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 One

         
         “You’re supposed to just take personality quizzes,” my roommate Ava says from across the room. “Not take them apart from the inside out.”
         

         
         I look up from where I’m sitting on my bed, tucked under a blanket. The uQuiz link that Ava sent in our roommate group chat
            is pulled up on my computer. “How does picking your favorite color tell you what city you’re supposed to live in?”
         

         
         “It just works,” Ava says. She’s sprawled on the blue beanbag that takes up half our college dorm room. “You don’t question it. You trust the
            process. I took the quiz and it told me I was going to be living in New York. It pretty much manifested my future.”
         

         
         “Oh, wait!” my roommate Ruhi says from her desk, looking up from annotating her reading. “That’s what I got, too.”

         
         “Really? It’s decided,” Ava says, in a bright voice. “We’ll be living in New York after college. I’ll be a Broadway actress working three odd jobs on the side, and you’ll be a high-powered journalist working for the New York Times.”
         

         
         Ruhi laughs. “Ava, we don’t even know what we’re eating for dinner tonight.”

         
         “Mark it on that color-coded calendar of yours,” Ava says. “We’ll make it happen.”

         
         Ruhi glances over. “Please tell us you’re joining us in New York.”

         
         I click through to the quiz. “Ah. Nope. This gave me Seattle.”

         
         “Aw,” Ava says. “The quiz separated us. I no longer believe in it.”

         
         “But how does it decide?” I click back to look at my options. “It literally asked for my favorite color and Hozier quote. I mean, is there
            an algorithm? How are the questions weighted?” I scroll up. “Or this one. ‘Tell us your breakfast order and we’ll pair you
            up with your ideal Disney prince soul mate.’”
         

         
         Ava emerges from the beanbag. “I have to take this.” She reaches for her computer and searches for the quiz. I lean over and
            watch her click through the options. Eggs Benedict. Orange juice.

         
         “Oooh, Flynn Rider,” Ava says. “I’ll take it. Anything’s better than my current prospects.”

         
         Ruhi closes her textbook. “The apps not doing it for you?”

         
         “Ugh,” Ava says, sinking back into the beanbag. “Don’t remind me of the cursed Leighton dating scene.”

         
         I look up. “You went on a date?”

         
         “Did I.” She shrugs out of her fluffy white cardigan and puts her curly shoulder-length red hair in a bun. Her energy constantly reminds me of Hana. My heart cinches at that thought. “It was last Saturday when you were home. We met at Coffee House. His messages were, I don’t know, decent? But then he shows up, like, twenty minutes late, and he tells me about how his congressman dad sucks and how he wants to pursue indie filmmaking. Then his friends come through and his voice goes five pitches lower and he basically ignores me the rest of the time.” 

         
         I grimace.

         
         “Next date that goes south,” Ruhi says. “Text us and we’ll crash it. I’ll prep a contingency plan.”

         
         “There won’t be another date.” Ava clutches her palms emphatically over her chest as if she’s making some kind of fervent
            vow. “I’m swearing off dates forever. I’m just dating myself at this point. Me, a mug of shitty Barefoot wine, some microwavable
            mozzarella sticks, and Love, Rosie on Friday nights.”
         

         
         “Love, Rosie?” Ruhi says firmly, with her authoritative, high school debate champion voice. She crosses the room in long strides and takes
            Ava’s hands in hers. “That’s masochism, and we refuse to let it happen. At least let us watch it together.”
         

         
         “It’s just—” Ava sighs. “I thought it would be easier? People always tell us that college is the best time to date someone
            because you’re surrounded by so many people your age. Yet I can’t find anyone to even cuddle and watch Halloween movies with. I wish it was as easy as taking a quiz.” She glances over at me. “Anyway. What did you get?”
         

         
         I click through the last question. “Huh. Hercules.”

         
         “A god,” Ava says in admiration. “Powerful.”
         

         
         I look up. “What about you, Ruhi?”

         
         She taps through on her phone. “Ooooh. Li Shang.”
         

         
         “Ruhi wins,” Ava says. “Arjun’s got competition.”

         
         Ruhi suppresses a small smile that comes up every time we mention her boyfriend. She tucks her long dark hair behind her ears.
            “Oh, no competition. I would take Li Shang any day. Arjun would understand.”
         

         
         I glance at all three of our screens, scrutinizing the options. Ava and I had both picked pancakes but differed on the beverages.
            Ruhi had opted for a simpler breakfast of fruit and a bagel. There’s a pattern here. I just have to crack it.
         

         
         Aha.

         
         “We’ll be your Halloween dates,” Ruhi says to Ava. “Us and our imaginary Disney princes. You can pick the movie.”

         
         “This sounds amazing,” Ava says. “This weekend?”

         
         Ruhi looks over. “Stay the weekend for once? We’ll have movie night, and we might even take a trip to the pumpkin patch.”

         
         My roommate looks so hopeful. I smile and shake my head, swallowing a knot in my throat. “I’ve got to go home. You two have
            fun, though.”
         

         
         After weeks of practice, it isn’t that hard to say anymore. Even if the pumpkin patch does sound lovely.

         
         “Oh.” Ruhi’s shoulders sink, but she doesn’t seem surprised. “Well, we’ll miss you.”

         
         “I’ll be back Sunday.” I check my phone. “Shit. I have to go to class. I’m late.” I grab my coat and pause at the doorway. “I think it’s a simple tally.” 

         
         My roommates look up.

         
         “Each option corresponds to a different result,” I say. “And then at the end you simply tally up whichever result got picked
            the most.” I point at my screen. “Bacon goes with Hercules. Orange juice, Flynn Rider.”
         

         
         “And voilà,” Ava says, spreading her palms out. “Soul mates.”
         

         
         “If only it were that easy.” I pull on my boots and run out the door.

         
          

         The seats of my lecture are surprisingly full when I slip in five minutes late. It’s close to midterms, and students are actually
            showing up to class instead of just scrolling through the lesson slides and frantically cramming their textbook while hungover
            in bed. I’ve shown up to every class.
         

