'
gering the stethoscop
the door; making Dan
was too bright, her ev

ered and changed into
down in our bedroom.

"Where are you ga

"To work."
"They can maragt
She didnt eYen sro

to lie at home like a us

I could see her rib
gotten so skinny, I had

and said quickly: "Ifrr
"She's not my sister

"I want to see you a

and she pushed furrh
another one of her ur
and implied. "Promise

ttNo."

"Then you might a
She left.

Later that nighg whe
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to Christchurch, New Zealand, maintaining radio silence for six

months, refusing to speak to heq refusing to explain how she had

offended me to 'vvarrant that kind of severance, breaking her heart,

shaving years off her life from worry forcing her to communicate

onlv through Arin, and then u.hen I finally returned, how I exiled

Arin, refusing to bend in the last four years, despite being brought
up to understand that fanrily yr2s the key, the heart, the cornerstone

of life; that, too, broke her heart, how could I be so callous, so cruel,

perhaps these rash decisions could be made as a child, but wasn't I
already twenty-seyen, basically thirty, wasn't it time to gro\4, up, yes,

perhaps our childhood wasn't ideal, but whose is; an1,,way, wasn't it
kinci of sill1, 66 hold on to old grudges, and more importantl,v, she

u.as d1.ing, couldn't I put aside my own selfish desires for six short
r.veeks, might not even be six, might be four, four w-eeks minus one

day we had just wasted oD 1rs1 another petty argument, come on,
horv hard could it be, didn't I love her, didn't I care?

By the end of that tirade, the sun was rising. T was crying too.

lArasn't she the one u,ho insisted we would only hold Arin back,

u'asn't she the one who said it was better to let her go? She was

re'r.erting to her old habits of lying in order to get what she wanted,

increasingiy convinced by the passionate tenor of her own voice

till she truly believed the stories she'd constructed. And me-
kidnapped bv her emotions, unable to protest. A child again.

Even in the dark she could feel me nodding; her agitation
subsided.

"You'llcall her?"
ttYes."

But I wasn't a good daughter and no longer claimed to be one.

There was considerable freedom to be had in knowing and accept-

ing that I was a disappointment to my mother. The ininute she let
ne go I put her plea out of my mind. I'd spent most of my adult life
trving to divorce mvself from Arin and wasn't about to stop now'.

The next day, as if conjured by -y mother'.s desires, Arin
appeared on the cover of Life! I ignored the headlines and scr-uti-

nized the picture. Once upon a tirne we were so inseparable, people

would often get us confused. If the neighborhood aunties had to

THE

differentiate us, they'd
even though I was onlv
people wouldn't beliese
showed Arin on a red c
camera. Her hairwas co
snake, her eyebrows arc
and amused.

I recognized that ex
my own lips curling in
nized, also, t-he dress sh

tion from a smail Sing
Instagram after Arin s-a

a clutch. Everyone kne.
designer, postr.iralitv., o
her to couture searnsue

fairy tale, the designer v
to creating modern gor

she announced a neu'c
alarms on their phones
no gowns. But perhaps t
doesn't buy an invesmer
flight of fzncy. Drearn-r

profiled saying, all lou n,

Arin rarely gave inte
circus around t}e desien
her success, but I notice
from independent.tian
to be dressed by lalenti
online, opining how this
young, beautiful actresse

ger felt the need to foll
they had their own uarl
The articles flooded the
moved on, but the glow

The narrative r*-as al
never been creati.re; sorr
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it. But in her cooi, amused gaze,I could feel the undercurrent of
delight, smirking at the layers of performance she'd successfully

pulled off I folded the newspapers away.

Another day passed, then another. My mother pressed me about

Arin, and I told her I'd been trying, with no luck. Arin was too
famous now, it was impossible to reach her; if she didn't believe

me she was free to try contacting her herself. My mother got dis-

tracted, she returned to work, she asked about Arin again. Each

time she asked it was easier to fob her off w-ith an excuse. Because

I'd already given mv promise, she held on to the childlike trust that
it would all work out, that I'd find a \4,ay to make it happen. I don't
know where her faith in me came from. It made me sick with guilt.

My mother's headaches returned, worse than before. She became

even more unmoored, missing days at the photocopy shop and

u'eeping when she realized. At her behest, I went down over the

weekend and spoke to the lady boss.

It was located in a string of shops crammed in the void deck

under a block of HDB flats five minutes from home, sandwiched

between a value dollar store perpetually advertising a closing sale,

and a barber offering ten-dollar haircuts. The void deck aunties all

recognized me. As I approached, the photocopv auntie nodded and

called out in Mandarin: "Su's girl. So big now."
I grimaced. "Ma asked me to apoiogize in person. She'.s not

\\-ell-"
"\ts, that's obvious." The photocopy shop was fulI of the baby

sansevieria plants my mother propagated and dispensed through-
out the neighborhood, and the photocopy auntie touched a stubbl',

swordlike leaf as she spoke. "'lell her to take as much time as she

needs."

"Ah-Auntie, can I ask for a favor? Can you iet my mother come

in as and when she's able? I'll return you the money, you wouldn't
have to pay her."

I'd been working up to that offer all week. I wasn't sure hou,

much exactly my mother vl.as paid at the shop or whether I could
actually afford to give the money back. I'd only just started a job

marking compositions for a private tuition center, it was the kind

of job that paid br r- -

waved me off. "It's bee:,

"Awhile?"
She looked surpri.-

and there, it's fine."
We weren't speaL:.

aunties were listeninc
tomer, who lingered t
wouldn't continue u h,.
been in touchi"

"No, she's on tour.''
Disapproval ripple;

aunties had seen her r:-

nottheirkind of rhir-
glamour of, stardorn. . .

were in reluctant a\\ !' ,-'

In the end, radic -

home," the photoco:,, .

her family when she s.:
The rest of the ,--
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"Call her again.''

