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Dedication

For my sisters:

Susie, Ari, and Camellia




Note on Language

In this text, Mandarin that the narrator hears is rendered in pinyin transliteration: “Zhège yàngzi!”

Chinese characters that the narrator sees are rendered as written: 就像这些

All translations of Chinese and Spanish appear in italics, like the narrator’s internal monologue. Quotation marks indicate what Victor hears; italics represent the experience of language in his mind.
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A habit established without discussion: Mark Knox and I sit in silence for several seconds before we exit the van. For me, a moment to steel my nerves. Fear takes up its proper position inside my rib cage, and my senses awaken to the night: the spit of the rain in the yellow headlights, the steady pit-pat as it drums on the roof, the sour odor of the van’s mildewed upholstery.

As for my employer, I don’t know what goes through his head. Maybe Mark is like me, saying a prayer for a good haul and muttering his gratitude for some work to do on a Friday night. Or maybe he’s just waiting for Ty, the guy we bribe for parking, to emerge from his single-wide.

The door of the trailer cracks open, and Ty sticks his head out.

“I’m Matt,” Mark whispers. “You’re Dave.”

I make my eyes big like, Duh. I screwed up the fake names once, and now he never fails to remind me. We hop out of the van, sling our backpacks over our shoulders. Mark ascends the three steps to the door of Ty’s trailer. I hang back.

“My man Matt.” Ty proffers his fist.

Mark leans against the side of the trailer, taps Ty’s fist with his own, and palms him a ten-dollar bill.

Ty tucks the ten into the breast pocket of his blazer. Still in uniform—he must’ve had to work late. The three of us tip our heads back in unison as a passenger jet roars overhead, rending the air with twin six-ton engines. The world feels changed once it’s gone, the unseen throngs of crickets and chorus frogs chastened into silence. Ty glances at his watch. “Delta red-eye to Newark, that’s a Dreamliner. Y’all want rolls?”

Mark grins as he produces five more dollars from his rain pants. Ty works as a concierge at the Visa Crown Elite Lounge, where Obsidian cardholders are served the same defrosted croissants every day until they’re gone. But at the Cinnabon in Terminal Three, where his girlfriend cashiers, day-olds go home with the staff.

Ty pockets the five, disappears for a moment, and then reappears holding a plastic bag.

“There’s extra icing in there.” He hands the bag to Mark.

“My man,” Mark says.

“You good, Dave?”

“Hi, Ty,” I say.

“Lotta new tents out there.” Mark jerks his head back toward the entrance.

Ty’s lips press into a tight line, and he shakes his head ruefully. “Land of the free. Well, good luck, my dudes. Bag mucho amphibians.”

He salutes us with two fingers and pulls his door shut.

Mark puts the cinnamon rolls in the van, and then we set out through the rain, navigating the puddles in the potholed pathway between the netless tennis court and the empty pool. Making our way toward the reservoir behind the mobile home park.

“Six rolls for five bucks,” Mark says, scanning the cloud layer for upwind gaps. “That’s like fifteen calories a cent.”

“Diabetes can add up,” I say.

Mark chuckles and says, “We need happy Ty.”

We skirt the muddy banks of the reservoir, trace the chain-link fence to where it vanishes into a thicket of blackberry bushes. Then the work gloves and headlamps come out of our backpacks. Peering into the darkness that surrounds us, I seek signs of others out roaming the night, but we’re alone.

So I click on my headlamp in red-light mode and pull aside the thorny vines that hide our tunnel through the thicket.

Mark crawls in first. I follow behind. The bushes have grown since we last cut them back, and for the final several feet of the tunnel, on the other side of the hole in the chain-link fence, we’re wriggling forward on our elbows and bellies.

“Think maybe we should trim again?” I clamber to my feet on the other side.

“We’ve only got a couple trips left,” Mark reminds me.

We’re standing in the corner of a large field, its soggy expanse arrayed with a grid of shipping containers listing in the mud.

Hull Secure Facilities. Or as we call it, the Lost and Found.

Mark shucks his backpack to the ground in front of the nearest shipping container. Kneeling next to him, I knit my fingers together and boost him onto the top. After I’ve passed up both backpacks, I grasp his hands and launch myself upward, and he heaves me onto the container beside him.

The first thing I do is check for our two-by-fours: right here where we left them. Then I follow Mark’s gaze to the cottage on the hill at the far end of the Lost and Found.

A light glows in one window.

“Jerry’s up late,” I say, glancing at my watch, a black rubber Casio I found among Dad’s things after his murder.

Ten minutes to midnight.

Mark narrows his eyes at the cottage. The window flickers. Dimmer. Brighter. Yellow. Blue.