         
         I’d worked to get in. Game Theory and Market Design is an upper-level mathematics elective class with intro-class prerequisites. Freshmen like me aren’t supposed to take it, but I’d wanted to graduate in three years and, through an appeal and the careful coaxing of the registrar’s office, I’d gotten it. I’d heard good things about the professor, too. Professor Rand is the mathematics department head, and he’s been teaching at Leighton for the past twenty-one years. Word is that a recommendation from him could all but guarantee a coveted summer math research position with a professor in the department. Which is what I want. 

         
         It’s interesting. We’ve talked about all sorts of strategy games: about zero-sum games that give one person what they want
            at the expense of the other person’s total loss, or about probability and payout. We talk about psychology and political negotiations.
            The professor’s animated and gestures wildly with his hands. He teaches old-school, too, which means he covers the blackboard
            with nearly unreadable chalky text and half the work is to decipher it for our notes. On the board today is scrawled Market Design and Matching Algorithms.
         

         
         “We have cooperative and noncooperative games.” Professor Rand runs his fingers through his wispy blond hair and crosses his
            arms. The shoulder pads of his suit jacket peak up. “Games that can be achieved by forming coalitions, and games that can
            be achieved by simple strategy alone. Like we’d mentioned last time, mathematicians and economists always thought that those
            two things were separate. But as it turns out, they came together to form the basis of market design.” He pauses. “And markets
            form the basis of a lot of the matching systems out there.”
         

         
         My phone lights up with a notification. Hana’s posted a photo. Without thinking, I click on the notification. It’s a picture
            of Hana sitting on the beach, huddled close with two friends, their cheeks glowing from the golden light. She has her same
            goofy upturned smile, her hoodie pulled tight around her face.
         

         
         I click out of it quickly and push my phone away.

         
         “Markets are all around us,” Professor Rand continues once he reaches the end of the lecture slides. “Even systems that we think aren’t markets are, in fact, just a system of supply and demand. What are some examples that you found in the reading?” 

         
         People look around at each other, clearly not having done said reading. I have, but I rarely talk in class, to the point where
            I’m slightly worried about my participation grade. Someone in the front row thankfully raises their hand. “Matching doctors
            to residencies?”
         

         
         “Yes, exactly,” Professor Rand says. “What else?”

         
         There is a prolonged silence. I swallow and speak up. “By matching organ donors to receptors?”

         
         “Precisely.” Professor Rand nods at me. “These are systems that can be complex but, with the correct bipartite matching algorithm,
            can save lives and place people with their perfect matches. Can I hear some other potential uses for a matching algorithm?”
         

         
         The class is quiet. There’s the crinkle of a granola bar wrapper under a table.

         
         Professor Rand crosses his arms. “What about marriages?”

         
         Someone in the class snickers.

         
         “It’s not that ridiculous, actually,” he says. “There was a study in the 1960s that applied the stability of matching to marriages. Within a group of men and women each person ranked their preferences for their ideal match. It was said that between couples, the matches would reach a stable state if no one had anything to gain by altering the matching. For example, someone might not get their first preference because their first preference has someone else they’d more prefer. But eventually, the matches achieve a stable equilibrium, and everyone is happy.” He straightens up and almost seems to look right at me. “This is hypothetical, of course. People don’t get married through an econ experiment. But it’s quite a straightforward example of what a stable-state matching system can look like.” 

         
         I think of the soul mate quiz my roommates and I were taking earlier. And now there’s a marriage matching algorithm. Today
            seems to have a theme.
         

         
         Professor Rand sets down the nub of chalk and straightens up. “All right. Take-home midterm is in two weeks, and I hope you
            and your project groups all start thinking about your final projects this semester on a proposed original application of a
            game theory or market design concept to a real-life scenario. They’re not due for a while, but I want to know what you’re
            working on by the next two weeks or so, so get brainstorming. If anyone has any questions, my office hours are on Wednesday
            mornings at ten or by appointment.” He collects his lecture notes and shrugs on his coat and scarf. “Enjoy your weekend, everyone.”
         

         
         I look around for the two seniors in the class who are supposed to be my project group mates, but one is rushing out the door and the other is long gone. I sigh and quickly send them a Google Calendar invite for this weekend. I double-check my schedule to make sure that I still have the time right with my next meeting. I pull up a picture of the campus map, even though it’s October and I basically know my way around at this point. Campus consists of essentially five buildings and a scattering of dorms. One more thing today, and then I’m on my way home. 

         
         As I walk past the admin office to the campus library, double-triple-checking my application on my phone, tires screech around
            me, and I jump, narrowly missing a sideways bike collision.
         

         
         The cyclist pushes his unruly hair out of his eyes as he leaps off. He’s wearing leg warmers and a thick jacket over shorts.
            I realize, surprisingly, that I recognize him as someone who’s in my math class—Set Theory, maybe?—but I can’t place a name.
            “Sorry,” he says, breathlessly, barely meeting my eyes. “Didn’t see you there. Are you good?”
         

         
         “Oh, um.” I straighten up. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

         
         “I really should have stopped sooner.” He pauses, glancing down. “Here, after you.”

         
         I cross the street, and when I look back, he’s gone. I turn back toward the library, a tall Gothic structure with a gray brick
            facade. It’s kind of old-school and beautiful, actually. I enter the front doors and approach the reference desk. There’s
            a text from Ava in my chat with her and Ruhi. Safe trip home! We’ll miss you this weekend.

         
         The same text she sends every weekend.

         
         I put my phone away as someone across the atrium says, “Grace Tang?”

         
          

         I sit in a stuffy back room behind the reference desk. Carts of old books surround us. The librarian who’s interviewing me is this small elderly white woman with short gray hair and a beige cardigan. Roberta, her name tag says. She peers down through her square purple glasses. “So, dear. Your previous working experience is . . .
            at a local recreation center. Is that right?”
         

         
         “Yes,” I say. “I worked for a year.” I put on a hopeful smile. I don’t even know if I qualify to work in a library, seeing
            as the last book I really read was during senior year of high school. In truth, I’d wanted to get some kind of a research
            position, but then I realized that no one really took on first-semester freshmen for that. Then an email for a part-time student
            job at the library emerged from the chaos of the dorm email list.
         