"If you want to se- -

She just smiled. "O

\Vas this a game rr .

papers, ignoring her. L-

but I could not imacin=
sarcastic person befbr.
demands, to a $,onan
doctor's diagnosis, Pe,- :

rwist out from the sr.:
She had no respecr iJ-
sis rnight be the rtrn-
laughable.

Dana agreed to r-ne -
the warmth she er-uc..
explained my theon.

"For the patienL r,

family members need -

tal's kopitiam. I'd oJ:--
and paid for us borh -,, --

and was speakins ii
need to be realisdc. G,.
dangerous. eren derr:.'
life was the priorin. ::
mother had alreaclr -r-
she seemed fine. it , -

cliff, and the sembl,:.---
understand? It x as cl-,,, -

She downed hci- -

talking about prepara -
bring myself ro to.ur
sit in silence as peo: =-
drank, fretted arour - -
to Dana as the\ rctLrr.:
with a slight nod. I Lrr,-:,

when she spoke. hcr . .

fessional. Just likc LI:. :

y mother was gone when I let myself back into the apart-

ment, without even leaving a note. I wasn't worried. The
parameters of her life only stretched an hour's walk either way.

The older she got, the more resistant to public transportation or
cars. I sat at the dining table and tried to catch up on correcting
composltlons.

But evening came and went v'ith no sign of her. I started to

worry I sent her a WhatsApp, I tried to call her-nothing. When
she finally walked in, it was close to 10:00 p.m. I was slumped in
a corner on the flooq surrounded by unmarked papers, trying to
figure out how to file a missing person's report on my phone. She

looked surprised. Her phone had run out of battery she hadn't

thought to charge it. I lost my temper; how couid she be so irre-
sponsible, so unaccountable, but she found it funny.

"Life can't be lived on a leash, Gen," she said mildly. It was

something I'd said to her, when I first left home at twenty-three. I
ignored this, I wanted to know where she'd been.

"I went for dinner with your father." She looked at me. "You

didn't tell him I v'as sick?"

"You two don't even talk."
"Yes, dying changes things."
She went into the kitchen, pulling her singlet off as she went,

shedding her shorts, too, until she was standing onlv in her boxers,

getting herself a glass c,rf water. "Ma," I said, glancing at the shirtless

uncle smoking out of the apartment window across from us, "the
window."

She turned to face me, her chest ribbed and bare. When I
averted my gaze, she laughed loudl.v. "Did 1,s11 reach your sister?"

"Stop asking, I already told you I've tried. A.)*ry, she's not
here, I am."
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"You should probably know that a columnist korr, Tbe New

Paperhas been asking around. She wants to know what kind of care

Auntie Su is receiving, and if your sister has been involved at all.

Obviously hospital records are confidential, but if your mother is
with a public hospital, it's not hard to put two and nvo together."
Dana frowned. "She's persistent She's already written to the head

of radiology, and a mutual friend reached out to ask if he could
connect us."

I didn't know what to say. Dana had thus far been too courteous

to articulate her opinions on Arin's absence, but they hovered at the
periphery of our every conversation. I was quite literally useless,

but Arin? To be so successful, yet absent in person and deed, was

unforgivable. "If hospital records are confidentia.l," I said finally, "it
should be fine. The reporter won't get anywhere."

Dana's lunch hour was over, she stood up. She looked at me and

I felt ashamed. "Auntie Su doesnt need any additional stress now.

Call your sister."

A bus arrived with Arin's blown-up portrait plastered on its side.

In a fit of childish irritation I let it go by, only to be squished up
against a sweaty boy in school uniform on the next one. He had

his phone held horizontally and was playrng an obnoxiously loud
game, each electronic bleep drawing the ire of exhausted house-

wives and overworked students trlnng to take naps against the oil-
stained bus window.

Then his game was interrupted by an ad. I glanced down: a

trailer for Arin's new movie. It was a cheesy superhero flick, a stand-
alone, Arin's character a clear Lois Lane rip-ofi-though no one

but me seemed to have noticed. The trailer showed a transforma-
tion sequence, the protagonist leaping out of his office window in a
running jo-p. Arin's anxious face filled the screen, her hair teased

into fat waves, nose scrunching in an adorable gasp as her appar-

endy suicidal coworker shot upward into the sky, newly wrapped
in dark red spandex. The u/orry melted away, her eyes sparkled

with admiration and mischief. A tiny X appeared in the corner of
the screen, but the boy didn't notice, he was enamored. It wasnt
even one of Arin's good angles, but it was easy to conflate fame

Tt.t I

with beauty. The n:aile

I flinched at the sharp r

became awate of my pr
slighdy; then, without r

embarrassed pride.
I got off the bus.

Danawaswrong. Tt
Arin was unimpeachab
years to breach meins
treasure-any attempt 1

by the newspaper editc
pathetic LiveJournal bl
writer found us, interro
a story no. Nor would
situation, even if ml r
the success she earned I

her help would be no tr
But I couldnt stop

her voice had dropped
about Arin, the frustrar

dull response. In that t
plainly written on the f
that they had gotten tht
hold of the wrong siste

it was better they had n
old sense of injustice br

mymother's questionin
knew. The storyu,asntr
that had taken her in-all
drop everything and re
my mother's side again.

It was that she q-as a

tion took eleven y-ears.

it was the most precior
wasnt certain I could le
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