“Watching TV,” Mark concludes. “Rain might clear up by four. I say we move.”

June on the forty-seventh parallel north: the sun lingering in the sky until nine, rising again at five. Seattle averages eight nights of rain in June. July only gets six. The window for our visits to the Lost and Found is closing.

I pick up one of the two-by-fours and lay it across the gap to the next container over, and Mark places the second board parallel to the first. We cross this makeshift bridge one at a time, moving our feet in short, wide steps like inept roller skaters. Then we move the boards and cross the next gap, working our way toward the only four containers that we haven’t searched yet: the ones closest to Jerry Hull’s cottage.

A single footstep on the paths among the containers could result in a felony burglary charge or a spray of buckshot in the back. It would trip the network of seismic sensors buried beneath the ground, and that would trigger an alarm on Jerry’s phone that would send him scuttling to his gun cabinet.

But the vibrations caused by our steps on top of the containers, dampened by the seismic static of the rainfall, aren’t strong enough to trip the sensors. And there are dead spots in the network, including the far corner by the blackberry thicket.

All this from Mark. He knows all about the ground sensors. He installed them.

It takes us about half an hour to reach the first untouched container, the one labeled Bin Four on Mark’s hand-drawn map back at the office. Now we’re within a hundred feet of Jerry’s. The light has migrated from the front of the cottage to the rear.

“That his bedroom?” I ask.

Mark shakes his head. “Bathroom. Brushing his teeth, I suppose.”

“Impressive hygiene for a parasite.”

“Well. He doesn’t floss.”

I smirk at Mark. “You searched his cabinets?”

“I don’t know about ‘searched.’” His tone is defensive. “I wasn’t fiending for Vicodin. You don’t peek behind the mirror when you use someone’s john?”

The question gives me pause. Do I? Would I? Nobody’s invited me into their house since I arrived in Seattle sixteen months ago. And before that, well. I was a different person before that. I had a home and a future back then. I had a name.

Mark’s gaze shifts from my face to the darkness behind me. He puts his hands on his hips, sticks out his chin, and says, “Huhhh.”

I turn around and see what he’s staring at: a rectangular pool in the mud, twenty feet long and eight feet wide, where Bin One used to be.

I say, “Oh.”

We peer at the absence of Bin One for a long moment. Conjectures float through my head with all the dependability of helium balloons. Meanwhile, the rain thickens.

“Maybe we should get the hell out of here,” I say.

“We’ll make tonight our last.” Mark glances back at the cottage. All dark now. He opens his backpack, pulls out his climbing harness and the rope.

“You sure about that, boss?” I say.

Mark nods. “A few more hours, Lao. One last hurrah at our dear Lost and Found.”

I pull out my own harness and tighten the straps around my waist. We tie the ends of the short rope to our carabiners with figure-eight knots. Then I sit down on the roof of the container and brace my heels against the steel lip of its front edge.

Mark drops off the front of the container, hangs for a moment with his hands on the lip, then sets the soles of his boots against the container door. As his weight falls into his harness, the rope between us stretches taut.

I hear a beep from his watch. Mark’s gotten pretty handy with his pick and tension wrench. He opened the padlock on Bin Twelve in ninety-two seconds. He hasn’t come close to that record since, but he hasn’t given up.

I follow along on Dad’s Casio. A hundred and fifteen seconds later, I hear him pop the shackle on the lock and slide open the bolt.

He climbs back to the top of the container with a grin on his face. I get to my feet, unclip the carabiner from my harness, and make a show of stretching my legs.

“A few more cinnamon rolls and we’re gonna need a thicker rope,” I say.

“Hit the squat rack,” Mark scoffs. “I’m trimmer than a sprinter.”

The chummy banter feels forced, undermined by the conspicuous absence of Bin One and the increasingly stormy skies. The wind is really ripping now, the rain blooming into a downpour. And when we’re shifting the two-by-fours to the next gap, rushing a little so that we can get out of the weather, I trip over the rope, lose my footing, and drop the board all the way to the ground.

We freeze, lock eyes, and then turn as one to look at the cottage. Long seconds pass in which the only sounds are the splatter of the rain on the steel containers, the whistle of the wind through the gaps.

I check my watch. One minute. Then two. No lights snap on. No door flies open. No sign of Jerry.

I look down at the errant timber, one end still resting on the lid of Bin Three, the other sunk into the mud beneath us.

“Is this a dead zone?”

Mark shrugs, still watching the cottage. “I guess so.” He turns to frown at me. “Think you can keep your shit together, Lao?”

“Line management is your job, Matt.”

He looks down at my feet, where the rope lies in a heap.