         
         “Got it,” she says, putting down my résumé. She purses her lips, with a look that I can’t decipher. “Hold on a second, let
            me just respond to this email real quick.” She types slowly, with her index finger. I glance up at the ceiling tiles. The
            heater rattles with drafts of recycled air.
         

         
         Roberta looks over at me, and then at the résumé. “You’re good with Tuesday and Thursday afternoons? One to six?”

         
         I nod in relief. I’d gotten it.

         
         She offers me a smile. “Well, I’ll have you start next week, then. Training shouldn’t take long. I can explain the cataloging
            system and get you squared away. The other student employees learned in no time.”
         

         
         “Perfect. Thank you so much, Roberta.”

         
         I get up. She hands me my résumé. “You’re from Woodward High?”

         
         I nod. “Yeah. I’m local.”

         
         “Must be nice for the parents,” Roberta says.

         
         The résumé wrinkles in my hands. My voice only snags a bit as I answer. “Yeah. It is.”

         
         “You have a good weekend, Grace.” She gives me a sweet smile.

         
         “You, too.” I head back out into the library atrium. I pull my car keys out of my backpack, and then my phone. I text my dad,
            switching to the Mandarin keyboard.
         

         
         快回到家了。

         
         Home soon. On my way.

         
         I zip my coat up and head out into the gathering cold.
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 Two

         
         Driving home from campus has become second nature. I venture out past the main quad with the tall, arched buildings. I pass
            the wrought-iron gate that they paraded us through the week of orientation, pointing out the pine insignia to each of us,
            the letters inscribed Leighton College. “Just wait until tulips come in the spring,” I hear the tour guides say all the time. That’s what this small liberal arts
            school tucked away in northern Vermont is known for. Tulip season, and also apparently its renowned English and creative writing
            program. A group of famous alum graduated in the ’80s in what Ruhi once mentioned as “Leighton’s shroomy artistic renaissance”
            and went in circles collecting book awards and cultivating generational indie movie fame.
         

         
         When I first went through those gates during orientation, we were surrounded by thick, humid greenery that has since slowly receded into dappled gold and red. At last now, I turn onto the main road, which turns into a four-lane road, which merges onto the highway that takes me home. I switch on my headlights. 

         
         The radio plays some old James Bay song. It’s strange to listen to music in this car that used to be my mom’s. Ma always preferred
            silence because she said that distractions would lead to car accidents. On a second thought, I reach over and wind the knob
            down.
         

         
         By now, I’ve gone home enough times that I know this drive will take, on average, twenty-nine minutes. I have memorized the
            exit numbers on the highway and the location of the shin-deep pothole, about a third of the way home. As I pass the foliage
            that lines the road, burnt orange folding into rust, I wonder if I can still name all the trees I used to with my dad. We’d
            made it a game on road trips. Eastern white pine. Norway spruce. Green ash. The Mandarin names surface with the English ones. 松树。I’d memorized them in my head in a list, looking for the leaves that I could discern as we passed by in a blur. “You’re better
            at this than my graduate students,” he’d tell me when I was little. My mom would sigh and ask why he chose to come all the
            way to this country for his geobiology PhD when trees and soil were everywhere. I pass some more forestry and try to scrounge
            up the Mandarin names, until I give up and take my exit.
         

         
         As I drive, I feel myself morphing back into my high school self. I sit straighter. I spot a marker-made homecoming banner flapping on the corner of the town hall. Hana and I used to drive around that corner all the time coming home from school. Not that Hana and I went to homecoming, anyway. We bought pints of ice cream from the local grocery store and went to her house and watched movies while we speculated on which kids would host the after-parties and which of those kids would get busted. Homecoming seems like both yesterday and lifetimes ago. I pass the church that my mother used to go to, and I am fully home. 

         
         I pull up to my driveway. I sling my backpack over my shoulder and text Ba with my free hand. Before I even knock, the door
            opens.
         

         
         “Xiǎoyàn,” he says, his nickname for me. 小燕。Little swallow, like the bird. My full name is 唐燕。 “Did you drive safe?”
         

         
         “当然了,” I say. Of course.

         
         “Remember to come to a full stop at those stop signs.”

         
         And suddenly I am sixteen again, practicing driving with my father clenching the handle of the passenger side. “Yes, Ba,”
            I said. “I know.”
         

         
         He nods and adjusts his thin-framed professor glasses and smooths his graying hair. “I made dinner. Beef noodles.”

         
         I follow him to the table, where there are full bowls of beef noodle soup and a bowl of cucumber slices soaked in sugar and vinegar and a bit of sesame oil, one of my favorite snacks from when I was a kid. Those were Ba’s specialty. The noodles were Ma’s. I take a tentative sip. The beef soup is tepid, the spices overwhelming to the point where I almost cough. I eat a piece of cucumber, hearing the crisp crunch, the sweetness biting into the acid tang of the vinegar. “It’s good.” 

         
         His eyes light up. We sit at the table in silence. After a week of overhearing FIFA screaming matches through the wall at
            three in the morning from the frat-like boys next door and listening to Ava’s spot-on celebrity impressions and Ruhi’s late-night
            phone calls to her older sister, the lack of background noise is unnerving. A fine layer of dust settles on our words. I fiddle
            with my chopsticks.
         

         
         He leans forward and clears his throat. “How is school?”

         
         I crunch into my bite of cucumber. “Good,” I say. “Finally got a job.”

         
         Ba raises an eyebrow. “Someone let you do research?”

         
         I shake my head. The sugar sours into vinegar on my tongue. “I got a job at the library.”

         
         “Okay.” He pauses. “How are classes?”

         
         “Set Theory’s okay. I’m working on some homework tonight. And studying for a Game Theory take-home midterm.”

         
         “This is the professor that can get you a summer research position, right?”

         
         “Yep. Or recommend me for one, at least.”

         
         He doesn’t press further. My dad was never the one who read up on my courses’ syllabi or the one who drove me to my math competitions.
            He just nods. “Good,” he says. “乖。That’s what I like to hear. She’d be proud of you. That’s why I want you home on the weekends. So you can eat nutritious meals
            and get a good night’s sleep. Not party like those wild college students.”
         

         
         I could almost hear my mother through those words. Get enough sleep. Don’t be sneaking out or talking to people late at night like those other kids from your school do. Otherwise you’re going to get wrinkles and get into trouble. Do you want that?

