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jeans applying mascara. You told
me to go back to sleep and I don't
remember the next day, or the
days after. You were on your way
to Madrid to board the plane to
Wenzhou. It had been a trip care-
fully planned a year before, when
you reached a tipping point after
dad came home empty-handed
from the casino again. You tell
me today that you were miser-
able then, that you were misled.
Trapped. You were being given
a monthly allowance to dress our
home and me, Lunch and dinner
were at the restaurant, Home was
only a place to sleep.

You had me two months after
your nineteenth birthday. The
pressure was off, you told your-
self. Your duty had been served,
the wedding had been consum-
mated. But soon you realized
that handing your salary to dad,
as he ordered you to, was always
gone, spent. You felt restless and
asked his mother to tell him off,
but instead she told you off. How
dare you complain after they
gave you work, bed, and family?
When [ was four, we moved to a
small city tucked in the valleys of
Serra da Estrela. My uncle had
bought a restaurant there and
needed someone to manage it,

You both saw this opportunity

to take ownership of your young
IIVES, a promise Lo start over away
from his urban vices, and two
years later you had borrowed
enough money to buy it from
my uncle. You thought of possi-
bilities, renewed power, a happy
family. But five years passed, and
you were living in a crammed
apartment with our cooks and
waiters, having sex while 1 slept
next to you. Two intertwined
bodies under the bright yellow
light half blocked by your taller
mattress next to mine. Intimacy
had been reduced to silent grn;ms‘.
only to be released and vibrate in
the afternoons spent with you at
Mango. Intimacy was sitting in the
changing room as | watched you
glow, handling frilly tops, satin
fabrics, push-up denim jeans, ask-
ing me what I thought and slowly
discovering the "malchy-lmtch):”
economy together. Intimacy was
having to be with you in the public
restroom, because | was too little
to be left alone and watched you
excreting liquid poo with brown
spots after you ate a kiwi. Intimacy
was to be left alone in our bed-
room, killing time by imitating
several voices, including yours,
in an argument between differ-
ent people. An employee who
was looking after me opened the
door scared and stunned. She

wondered if you were back. What
was "coming back?” Where were
you, were you coming back? You
didn't know either.

The months prior to your depar-
ture you had asked your closest
friend, who was married to a gam-
bling addict, for advice, and she told
you to do it, to free yourself. But
you didn't want to set fire to your
marriage, so you asked someone
else, a friend of your mom, who
had become a surrogate mother fig-
ure to you. Perhaps you hoped she
would whisper some sense into you.
Preserve and protect. But she told
you to leave by yourself, to leave me
with him, because a single-parent life
as a woman would be hard on both
of us. You wouldn't earn enough to
take care of me, and I'd grow resent-
ful of you. Dad had the support of
his entire family abroad. He would
be able to give me nicer things and
a nicer life. You leaving us would
be irrelevant to dad's financial pros-
pects, Mouths will always be fed in a
Chinese household, and a divorced
man is never too old to remarry.
After the wiser female confidante
revealed that only women age, and
fail, you decided a better future for
me would be one without you. The
plan covered all the possibilities:
you couldn't be seen in major trans-
portation hubs, you couldn't con-
tact local Chinese travel agencies,
you couldn't ask him for money.

Any of these would raise suspicion,
get the community talking, and you
would be caught and beaten up.
You were helpless, but you noticed
your fashion wasn't. Your mom had
been sending you monthly packages
the size of a sleeping pillow. Plushy,
and manically, taped together. They
would bring you natural medicine,
dried foods, handwritten letters on
fragile rice paper, and clothes. You
would carefully read them while bit-
ing into dried pulled pork, chewing
with gusto. Opening these pack-
ages were moments of bliss as you
encountered home in these sweets.
You brightened up browsing your
mom's words in the quietness of
afternoon breaks after lunch ser-
vice. Your lips moved innocently,
mouthing her words, happy. You'd
smile like in a photograph of you
holding me when 1 was two. This
smile was matched with your eyes
wide open, a vulnerable optimism
made even more hopeless next to
the other photographs of you in
those early vears, They showed a
young woman grieving, her eyes
empty, letting a faint smile, watch-
ing the camera lens capturing her
you — a captive in pre-adult
clothing, a bit of Mango jeans, a bit
of Morgan de toi seventies-inspired
knitted tops. Full frontal, stand-
ing in front of parks, of houses that
weren't ours; in front of a shopping
mall called "Ice Palace.” These were
the Eiffel towers in your life, shown
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only option. Over those months, you

made up illnesses that needed care

in the bigger city. You went alone to
visit your friend to gain confidence
and look for ways out, but it didn't
take you long to realize that flying
from Portugal was impossible, The
travel agency might snitch, the bus
ticket office might snitch, the taxi
driver might snitch, so leaving from
another place had to be considered.
Madrid became that exit.