“All right, all right. Just watch where you’re going, you big baby,” he says. “Can you cross a single plank?”

I don’t answer, just step out onto the remaining two-by-four. I fix my eyes on the far bin and move quickly. Then I turn around and extend both middle fingers toward Mark.

He gives me a golf clap. I reach down and retrieve the second board for his use. We repeat our routine on Bin Three, and Mark picks the padlock in ninety-eight seconds. Then we look at the skies. Plenty of rain left.

“Three hours?” he says.

“Oughta do it.” I set a timer on Dad’s Casio.

“You need some puréed pumpkin to tide you over?” he asks.

“I’d kinda like to purée your face right now.”

He flashes his snaggletoothed grin, then crosses back to Bin Four. He dangles himself over the front edge, pulls the door open with one hand, and drops into the shipping container with the grace of a jungle cat.

I watch the dark cottage for another minute, a scowl on my face, resentment nesting in my intestines.

Think you can keep your shit together, Lao?

Typical Mark. Mister Teflon. Not a mistake-owner. Leaves a rope coiled around my ankles in a rainstorm and snaps at me when it trips me up. I’m still fuming in his general direction as I slip into Bin Three, shut the door behind me, and switch my headlamp to white light.

But when I look around the humid interior of the shipping container, anticipation floods my veins, warming me from scalp to fingertips. Gratitude returns to me, gratitude to my boss and only friend, the man who introduced me to the one thing I ever feel like doing anymore: searching through stories sealed in plastic, each one a life to glimpse into, a lottery ticket to scratch. Purses, wallets, backpacks, suitcases.

The confiscated belongings of people ejected from the country.





2

We first visited the Lost and Found on a drizzly night in April. We searched Bins Twenty-One and Twenty. Our cumulative haul was a pearl necklace, an e-reader, two film cameras, and 386 dollars in small bills.

We’d burgled federal property for a little more than what we could’ve made bouncing the door at a Cap Hill nightclub. On the giddy drive back to the office, I tried to figure out why it felt so good. In the weeks that followed, I developed a few theories.

Theory One: the dance with danger. Mark and I were weaned on adrenaline. Cable sports, console gaming, online poker, laser tag. Here was a game with real stakes: sneaking around in the dark, evading shitbag Jerry and his shotgun collection. After a night at the Lost and Found, air hockey felt like quilting.

Theory Two: the lure of fortune. Each plastic bag was a facedown hand of cards, radiant with possibility. “There’s a big score in here somewhere, I know it,” Mark said on that first night, rubbing his palms together. “A score that will change everything.”

We’d hit several times, no royal flushes but plenty of straights: the Rolex in Bin Sixteen, the sock full of engagement rings in Eleven, the vintage dreadnought guitar in Eight that Mark fondled for a week before consenting to sell.

I inferred Theories One and Two from Mark, that hop in his step each time we came here, that daredevil desire to linger until dawn. Theory Three came later. As I lost myself in the excavation of other people’s tragedies, an unfamiliar feeling washed over me. I had trouble naming it at first. Too warm for pity. Too far removed for compassion. Eventually I made up a word for it: “intonymity.” The combination of intimacy and anonymity. Like watching a sad movie. You see someone up close: their eyes, their teeth, their tears.

But they never see you.

I shed my rain gear to the floor of Bin Three, swap out my work gloves for disposable latex, and make a pile of bags from the nearest shelf. The first one I open contains a trifold wallet, all nylon and Velcro. Eight bucks in ones. A few neatly creased receipts, an expired condom, and a punch card for a movie theater: BUY SEVEN LARGE POPCORNS, GET THE EIGHTH FREE! One punch short of redemption.

And an Idaho driver’s license. Chambi Musa Jabril: 5’9”, 155 pounds, eyes brown, hair black, date of birth May 28, 1994. The photo shows a man with bushy eyebrows and pointy ears. Address: 6213 Overlook Street, Boise. Once upon a time.

“Chambi Musa Jabril. So close to free popcorn,” I mutter, tucking the cash into one of the dry bags in my backpack. “Happy belated, Chambi. I hope you got cake.”

Next up, a tiny denim backpack. Butterfly barrette, three sticks of fossilized chewing gum, and a high school ID card. Aracely Garcia. Rosacea, shy smile, eyebrows very plucked. The inner zip pocket contains a worn wooden rosary, a Korean smartphone in a bedazzled case, and a family photo from one of those green screen booths at tourist attractions. Aracely stands with her parents and her brother, superimposed on a stock image of the Space Needle, all four of them smiling that same shy smile.