         
         I glance down at the watery broth. “Yeah, of course.”

         
         Let him think he’s taking care of me.

         
         We retreat back into silence, punctuated by a few slurps. He reaches over and picks up the TV remote. I relax my shoulders.
            There is a Chinese rom-com playing. As the characters run in slow motion through the rain to dramatic music, I quietly finish
            my bowl of noodles.
         

         
         After dinner, he migrates to the couch. I sit on the other end and pull up the assignments on my computer. I work on the first
            problem. Ba laughs at something funny the actors are saying to each other.
         

         
         When the credits roll on the episode, I look up. “Ba?”

         
         He tilts his chin absentmindedly toward me.

         
         “How are you feeling these days?”

         
         He doesn’t meet my eyes. “Don’t worry about me.”

         
         “Are you getting out of the house? Taking walks?”

         
         My dad doesn’t answer. And suddenly I’m watching my dad watch television but neither of us are paying attention to the screen.
            I pick my words carefully. “Have you been thinking about seeing someone? To talk to yet?”
         

         
         He turns toward me. “Xiǎoyàn.”

         
         I stop.

         
         “I know some people from the university. I’m filling my time just fine.” He nods to the corner of the living room, where a digital piano appeared three weeks ago, something Ba rescued from one of his colleagues who was giving it away, along with a pile of weathered piano books. I hear him practicing it sometimes, very slowly. But the piano isn’t a person to talk to. Playing it is, in fact, the most solitary thing someone can do. 

         
         “Besides,” he says, “I should be taking care of you.”

         
         I turn back to my homework. Under the lamplight, I stare at the question and try to visualize how the rotational symmetries
            would unfold. I lean back with a sigh. I text the math group chat that formed at the beginning of the year, where we helped
            each other brainstorm answers. I then realize that I’m probably exposing myself as a loser because, really, who would be working
            on a Set Theory problem set on a Friday night?
         

         
         I don’t realize how much time has passed until I hear soft snoring on the couch. My father’s chin tips forward, his head nodding
            into his chest, his hands folded together. I go into his bedroom. I take a blanket from the edge of the bed. I carry the blanket
            to the living room and carefully drape it over him, trying not to wake him. His snores rumble through his chest. I grab the
            remote and turn the volume down.
         

         
         I look around. I stack the bills carefully on the counter. There’s another stack of his own college students’ problem sets to grade. A red pen lies on top, uncapped. I cap it and go to my own room. Just then, my phone buzzes. A text from Ruhi appears, with a mirror picture of her and Ava. Ruhi’s dressed in a tight leather jacket that her wavy black hair crests over, with perfect gold-tinted eye shadow that brings out her dark eyes. Ava’s wearing a cropped crochet sweater top, baggy jeans, and heeled boots, which marginally reduces the height difference between them both. I text back with three heart emojis. My loves 😊 So cute.

         
         I turn my phone facedown. I’ll be asleep when the drunk I love you texts will pour in, the fuck we impulse bought a dozen doughnuts messages. The pang in my chest never eases up when I see those texts. It’s not that I miss parties that much—I’d gone to
            one at the beginning of the year and had beer sloshed onto my chest and practically had to catch someone falling from a table.
            But I miss my roommates. I miss hearing their voices overlap over one another. I immediately feel guilty for that thought.
            I want to be here. Ba wants me to be here.
         

         
         I wonder what Hana’s doing this weekend.

         
         In another world, I might be out there with her. Or I’m a state away at MIT. In that other world my mother is here instead
            of me. I turn back to my homework and mute my texts.
         

         
          

         I always leave Sunday mornings. We bundle up and go on a walk after breakfast down the road and through the nearby park. The
            sunlight cuts through the red-gold trees and touches the tops of our heads. Church bells ring. Our shoes crunch over the leaves.
         

         
         My father points at one of the trees. “Eastern white pine,” I say automatically. Trees that grow through the winter. He nods
            and folds his hands back in his pockets.
         

         
         After lunch, I pack up my backpack.

         
         “Come back next weekend?” he asks.

         
         “Of course.” He nods in relief. “Don’t worry, Ba.”

         
         And then I’m back in my car. My phone buzzes, and I see that someone has finally responded to my inane Friday-night homework
            question.
         

         
         
            Jamie Anton: Check out page 35 of the Monday notes, it’s all there.
            

         

         I lean back. I peek closer at his profile picture and realize that this was the guy that almost ran me over with a bike on
            Friday. And yet now he’s saving my ass. I type, thanks, I appreciate it.

         
         I turn the radio on and turn onto the road. I pass the homecoming banner again. At the light, I impulsively take a left and
            head for the town center. I pull up to the small ice-cream shop on the corner, and I head in. I walk up to the register. I
            used to get iced lemonades in the summer here with Hana. The kid up front looks no older than a sophomore. His hat’s too big
            on him. “Fifteen percent homecoming weekend discount for students,” he says, hand outstretched for a school ID.
         

         
         I shake my head and smile. “Just graduated. I want a cookie dough single cone, please.”

         
         He scoops up a hefty ball and lopsidedly lands it on the cone. I eat every single bite in my car until there is nothing but the tip of the cone with the melted ice cream inside. I tilt it back, feeling the cone crunch between my teeth. And then I turn the car back onto the road. Two lanes become four, and the road merges into the highway. My shoulders relax, my stomach contracting around my cold ice cream. High School Grace once again morphs back into College Grace. I take the exit and drive back toward the place where I can pretend like I’m not coming from a home that doesn’t really feel like home anymore. Where I can pretend like I could be the person I was before I lost my mother and fucked up the one friendship I cared about. 

         
          

         The thing is, I actually didn’t mean to come home that first weekend of college. It was still summer and humid and sticky.
            I’d woken up to the sunlight drifting through the windows. My randomly assigned roommates were asleep in their beds. Ruhi
            had pulled her blankets tight around her, her hair falling out of its bun. Ava had kicked off all her blankets and hugged
            all her pillows to her. Our three fans whirred valiantly to little use. We still worried about how loud we could play our
            music and how to take up space around each other in this one-room triple. We’d just spent our first Saturday night together
            going to a party, and I’d woken up feeling hollow and smelling like beer. I’d thought about texting Hana. I thought about
            asking her how California was. I thought about calling her to tell her sorry for not responding to her texts. I thought about
            telling her how much I missed her.
         