At this point, you pause your story
and stare at the half-empty plate of
grilled chicken salad you were eat-
ing. You move your lips into a timid
smirk, We are sitting at the counter
of the cafe you usually go to for lunch
next to our shop. It's a blue-col-
lar establishment, populated by
old gentlemen sipping homemade
wine, killing their idle hours by star-
ing at the TV or the empty glass.
Time seems slower in places like
this, where we gather around empty
dishes searching for answers to fun-
damental questions that we can't
verbalize. You hesitate and look at
me with your mouth ajar. | sense
embarrassment, but I'm wrong. You
are playing coy; your eyes are mis-
chievous. You tell me a regular cus-
tomer came to know your story and
offered to take you to Madrid over-
night. You insist you won't tell me
who this person was, I wondered if
you had a lover, so [ ask ifhe or she is
still in touch with you, and you said

ves. I am stunned, not by you, but by
my vixen mind imagining you cud-
dling up with anything else but your
wall paint samples. How did you do
it? What did this cost you? Did you
promise free dinners? Infinite sup-
ply of Chinese clothing? My mind
spiraled into one selling one's body,
the perversion, the flesh, the debased
rawness that for a long while I've
considered my truth, or any truth
to be frank, but I forget that this
is not my journey.

A few months later you had sold
enough blouses under the table to
cover your trip and slipped away
at dawn. The flight from Madrid to
Wenzhou had a layover in Shanghai,
but your connecting flight was can-
celled. A tropical rainstorm had
seized the skies and you called your
mom, afraid, and running out of
money. You explained to her your
plan, your sadness, your dishonor,
and then your loneliness; torn from
the families you've known, calling off
the contract that emancipated you.
Spending the night in the gargan-
tuan halls brought you to a group of
Chinese women that were stuck like
you: stuck in the storm and stuck in
life. You listened to their stories and
you told yours. One woman was
coming back from Italy after quitting
her job in a construction site, where
she slept in a room with ten Chinese
male workers. She was not able to
sleep for months afraid they would

-
jump on her at night. Eventually,
she left. Another woman was
promised a job in Europe and she
came, ready to embrace the old
world. The job turned out to be
marrying an older man she had
never met, She ran away. Your
gaze lingers on the empty plate and
you shook your head. Many other
women told stories of deceit and
precarity that made yours sound
like whining. You seemed to have
more agency than them. You did
choose to leave at eighteen. You
did choose to marry an asshole,
You did choose to stay quiet when
you were told you were lucky to be
married and give birth so young,

For two months while you were in
China, dad had been calling and
leaving messages telling you how
sick I was. You didn't believe him.
You knew he barely remembered
my age. Chinese men don't do
childcare. The man who introduced
dad to you heard your new where-
abouts and tried to convince you to
come back, but you didn't flinch.
Successively, each member of your
family came to reason with you. The
uncles and aunties acted on their
duty to straighten what had strayed.
I gradually became the currency
of their negotiation: a token that
would make him commit to you,
and you to the broken marriage.

Nobody wanted to listen to your
demands. To them you were the
inexperienced one, the naive girl
who believed in respect. Your inde-
pendence was pejorative, a threat
to your family's reputation. What
would become of a loose woman, a
pretty one like you, divorced? You'd
be impure. You'd be a slut. His
mother came to lecture you about
family values. You're bad, bad,
bad. Bad. Bad mother. Bad house-
wife. Bad woman. She told you
how unforgivable it was to leave me
behind, your only child, but your
survival instincts kicked in. You
negotiated your return. You would
only come back if you had full con-
trol over finances and she agreed.
She is still mourning this loss of
property you put her through. You
returned quiet and he was quiet too,
Not long after, I told you that I saw
dad kissing the waitress' sister during
a blackout while you were away, and

you thanked me today. You told
him you knewabout it, and that you
would like to be in charge of things.
No arguments added, no fighting.
From then onwards, you guarded
our money and you gave an allow-

ance to him.