I stare at the photo, studying their faces. Did this family fall to pieces, like mine, when they were shaken awake from their American dream? Or are they still together somewhere south of the Rio Grande, taking new photos and assembling a new life?

I put the photo, the rosary, and the phone into a different bag—the one Mark doesn’t know about. This is the bag I’ll send to Leon Few, the director of a nonprofit in Nogales that helps deportees get back on their feet. I close my eyes for a moment, imagine the surprised smile that would light up Aracely Garcia’s face if she ever gets these items back.

The third bag of the night is a carry-on suitcase. The Border Patrol label says SEATAC. I dig through folded clothes. Suit pants, dark stockings, sheath dress in scarlet red. High heels, strappy sandals, and a pair of black training shoes made by Li-Ning, China’s biggest sportswear brand, its logo laughably similar to the Nike swoosh.

Quality stuff. Not worth enough to bag, but promising.

Near the bottom of the suitcase, I find a small notebook clamped shut with a plastic hair clip. The clip catches my attention. It feels a millimeter too bulky, a gram overweight. I examine it in front of my headlamp, spy within its recesses a micro-USB port.

What’s this, a cleverly disguised flash drive? My pulse quickens as the intonymity surges through my veins. This suitcase belonged to someone with a secret.

I open the small notebook. Sticking out of it like a bookmark, there’s a boarding pass for one Song Fei. November of last year, Seattle to Washington, DC—a flight she never boarded. The pages of the notebook are filled with handwritten Chinese characters. Addresses, names, places, dates. 旧金山—Old Gold Mountain, that’s San Francisco. 亚特兰大—yàtèlándà, phonetic for Atlanta.

Another page has an address in Spanish. And a price, sixty-five thousand US dollars per 克拉—kèlā—whatever that is. The price is followed by a seemingly random list of elements: 铝—lǚ—aluminum; 钙—gài—calcium. Others I don’t recognize.

On the last page, six vertical lines of ten characters each: a poem in classical verse.

“Who are you, Song Fei?” I wonder aloud. “An undocumented chemist? A roving bard?”

I push my damp, unkempt hair out of my eyes and unzip her toiletry kit. Upscale cosmetics. Clippers, tweezers, emery board. And a felt box—my pulse quickens—containing two rings! Both gold, both set with gemstones: one emerald, one sapphire.

I’ve gotten good at assessing jewelry ever since Mark and I streamed a master class in gemology. He wanted to make sure we weren’t being ripped off by pawnbrokers. I’d expected the six-hour course to be dull, but in the end, we were both mesmerized by the instructor, “Doctor” Ontario Heffelfinger, who had a loupe chained to his bow tie, tiny rubies embedded in his incisors, and a mustache like Salvador Dalí. Uncut stones, synthetic stones, conflict stones from Sierra Leone or Myanmar—now we know all about them.

And Song Fei’s rings are definitely nice jewelry. The small emerald is eye-clean, and the setting is an intricate gold weave. The large sapphire has some inclusions, but they’re well masked by the Asscher cut.

My mouth turns up at the corners as I tilt them around in the light of my headlamp. Mark will be stoked.

I’m packing Song Fei’s things back into her suitcase when I notice a rectangular shape in the exterior pocket. I zip it open, discover a block of wood about the size of a hardcover book.

A puzzle box. A thrill flutters through my chest. Dad used to bring home a pair of puzzle boxes every time he came back from Beijing. One for me, one for Jules. Whoever opened theirs first got a ten-dollar bill.

Jules lost interest in her early teens, around the time that Mom died of stomach cancer. “I’m sick of him making us compete with each other,” she said.

So after that, I got to solve two.

I hold the box in front of my face, rotating it in the light of my headlamp, feeling for moving parts—aha. This one is basic. One of the ends, pressed just so with my thumb, slides a few millimeters on an interlocking track. That allows one of the long sides to slide perpendicularly, unblocking—it must be—a hidden spring in the center of the box. I squeeze the wide sides toward each other, and the other end pops off like a bottle cap.

Squinting into the open end, I see a layer of red fabric, run my finger along it—velvet. I flip the box over, tap tap tap, and a gusseted bag slides into my hand.

Inside, a second puzzle box, this one about the size of a deck of cards. The polished dark wood is inlaid with a dizzying pattern of ebony and nacre. I give it a shake next to my ear, hear little pins move within. This box is much more ornate than the first.

“What are you hiding, Song Fei?” I ask the red dress in the suitcase. “Launch codes? Kennedy nudes?”

I could put the puzzle box in my dry bag, work on it later in the comfort of the office. But I don’t want to share it with Mark. I’ll turn over whatever’s inside, sure. I would never hold out loot.