         
         But I didn’t do any of that.

         
         I pulled my phone to me. It was 10:07. I had been away from home for a week, and it was Sunday again. The church bells would be ringing near my house. And in that space of a moment, I missed her so much I curled up with a sharp, specific ache. 

         
         And Ba—

         
         He was home alone. He’d been home alone for a week.

         
         Before I knew it, I grabbed my car keys. I shrugged on my backpack and walked past the beanbag and out into the hallway. Too
            late, I remembered that Ava had drunkenly suggested brunch this morning. I’ll go with them next week.

         
         This was back when I hadn’t applied and gotten a campus parking permit yet, back when my car was parked at the outskirts of
            the student apartments off campus. It took a twenty-minute walk. I started the car and blasted the AC. I had texted Ba, coming home.

         
         I plugged my address into my phone GPS. I drove onto roads that I would eventually know by heart, and then merged onto the
            highway.
         

         
         There were still vestiges of summer, in the part of August when things seem still and unmoving. But I knew it would only be
            weeks before the leaves became golden. The air would cool by the next two weeks, and then sharply drop. This all I knew.
         

         
         Soon I saw the sign for my town, and it was as if I’d never left. I drove past the town square with its post office and its
            sandwich place that Hana and I always went to for lunch. I drove past the rec center, where I used to work. The ice-cream
            shop that had been around for decades. Past the church.
         

         
         And then I pulled into my driveway.

         
         Ba opened the door before I could. He stared at me. “Xiǎoyàn,” he said, alarmed. Fine wrinkles traced down and sank around his cheekbones. “Did something happen?” 

         
         I shook my head. “I just—” I paused. “I wanted to come home for lunch. Is that okay?”

         
         He relaxed. “Oh.” He brightened. “Of course. Here, let me make you food.”

         
         He heated up soupy somen noodles on the stove and chopped up mushrooms and cucumbers. I sat at the table, sweat crawling down
            my neck.
         

         
         “You seem thinner,” Ba said. “Are they feeding you enough in those dining halls?”

         
         “Yeah,” I said. “I’m eating okay.”

         
         He looked doubtful. I drank the soup and looked around. The papers were stacked high. It felt familiar to be back home. College
            still felt a little too overwhelming and strange.
         

         
         “How are your classes?”

         
         “Good,” I said. “Set Theory and Linear Algebra are okay. And Game Theory is going well, too.”

         
         Ba nodded. “And how are your roommates?”

         
         I relaxed, and for the first time, there was a small warmth in me. “They’re really nice.”

         
         Ba nodded. “What about a job?”

         
         “Looking for one,” I said. I’d reached out to professors with the hope of doing paid research. Maybe some data analysis. I
            could even clean datasets. None of them were responding to me.
         

         
         “What else have you been doing?”

         
         I told him orientation stories. I told him about the big mascot bear that showed us around campus and chased everyone. I told him about the activities fair and how people would unicycle around campus. When the stories ran out, we ate in silence. 

         
         I sat around the house. I organized the papers and bills until the light was golden and it was late afternoon. I got up to
            leave.
         

         
         And as I headed out the door, Ba leaned out. “Are you coming back next weekend?”

         
         I looked up.

         
         “The school isn’t feeding you enough. I can cook you nutritious things at home.”

         
         His eyes were hopeful.

         
         How could I not?

         
         I nodded. “Okay, yeah. I’ll be back.”

         
         And so it was. One week turned into two, turned into every. Every Friday I returned home. Because I knew, even if he didn’t
            admit it, that he needed me to.
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 Three

         
         College Grace, it seems, is running fifteen minutes late for her four p.m. group project meeting.

         
         I wedge into a space on the outskirts of the campus parking lot and swing my backpack over my shoulder. I half walk, half
            run past the admin buildings and past the fountain until I come to the library doors. I check my phone. It’s 4:19. I’ll be
            twenty minutes late.
         

         
         I take the stairs of my future place of employment by two. By the time I open the door to the study room on the third floor,
            I’m out of breath. The two seniors that I was paired with stop talking and glance up. The guy—whose name I’m blanking out
            on—grins. “Freshman, late to her own meeting?”
         

         
         The girl takes a swig of her extra-tall coffee. Her short blond hair’s half-pulled back by a claw clip. “Danny, stop giving
            her shit.”
         

         
         “Kidding,” Danny says. He has an easy smile that goes with his floppy brown hair. “For real, though, thanks for making this meeting happen. Caroline and I wouldn’t have gotten around to this until, like, a week before it’s due.” 

         
         “Or if we were on Danny’s timeline, two hours before class while frantically emailing the TA asking for some kind of extension.”

         
         “I’m two for two on those,” Danny says, pushing the sleeves of his hoodie up. “My group projects always pull together. Somehow.”

         
         Caroline rolls her eyes. “Danny’s really prioritizing his senioritis.”

         
         “Everyone’s feeling it,” Danny says. “Unless you’re Caroline, whose idea of letting loose senior year is being the president
            of three clubs while taking an engineering class for fun.”
         

         
         I don’t say anything. I just give a small smile. They seem like they know each other well, and here I am, a freshman that
            got haphazardly inserted because their third friend dropped the class and I knew no one else. I pull up our Google Doc for
            our ideas, and the cursor blinks at me from the blank page.
         

         
         “So,” I say. “Any thoughts?”

         
         Caroline takes another sip of coffee. She taps her foot impatiently. “The prof wants us to come up with a proposal for a real-life
            application of any game theory or market design theory. Honestly, I wish he’d just made us write an individual paper or something.”
         

         
         “And it has to be semi-original,” Danny says, scratching his head.

         
         “Maybe we should do something around market design,” Caroline says. “Friday’s lecture was pretty cool.”

         
         “We can’t write about the examples that we talked about in class. Like residency matching or something.”

         
         We sit around in silence.

         
         “Or school choice,” Caroline says, taking the claw clip and shaking out her hair. “That was also mentioned in class.”

