

[image: Book cover of ‘New Skin, A Novel’ by Sarah Wang. The cover image features a fragmented ribbon like shape revealing parts of a woman’s eyes, nose, and lips.]




[image: Title page of ‘New Skin, A Novel’ by Sarah Wang published by Little, Brown and Company.]





The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Copyright © 2026 by Sarah Wang

Cover design by Oliver Munday

Cover © 2026 Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

littlebrown.com

First Edition: May 2026

Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email hachettespeakers@hbgusa.com.

Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

ISBN 9780316594547

E3-20260421-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	I

	1

	2

	3

	4




	II

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10




	III

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content


	Copyright





Page List


	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30



































































































































































































































































































For my mother






Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Little Brown logo]







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

—D. W. Winnicott
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1

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

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

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

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

“What medications are you currently taking?”

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

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

“Losartan, propranolol, Fosamax, albuterol.”

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

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

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

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

“Fever? Your temperature is normal.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What surgery?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

“Would you like a referral?”

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

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

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

She nodded.

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

She winced, squeezing her eyes shut.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The door shut softly with a click.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why can’t I?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


	Post furniture for sale.

	Schedule utilities for cutoff date.

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

	Call student loan officer.



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

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

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

“Perfect,” the leech man exclaimed.

I gave the leech man a dirty look.

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

[image: ]
“Linli!”

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

“Liiiin-liii!”

“What?” I shouted back.

“Come here!”

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

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

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

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

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

“No,” she wailed. “I am paralyzed.”

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

“I can’t feel my body.”

I squeezed harder.

“Ouch!” she cried.

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

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

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

“A long time.”

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

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

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

“I might be quadriplegic.”

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

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

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

“I’m paralyzed.”

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

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

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

“Why?” Her double eyelids widened.

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

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

“You’re a terrible daughter.”

I smiled. “Am I?”

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

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

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

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

She closed her eyes, laced her fingers, and placed them over her stomach. Had I aged out of child abuse? A bar of sunlight streamed in from beneath the window shade, illuminating dust particles suspended in the air. Backing away from her bedside, I saw that the position she had assumed resembled a body in a casket. Why was she like this? I remembered what the therapist leading my teen support group for children of addicts had said: “It doesn’t matter why she’s disturbed. It only matters that you know she’s disturbed.”

[image: ]
It was time for dinner. I stood in front of the refrigerator. There was leftover oxtail soup. I took out the pot and put it on the stove to heat. Wait. My dream. I took off the lid. It looked like soup. I sniffed. Beefy, oniony, tomatoey. Had I only been dreaming that I’d peed in the soup? It had seemed so real. I turned the flame on high.

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

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

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

“It’s hot. Be careful,” I said.

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

“Tastes different than yesterday.”

“Open up.” I fed her another spoonful.

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

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

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

“I’m not hungry. But you are. Eat.”







2

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

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

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

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

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

“Liiiiin-li! It’s starting.”

“All right. Just a minute.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“London?” She was aghast.

“London.” I smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can’t you be quiet? It’s rude.”

I grabbed the remote and turned the television off.

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

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

“I was watching that.”

“Are you planning on paying any of them?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You make me anxious,” I said.

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

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

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

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