But the experience, that’s for me. That’s Theory Three.

I don’t know if Mark feels it. It’s not the kind of thing we talk about, and we always work separate bins. That’s what builds the intonymity: being alone with someone else’s story. The clues, the hints, the heartbreaks, and not a thing I can do about it. Who, me? I’m nobody. A scavenger, a collector of mementos, an archaeologist of woe. Even if Leon Few can find Aracely Garcia and give her back her phone, she won’t know it was me who reclaimed it for her. There will be no gratitude. There will be no debt.

On the cold steel floors of the Lost and Found bins, I meet dozens of people who will never meet me back. We can lower our defenses because they’re already gone. I don’t have to lie to them about who I am. I don’t have to treat everything like a big joke, like I do with Mark.

Another habit established without discussion: Mark Knox and I keep it light. We’ve spent almost every day together for six months, but he’s never told me why he was discharged from the military. Why broken glass makes him vomit. Why he never visits his son. He hasn’t told me, and I haven’t asked. Because I’d rather not answer any questions myself.

Mark pays me in cash. I think he suspects that I’m a wanted man, but he has no idea why. He doesn’t know about Beijing, about Sun Jianshui and the men I watched him kill. He doesn’t even know my real name.

He doesn’t know the first thing about Victor Li.
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I arrived in Seattle sixteen months ago. It was February. I was a fugitive. I’d just wrapped up a weeklong intercontinental crime spree with the man who killed my father.

It wasn’t what you’d call a period of peak mental health.

At the time that Sun Jianshui slit Dad’s throat with a folding knife, I was a senior at San Dimas State University. I thought the world was a pretty solid place about the size of Los Angeles County. I thought Dad ran a chain of Chinese restaurants. Part taskmaster, part cornball, all love.

Sun Jianshui changed all that. He came looking for me after killing Dad, and he told me a secret: before our family moved from Beijing to LA when I was a toddler, Dad had been the designated head-breaker in a Chinese crime syndicate. He’d pulled Sun off the streets as a kid and trained him to hurt people. Sun was Dad’s ticket to a better life. Once Sun was old enough to take over as the syndicate’s enforcer, Dad abandoned him, moved our family to Los Angeles, and set up his restaurants to launder money for his gang.

Now Sun was an expert in violence with the emotional breadth of a rattlesnake. He’d come to the States to ask Dad for his liberty, and in a moment of blind rage, he’d killed the only person he’d ever loved. But he left out that teensy-weensy little detail when he came to find me. He asked me to go with him to Beijing and expose the syndicate’s criminal schemes. Then he used me to bait his traps.

I was a world-class sucker, a leading nominee for the Nobel Prize in Naivete. The moment I figured out Sun’s game, I was standing in the kitchen of a safe house in Pasadena with a stolen gun in my hands, watching him cut another throat. When I confronted him, he confessed to everything, promised not to kill me later, and jumped out a window. I let him go. After twenty years of servitude to Dad, Sun Jianshui was finally free.

Me, not so much. I was spotted by a cop at that house in Pasadena. When Sun vanished, I became the prime suspect in the murder he committed that night.

So I fled from LA to Seattle, started living underground in Chinatown, got a cash job washing dishes at a noodle joint called Chow Fun Fun. Back in those days before I met Mark Knox, I worked six twelve-hour shifts per week. As I hunkered over that cramped sink, scrubbing sesame oil out of clunky plastic bowls, I often wondered what had become of the mild-mannered assassin who’d shattered my world.

“Hǔ sǐ bu biàn xíng, láng sǐ bu biàn xìng,” Dad would say—Wolves and tigers will die before changing their ways. I imagined Sun Jianshui lying low in Canada. Forging signatures, drilling safes, scaling drainpipes. Or back in Beijing, handing out beatdowns for some new kingpin.

Or hell, maybe he stayed in LA. Maybe he was teaching kung fu to children in Claremont. After all, the police weren’t looking for him. They were looking for me.

“Their warrant is for the stolen gun,” Jules told me on the phone. “Not the murder. They said you’d serve a year at most.”

It was a drizzly night last May. I’d been in Seattle for three months, and my case hadn’t cooled. Plainclothes detectives were dropping by my sister’s apartment, plying her for crumbs. I told her that we shouldn’t speak, but she insisted on calling me anyway. Always late at night. Always using an encrypted VoIP app to circumvent the pen/trap order that the police had likely placed on her phone.

“They’re lying to you!” I hissed, pacing the alleyway behind Chow Fun Fun. “Do you really think they’re knocking on your door because they need that larceny collar? They know I stole the gun. They know I fled the scene. If I turn myself in, they’re going to pin me with manslaughter. That’s three to six years, Jules!”