         
         A pause.

         
         “I feel like we should do something that people could participate in. We could do, like, an algorithm that matches study partners?”

         
         “That’s boring,” Caroline says. 

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Would you want to take a survey that matches you up with study partners?”
         

         
         “Moot point.” Danny shrugs. “I’m bad at studying. I thought you’d be into it, though.”

         
         Caroline taps her digital pen to her chin. “I like this whole matching-people-up-to-each-other, though. You’re onto something.
            We could maybe match up people to potential friends?”
         

         
         I look up.

         
         “Hmm.” Danny leans forward, his elbows on his knees. “That could work. So what would that look like?”

         
         Matches.

         
         “The stable match algorithm,” I blurt out.

         
         Both heads swivel toward me.

         
         Caroline raises an eyebrow. “That marriage match algorithm? Like. For friends?”
         

         
         “For friends,” I say slowly. “Or . . . it could still be for love.”

         
         The light fixtures hum above us. The seniors look blankly at me.

         
         The idea’s already piecing itself together in my head, and my words knot together on my tongue while I try to chase it. “It
            would still be an original idea. Well. It’d be like an original twist. The marriage example was just a simple ranked preference,
            right? But what are the components that feed into the preference? So why not make it a survey? And for college dating instead?
            It’ll be like a—BuzzFeed quiz for your romantic match. For college dating. Let’s say you fill it out based on your personality
            and values and everything you care about, and the algorithm pairs you up with someone who has those same values. It’s who
            you’re most compatible with, I guess? Like—” I pause, and say softly, “Like the person you’re most likely to fall in love
            with.”
         

         
         I am now incredibly aware of the fact that my group project members are staring at me. What am I doing, waxing poetic about
            love to two seniors I’ve barely interacted with?
         

         
         The lights continue to hum, and I clear my throat. “Never mind. Just . . . yeah, never mind.” I stare at the blank Google
            Doc, my cheeks burning.
         

         
         “A BuzzFeed quiz for actual love,” Caroline says. “That’s fucking brilliant.”

         
         “Agree.” Danny turns to Caroline. “I told you we needed the freshman.”
         

         
         “Hold on.” Caroline leans forward. “I do like this. But we’re . . . going to make this? Not just write about this idea in a proposal?” 

         
         “We can.” I shrug. “It would be fun.”

         
         “Going above and beyond will get us a good grade,” Caroline says. “But aren’t we just inventing something like a dating app?”

         
         “It’s . . . similar,” I say slowly, parsing it out in my head. “But dating apps only find you good matches at best, and even
            then, that’s debatable.” I think of the time I spent hours on the blue Spiegel 302 beanbag as Ava’s swiper in crime, flicking
            through the endless profiles. “This does the filtering for you. This one finds you your most ideal match on campus. Or in your grade, I guess, if we want to look at a more specific dating pool.”
         

         
         “You know,” Danny says, “there was, like, a study in one of my Behavioral Econ classes that talked about people having a decision
            paradox in dating apps. If people get overwhelmed with too many choices, they can’t pick one, let alone pick the right one.”
         

         
         “So this gets rid of that issue. One: You know you have a perfect match out there. Two: It’s someone on campus and in your
            grade, so you’ll know who they are for sure.” Caroline straightens up. “Okay. Okay! We’re onto something.”
         

         
         “I personally would take this quiz in a heartbeat,” Danny says.

         
         “Danny just wants to get laid.”

         
         “For science, of course.”

         
         “A noble cause.”

         
         “Come on, tell me you wouldn’t take this.”

         
         “I would,” Caroline says. “Purely out of curiosity.” She pauses. “The senior class board always does this thing where they list their crushes, and if people end up on each other’s list of crushes, the school sets up a date for them. It’d be like that, but a lot more organized.” 

         
         “Exactly. A whole-school thing.”

         
         I lean forward. “You think we can get people in the school in on it?”

         
         “For sure,” Danny says. “I’d get all my friends to take it. And my club lacrosse team. And whoever else I can convince.” He
            tilts his head. “And Caroline can make all her clubs take it.”
         

         
         I nod. “I would get my roommates to take it.” Well, roommate. Ruhi was very much spoken for. But Ava would be up for it. Probably.

         
         “Okay, so we have the people,” Danny says. “And the algorithm.”

         
         “We would have to revise the premise of the stable match algorithm a lot,” Caroline says. “Like expand the parameters to make
            it a whole survey-based preference system. Also, it’s very hetero.”
         

         
         “True,” I say. “We should definitely expand it to include all dating preferences. And make sure we come up with the most important
            questions on preferences and values. Like views on politics, relationships . . .”
         

         
         “Religion,” Caroline says.

         
         “Future plans,” Danny adds.

         
         “Finances.”

         
         “Ambition.”

         
         “Sexuality.”

         
         “Cultural background.”

         
         “And how willing people are to date people with different preferences,” I said. “And different views.”
         

         
         “Oh, absolutely,” Caroline says. “I think we need to get a wide range of questions on these values and traits. And romantic
            preferences, too. We’ll get this down to an exact science.”
         

         
         “We have to figure out the matches that are good for each person, and then see who has matching preferences, and whether either
            person is the most stable match for each other, or if one of them could be better off with another,” I say. “A lot of conditional
            statements.”
         

         
         “We can do it,” Caroline asserts. “How about this. I’ll take a first pass and get a preliminary Python script up and running
            by tomorrow to make the matches.” She looks up at me. “Some machine learning, nothing I haven’t done before. And then we can
            just refine and iterate.”
         

         
         “And I’ll help talk it up,” Danny says. “I’ll get as many people as I can manage to take it.”

         
         We glance at each other around the table.

         
         “Well.” Danny puts his hands on the table. “Sounds like we’re matchmaking for a math class.”

         
         I laugh at the sheer absurdity of it. “Yeah. I guess we are.”

         
          

         “You’re inventing a romance equation,” Ava says.

         
         “Sort of?” I say, setting my backpack down. “It’s more of like. An algorithm?”

         
         “Hold on.” Ruhi picks up haphazardly scattered textbooks from the floor and stacks them neatly, and then sits down next to them. “Walk me through this. You’re going to find people’s ideal matches? Like, the loves of their lives?”
         

         
         “How’s that going to work?” Ava asks. “We’re nineteen-year-olds with seventy-percent-formed frontal lobes. We’re trying to
            find dates that we can even stand for two hours.”
         

         
         Ruhi pulls the blanket tighter around her. “The campus selection is kinda questionable.” 
         

         
         “Yeah. Not everyone can have a high school sweetheart that adores them,” Ava says. She turns to me. “We’re at this party on
            Friday, right? Two shots in and she’s FaceTiming Arjun in the corner.”
         

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “It was wholesome.” Ava smiles. “At least you weren’t getting shit-faced at Rage Cage like the rest of us.”
         

         
         Ruhi leans back, pushing her hair behind her shoulder, and then turns to squint at a small nook between the beanbag and the
            wall. She extracts a crinkled pack. “Ava, how did your Hot Cheetos get here?”
         

         
         Ava’s expression lights up. “Oh, my Cheetos!” She opens her arms, and Ruhi throws the bag at her. She cradles it to her chest.

         
         “You know that shelves exist, right?” Ruhi teases. “To store things?”

         
         “I wanted to put them somewhere where I knew I could come back to. And I did.”

         
         Ruhi laughs. I’ve lost their attention. Slowly, I sink into the chair, about to pull out my computer and return to my work.

         
         Ava turns back to me. “Wait, tell us more about this ideal-love-match thing.”

         
         I look up. “Right. So remember when we talked about which Disney princes would be our perfect matches?”

         
         “Ah, yes,” Ruhi says. “The Disney Prince Soul Mate debacle.”

         
         “Right. For our final project we have to propose a real-life application of one of the concepts from game theory or market
            design. And we’d just learned about the stable match algorithm. Like, this Nobel Prize–winning theory that says that in a
            perfectly designed market, everything reaches a stable state. And I kept thinking about that BuzzFeed-quiz-for-dating concept
            we were talking about earlier. So everyone keeps looking for the people they’d be compatible to date, but it’s always hard
            to filter out who the good matches are.”
         

         
         “Decision paralysis,” Ruhi says. “Which leads to dating fatigue. I was listening to someone talk about this on a podcast the
            other day, actually.”
         

         
         “Right. Exactly. And then I just thought, what if people were paired up with their theoretically perfect match on campus? Or in their year, really, so it’s more likely they already know them? Like, we’d ask a series of questions to get their outlook on life and their opinions and everything, and we’d use this algorithm that sorted the preferences and then matched people up who had similar beliefs?” I fiddle with the straps of my backpack. “In conclusion, we’re, like, creating people’s matches. But we’re making it so you’re matched to the one ideal person on campus, or in your year, who you’re most compatible with.” 

         
         I pause.

         
         Ava’s mouth hangs open. “Grace, your brain is literally so big. You leave this campus for two days and come back with this genius project.”
         

         
         “While we’re simply losing brain cells by slapping the wine bag at Tuttle House,” Ruhi says. “We truly do need better things
            to do with our Friday nights.”
         

         
         I look at Ruhi incredulously. “You drank from the wine bag?”
         

         
         “Oh, absolutely,” Ava says, glancing over at the mirror and adjusting her earrings. “After she got off the call, we moved
            from shots to wine. Wine-drunk Ruhi is incredibly fun to hang out with. She had us up dancing on tops of tables.”
         

         
         Ruhi shrugs. “Which, I admit in retrospect, is not the safest thing to do.”

         
         I stare at Ruhi and try to picture it. This is Ruhi, who wakes up early to plan her day. Ruhi, who takes the maximum number
            of classes possible and joins in the occasional intramural volleyball game and makes a methodical to-do list on her whiteboard
            that she hangs over her desk and dutifully crosses tasks out on. Ruhi and Ava share a grin, and my stomach flips. What am I missing out on during the weekends?
         

         
         Ruhi turns to me. “So who’s taking this survey?”

         
         “Well, it’s open to the whole campus,” I say. “But I’d need people to take it. I know you’re spoken for, Ruhi. But, Ava—”

         
         “I’ll take it,” she says. “My romantic life is so dire. Please let an algorithm save it.” She stands up and says in her improv-show voice. “Match me up, my love. I’m ready.” 

         
         The Match-Up. That potential name dawns on me. “So true. But as a disclaimer, if enough people don’t participate, there’s a very real possibility
            that five people across campus will take this survey and you could fully get matched with, like, one of my project partners.
            Who I’m pretty sure is a lacrosse bro.”
         

         
         “If it’s meant to be,” Ava says. “We’ll elope to Coffee House. We’ll cater some Papa John’s and call it a day. As long as
            he likes Papa John’s. If not, this relationship is doomed from the start.”
         

         
         “I can officiate,” Ruhi adds, completely seriously. “I think you can get certified on the internet.”

         
         “Okay,” I laugh. “No one’s saying anything about marriage.”
         

         
         “We’re planning ahead,” Ava says. She clasps her hands together. “I’m so excited for this.”

         
         “The question is,” Ruhi says, turning to me and fixing me with her dark brown eyes, “are you taking your quiz, Grace?”
         

         
         Ava turns to me.

         
         I pause. “Should I?”

         
         “What do you mean, should you?” Ava’s brown eyes are wide. “Of course you have to. It’s your own algorithm!”
         

         
         “You have been wondering who your perfect type is,” Ruhi says. “Ava and I know ours. Ava loves emotionally unavailable guys with cute
            puppy-like expressions—”
         

         
         “Hey!” Ava’s cheeks turn bright pink. “Deeply true and entirely unfair. Ruhi likes preppy nice boys who wear salmon-colored shorts. Preferably, a childhood friend turned debate partner who harbors feelings for years before confessing right before senior-year homecoming.” 

         
         Ruhi grins. “Touché,” she says. “But what about you, Grace?”

         
         I exhale. “I don’t know. I guess I should find out.”

         
         Ava claps. “You’re taking the quiz with me! Our double matrimony is gonna be sick.” She glances at her phone. “Oh, shoot. It’s almost four, and I have to be at improv practice.” She jumps up and pulls on a
            large sweater over her turtleneck.
         