“Yeah, well.” I seemed to hear her tip her head from side to side. “That lawyer said that you’d definitely be acquitted. One? You have no priors. Two? The gun you stole was not the murder weapon. And three? You didn’t do it! They can’t convict you on circumstantial evidence.”

I rolled my eyes. “She’s saying that because you’re a potential client. What does she charge, three fifty an hour? Whether or not I rot in prison?”

“I have the money, Victor. I already told you that.”

I choked back a snort of disgust, kicked a sodden cardboard box across the alley. Jules had Dad’s money. Money soaked in blood. Blood spilled by Sun Jianshui.

There was no way I would touch that money.

“I have to go, Jules.”

“Just promise me you’ll think it over, okay?”

“Fine,” I lied, and I hung up the phone.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and reminded myself that Jules didn’t know what she was talking about. My old life was gone forever, and hoping otherwise, even for a minute, would be dangerous and stupid.

Then I rejoined my coworkers, who were sitting on milk crates by the restaurant’s back door. Even though I didn’t smoke, I cherished the cigarette sessions in the alleyway after closing because they constituted the entirety of my social life. The other employees sipped 120-proof báijiǔ from Dixie cups and waxed wistful about their hometowns. Hardly anyone preferred living in America. No—they planned to return to Fujian or Anhui, reunite with their aging parents and patient sweethearts. Buy a concrete house with a solar water heater, a compact Geely with front-wheel drive.

It might be possible in a decade or two if they saved every penny they didn’t spend on their counterfeit cigarettes, which they smoked down to the filter. The cashier’s mom, in Foshan, was getting a dog. The cook’s daughter, in Anxi, was turning six. I took some comfort knowing that I wasn’t the only exile living in the past, the possible, the purgatory of unrealized dreams.

Chinatown knew me by an alias: Dennis Lao. I was renting half a bunk in a tenement flop for undocumented mainlanders. Twenty-eight men shared the fourteen bunks in our apartment, snoring around the clock in shifts, but I didn’t mind that. I felt comfortable among these recent arrivals to America’s margins. My roommates were shadow people. You never spoke to them, you rarely even saw them, but they cooked your food, starched your shirts, and vacuumed your office. They pulled eighty-hour weeks for half minimum wage, and they thanked you for the opportunity. It beat the shit out of assembling iPads in Dongguan for thirty bucks a day.

As for me, I’d grown up with a white mom, a free-spirited sister, a golden retriever, and a PlayStation 3. Dad had sheltered me from the dirt he’d done to build my world. Now I was soft and he was dead. Once I knew my cushy childhood was a sham, only raw deals felt real.

I tried hard to blend into Chinatown. I spent long nights in an all-hours internet café, working on my vocabulary, learning to read handwritten characters. At first, my roommates and coworkers seemed to like having me around. They called me hùnxuè’ér—the mixed-blood kid. After I helped our chef contest some parking tickets, word got around that I could write English like a native speaker. People came to find me when they needed to edit a menu or answer a letter from the government.

Unfortunately, business at the restaurants was crappy, and the letters I translated were mostly bad news. Code violations. Eviction notices. Deportation orders. Being a Chinese immigrant had always involved certain amounts of maltreatment, but it got a whole lot worse last year. Our fellow Americans were letting us know that they’d always see us as aliens, even if we’d been here for generations.

It all began when the president labeled China an “Enemy of Freedom” for propping up the genocidal Burmese junta. The Chinese premier responded by accusing the president of “imperialistic hypocrisy.” Before long, relations between the two superpowers deteriorated from treaties to tariffs, tariffs to sanctions, sanctions to boycotts. Journalists and diplomats were expelled; consulates were shuttered. The vicious Chinese were the villains of every news cycle. And the new Cold War was trickling down to Chinatown.

—Yes, Auntie, the spray paint says, ‘Monkeys get stomped.’

—I believe you have sufficient credit history, Uncle, but that’s not what the letter says.

—He called you what? Oh. It’s a slang word for ‘person of Asian descent.’

I filled out forms, filed appeals, and pressed zero to speak to representatives, but most people still got screwed. Eventually they stopped asking for my help. The Cantonese and Fujianese stopped switching from their regional languages into Mandarin so I could participate in conversations.

I was no more at home in Chinatown than qīngtíng diǎnshuǐ—the dragonfly that skims the water’s surface.