         
         “And I have to go attend a staff writer meeting,” Ruhi says. She taps at her smartwatch. “When is the survey coming out again?”

         
         “Probably in, like, a week? We’re still coding it up.”

         
         “I’ll take it first thing,” Ava calls out as she leaves.

         
         And Ruhi dips out too and then I have the room to myself.

         
         I sigh and lean back on the beanbag. I reach over and turn the fairy lights on so the room is cast in a soft glow. I pull
            up the Google Doc.
         

         
         What is my type?

         
         It’s not the first time I’ve been asked this. The first time was when I was lying on Hana’s floor, my stomach bursting from
            stuffing myself with Chips Ahoy!, with glitter on our eyelids from when she tried to practice applying makeup on me while
            telling me in detail about how she’d made out with Kristen Levy after her theater practice the other day. “I’ve never heard
            you talk about your crushes,” Hana said. “Who do you like, anyway?”
         

         
         I’d closed my eyes then. “No clue and no point. As if my mom would let me go on a single date, ever.”

         
         Rumors always swept their way through school. Who kissed whom at a weekend party. Who had broken up with whom in the parking lot behind the gym. But they never involved me. My name never passed through the hallways. Love was as abstract as set theory. 

         
         “Don’t get a boyfriend,” Ma had always said. “He’s only going to distract you from school. Once you get into MIT, you can
            find a smart boy.”
         

         
         “But you’re still allowed to have crushes,” Hana said. She sat up. “Okay, out of everyone at Woodward. Who would you be most
            into?”
         

         
         I opened my eyes and sat up, and glitter drifted to my lap. I shrugged and scoured the yearbook in my mind. “I don’t know.
            Isaac Richards?”
         

         
         “The dude in English class? The one who we always ran into when we skied?”

         
         “Yeah?” I said. “He’s nice. Has a cute smile.” I’d also caught a glimpse of him during our soccer unit, when he lifted up
            the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat off his forehead and I saw a band of tanned lean muscle, for just a moment. But
            I didn’t want to talk about that. Even if my mom wasn’t here listening. I’d always felt sort of weird when Hana talked about
            her crush on Kristen around me. They were never officially a thing. I felt like Kristen was always stringing her along. But
            every time I said anything about not liking her, Hana said that I was just taking it too seriously.
         

         
         “Nice and cute smile,” Hana said. “You’re not giving me much to work with.”

         
         “What do you want, an essay?”

         
         “Could help,” Hana said. She laughed. “Don’t look so flustered. I was only wondering.”

         
         I settled back on the floor, the back of my neck on scratchy carpet. “Maybe love’s not for me.”

         
         “All right, you cynic,” Hana laughed, flopping down right next to me. “We’ll figure it out for you eventually.”

         
         “Eventually,” I said before I closed my eyes.

         
          

         My only data point so far on true love, really, was my parents, who met at a karaoke bar in the nineties. It sounds almost
            fictitiously romantic for the two stoic individuals who raised me. But once they did tell the story. Ba’s friends had convinced
            him to stop working on classwork on a weekend night and go out instead. One of Ma’s friends had just broken off a relationship,
            and so she was the one who dragged her group of friends to that bar.
         

         
         “My friends and I walked into that karaoke place,” my dad would narrate, years later, in our Honda Civic while we were on
            one of our road trips. Ba did all the driving because Ma wanted to travel but she was scared of flying and also of driving
            long distances. So he drove us up to Maine, down to Virginia and the Smoky Mountains, and once, all the way down to Florida.
            “And your ma was singing on the small stage. Wah, she got the attention of every single person in that room. You were singing—”
         

         
         Ma laughed. “我愿意.”
         

         
         “Right,” my dad said. “And there she was, this beautiful woman, singing high notes with the brightest voice I had ever heard.”

         
         “Of course I could sing,” Ma scoffed, even though she’d started to smile. “I hadn’t gone to music school all for nothing.”

         
         I’d turned to my mom from the back seat. “And what did you think of Ba?”

         
         My mom feigned indifference. “He was all right. I didn’t notice him much at first.”

         
         “And yet she fell in love with me,” my dad said, meeting my eyes in the rearview. “Not bad for your lǎo ba.”

         
         “Aiyah.” But my mom was smiling as she said it. She didn’t stop me from asking more questions and didn’t stop Ba from telling
            the rest of the story. Ma asked the crowd if anyone wanted to do a duet, and his friends dared him to go up and ask. They
            sang “Goodbye Kiss” together and my dad got embarrassed and flustered halfway through but at the end everyone clapped for
            them. By the end of the night, he worked up the courage to ask her out to dinner.
         

         
         “And then what?” I’d ask.

         
         “And then she turned me down,” Ba said, laughing.

         
         “I wanted to set you up with my friend instead! She was the heartbroken one. I made you ask my friend to dinner, but then
            she didn’t want to go. So I went to save some face. And because I went to that dinner, I came all the long way to this country
            so your ba could do his doctorate.” Ma shook her head. “Can you imagine?”
         

         
         Sometimes Ma did sound a little resentful when she talked about coming here. It was clear then and now that all my dad’s dreams were out here and none of my mom’s were. But maybe her dreams had fallen apart long ago. When they met she was working as a voice teacher and wanted to be a famous singer, after all. I wondered if she could have been. In another world, she could have been on center stages, draped in chiffon, and serenading a crowd that knew her name, instead of working late hours at a department store thirty minutes away. 

         
         But most times it was so clear that she was meant to go to dinner with my dad and fall in love with him, because out of all
            odds they ended up being good for each other in ways that I did not even see until now, until I’d felt and continue to feel,
            unrelentingly, the acute, gaping loss of her. Ba was soft-spoken, and Ma’s voice filled the house. She liked making all the
            decisions on her whim, and he let her: the fruits to buy at the grocery store, the decorations in our house, the summer classes
            she wanted me to take. Ba liked to disappear into his work. He stayed in his study poring over a data set instead of joining
            us at dinner. He delayed things until Ma got mad at him. But when he showed up, he really did. When she wanted a new car,
            he spent weeks researching every aspect across brands. Every year on her birthday and their anniversary, he got her peonies.
            And after Ma received a formal diagnosis of non-Hodgkin’s
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