I told myself that I didn’t care. I had to keep a low profile anyway. I retreated to my internet café, stayed up all night sipping energy drinks, delved ever deeper into my language studies—having decided that total fluency in Chinese would be the best way for me to disappear completely. In particular, I spent a lot of time on the Language forum of Huayiwang.com, an online community for people of Chinese ancestry. I learned about zhengkai calligraphy, about traditional and simplified characters, about oracle bones and the Book of Changes. And when I’d read every post in the Language forum, I clicked on History and Politics.

The Politics posts overflowed with heated arguments in the comments sections, although everyone seemed to agree that American politicians were stoking public fear of China in order to shift attention away from their own repugnant corruption and quagmire wars of choice. The History posts were the real revelations. The Chinese Exclusion Act. The mass lynching of Chinese workers on Calle de los Negros. I spent a whole weekend studying the murder of Vincent Chin in Detroit in 1982. Two autoworkers decided to blame him for the decline of their industry, so they beat him to death with a baseball bat in the parking lot of a McDonald’s. These white men were sentenced by a white judge to three years of probation and a three-thousand-dollar fine.

I’d grown up in the San Gabriel Valley, the largest community of Chinese-Americans in the country. How come none of this stuff was in my textbooks? I roved onward to more message boards, stared wide-eyed at more disgusting truths that contradicted the myths I’d been raised on. COINTELPRO and MKUltra. Salvador Allende and Operation Cyclone. Monsanto, Tuskegee, redlining. There was no melting pot. It was not A Small World After All. Everyone was pointing fingers, hoarding privileges, staking out fiefdoms. And where the hell was my niche? Hùnxuè’ér—the mixed-blood kid. I had gone from legal to illegal: I was immigrating in reverse. No tribe, no home, no name.

I started training at the gnarliest MMA gym I could find, a place in Delridge popular with gangbangers and vets. Dead-eyed guys with cauliflower ears taught me the practical stuff: Brazilian jiujitsu and Krav Maga. How to jab eyes, break fingers, and escape the choke holds favored by the cops.

In Delridge, I discovered how much of a cupcake I truly was. Dudes twice my age were submitting me in half a round. I heaved air on the mats after tapping out, the bare bulb in the pendant lamp dazzling my eyes like a guiding star. Heart pumping like a coal train, taste of blood in my mouth.

That was where I found myself again. I felt most alive when someone had just kicked my ass.

“You’re sick,” Jules said. “You’ve been traumatized. You’re turning your self-loathing into a violent game.”

“You’re not hearing me, Jules,” I said. “It’s not a game, it’s survival. It’s real life. Nothing has ever felt more real.”

“Victor, there is so much more to real life than grown men beating the feces out of each other.”

I stopped walking at a red light. It was after midnight on a windy Wednesday in November, and the chill cut right through my cheap cotton sweats. I had just finished an hour of wind sprints along Elliott Bay. Jules was taking a break from binge-watching documentaries. Like Dad, we were both night owls.

Jules had been knocked off her orbit by Dad’s murder, too. She’d dropped out of design school and enrolled in a new grad program, this one in documentary filmmaking. After two more years of expensive education, she’d be ready to start healing the world by recording its problems.

It began to rain again. That was Seattle for you. I covered my head with the hood of my sweatshirt, even though I was already soaked.

“I’m just doing the things that make me feel better,” I said. “You should be happy for me.”

Jules sighed. She sighed just how Mom would sigh. I could remember the exact way Mom sighed, even though she’d died when I was twelve.

“I am happy for you,” Jules said. “I would like to be slightly more happy for you. Can we talk about Thanksgiving?”

“What about Thanksgiving?”

“Um, it’s a family holiday?” She told me that she was inviting some people over for brunch, including my college roommates. “How about a video chat? They’d really love to see you.”

A Thanksgiving chat with my sister and my friends—oh, joy. They could tell me all the things they’re grateful for. Their new apartments, their cool jobs. Maybe they had girlfriends now. And I could tell them that I’m well, too. Thanks for asking. I’m absolutely frickin’ stellar.

I dug the fingernails of my free hand deep into my palm and squeezed my eyes shut so hard I could feel my pulse in my skull.

“Victor? Are you still there?”

“Yeah. Sure. Sounds great,” I said. “What time?”

When the day came, I made sure to keep my phone off throughout the morning, which I spent deep-cleaning the restaurant with my boss. Old Leung was a bewhiskered curmudgeon from Kowloon. He’d arrived in Seattle twenty-five years ago, spooning a stranger in the false bottom of a refrigerated Canadian beef truck. The only thing Old Leung knew about Thanksgiving was that hardly anyone wanted lo mein on Thanksgiving.

In the afternoon, I ran to Delridge, but the gym was closed. Bummer. I guess even the guys who taught crotch kicks wanted to eat yams with their families and commemorate the genocide that paved the way for this fine nation.

I sat on the curb, powered on my phone, and swiped away a series of angry messages from Jules. I started mapping out a circuitous run home involving as many hills as possible. Thursday was my night off, and the impending hours of holiday solitude sucked at my stomach like a black hole.

Then another guy trotted up to the gym entrance.

“Balls!” he exclaimed.

I glanced up and quickly glanced back down. I’d seen this guy around the gym, working out almost as hard as I did. Average height, slender but broad-shouldered, muscles on muscles on muscles. Severe burns had turned the skin on his forearms several different colors.

He sat down on the curb next to me and said what’s up.

“You work out here, right?” he asked me.

“Yeah,” I said. “So do you.”

“I know,” he said. He had purple semicircles beneath his pale green eyes, brown hair all spiky with gel, and an inch-long scar on his right cheek shaped like a slice of pizza. He looked like a buff insomniac with a broken nose.

He stuck out his hand and said, “I’m Mark.”
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Dennis Lao,” I said, and we shook hands. Mark’s palms were calloused, and he had a grip like a firefighter. He studied me with those pale green eyes until I felt uncomfortable.

“So, no turkey for you?” I asked, just to break the silence, even though it felt like the awkwardest possible subject.

“Yeah, no.” Mark frowned, and then his face lit up. “Hey, wanna race to the sculpture park?”

“The Olympic Sculpture Park? Like north of Pike Place?”

“That’s the one.”

Confusion knit my brow. It was at least six miles to Pike Place. I had nothing better to do. I already knew I was in, but I wanted to know why he was.

“What’s the finish?”

Mark scratched his chin and squinted. “Let’s say Calder’s Eagle.”

“Okay, but—” I began, and then he hopped up and took off.

I passed him on Harbor Island and never looked back. I’d been stretching for a few minutes when he limped up to Calder’s Eagle.

“Oh, God,” he wheezed, hands on his knees. “I hate your guts.” Weeks later, I would learn that Mark had lost a chunk of his left calf to an IED in Mosul. For now, unsure of how to respond, I said nothing.

When he’d caught his breath, he said, “I bet I can eat more chicken wings than you.”

“C’mon, man,” I said.

He looked at me disdainfully. “I put you at about twenty-four wings, tops, and five lite beers.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I said.

“But we have to walk there. In fact, you have to carry me.”

“I don’t have my wallet.”

“I’ll buy. You won.”

“But I don’t have ID.”

Mark scoffed. “You think I don’t know the bartenders?”

We didn’t end up having an eating contest, which Mark admitted was a disgusting idea. But we did compete for the rest of Thanksgiving at Big Needle Brewing. The footrace ended up being my only win. Mark swept pool, darts, and skee-ball. I kept video poker close, but Name That Tune was a landslide.

Mark didn’t crow or gloat. After each victory, he gave me a fist bump and then headed to the bar for another round. Without consulting me, he ordered two of whatever was next on the tap list. Mark was skilled at drinking beer. He took a sip, looked at the ceiling, and then nailed the tasting notes just like he’d nailed the corner pocket with the eight ball.

He sipped the saison and said, “Buttery barnyard.”

He sipped the porter and said, “Leather glove and German chocolate cake.”

By the time we got to the barrel-aged cherry stout, the brewery had filled up with bloated Seattleites who seemed relieved to be free of their families. I was soaked in my first drunk of the year, lolling around in the warm, beery noise.

Mark took a sip of the stout, screwed up his face, and said, “Abandoned bird’s nest.”

I took a sip and said, “Sewer smoothie.”

Mark guffawed. Then he poured out the stouts at the hydration station and bought another round of pilsners.

We didn’t get to know each other. We didn’t discuss what we did for work or where we came from. We talked about the Seahawks, who were losing badly on the bar TVs, and the gym. We debated which wing sauce was best (Nashville Hot). When karaoke started at ten, Mark suggested that we rate each performance for song choice, inebriation, melodic accuracy, and spunk.

By midnight, we’d assimilated into a broader group of shout-talking, dance-standing survivors. At one, Mark put in a song and tipped the KJ to bump him up the list. The song was “Walking in Memphis.” Mark brought the gusto. By the second chorus, he was soaked in sweat and possibly tears—it was hard to tell with all the sweat. I gave him a nine in inebriation, an eight in melodic accuracy, and a twelve in spunk. Half the bar sang along, and the other half left.

I left, too, just after last call. Mark was using his whole body to describe the merits of potato cannons to a trio of irked hipsters. I wanted to thank him for the beers and the wings, but the bathroom stalls were full, and I simply had to puke. I staggered outside and paid my penance on the sidewalk. Reentry was out of the question
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