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“Hold on, Mei!” Miriam said, looking over my shoulder. “How come you’re the leader?” She frowned as she read over the story. “And why am I the one that’s out of shape?”

Priya was lying on my bed. “This is fan fiction,” she called out. “We can write anything we want.”

“Aaarggh! Why are we arguing?” Abby fumed. “This is supposed to be fun!”

It had been precisely one year since the four of us had become the 4*Townies. For the grade seven talent show, Miriam and Priya had planned to dance to a 4*Town song. But the week of the show, two members of their group ate suspicious cafeteria nachos and came down with food poisoning. Abby and I loved 4*Town more than anything, so Miriam and Priya asked us to join. I really wanted to—I was already in the show as part of band—but I knew Mom would be in the audience and she wouldn’t approve. So I helped out backstage with costumes instead. Our group won, and the rest, as they say, was 4*Townie history.

To celebrate our anniversary, we were writing a fanfic tribute to our love of the greatest boy band of all time: 4*Town.

“I may not have started the 4*Townies, but I’m the one who leads us into battle.” I jumped on my bed. “When the school wanted to play classical music in the halls before first bell, what did I say?”

“No way!” my friends exclaimed, looking up at me.

“That’s right. I said we need music that speaks to us!”

“Preach!” Abby shouted.

“Who went down to the principal’s office? Me. Who argued that 4*Town was the voice of our generation? Me.” I raised my fist in the air. “I said, ‘We don’t want music that’s been passed around like hand-me-down clothes. We want music that speaks to the kids of today! 4*Town is life! 4*Town is joy! 4*Town is everything!’ ”

“That took guts, Mei,” noted Priya. “And a distinct lack of tact.”

“Because of me, kids at our school hear the joyful sounds of 4*Town at the start of each day.”

Miriam gave me a big grin. “That’s our Mei. That’s why we love her.”

“We sure do!” said Abby.

I jumped off the bed, and the 4*Townies banded together for a big group hug. I might have been the leader, but there was no better group to lead.

“You guys are the best,” I said.

Miriam, Priya, and Abby were my closest friends. We were like an atom: you couldn’t split us up. But we had more in common than a love of boy bands. Like me, my friends wanted to make the world a better place. We were organizing a protest to save the environment, and the 4*Townies were at my place to make signs. Well, technically.

“I like that you already mention Robaire,” said Miriam. “How about we make him a major character in the story?” Robaire was the coolest member of 4*Town.

“I agree. More Robaire, please,” said Priya. She started playing with my little handheld game, which had a cute character that you took care of like a pet. I had named it Robaire Junior in honor of his greatness.

“What if Robaire has a record company?” Abby cried. “He needs to sign new bands and wants to sign us!”

Everyone loved it, and I wrote it all down. Pretty soon, the 4*Townies were done with the first chapter. I held out my hand and wiggled my fingers. My friends gathered around me and did the same.

“One … two … three …” I began.

“4*Town forevah!” we all shouted. “Ride or die!”

Miriam pulled out a 4*Town CD from her backpack, and we danced to the grooves of the best band in the world.

When the first song ended, Miriam flopped onto my bed. “Do you think Robaire is interested in brunettes?” She had a dreamy look on her face. “His last girlfriend was blond.” Not surprisingly, Miriam was a brunette.

“I think it’s safe to say he isn’t interested in brunettes who are thirteen years old,” replied Priya.

I checked the time. “Hey, guys, are you hungry?” I asked. “My mom left us some food.”

It was only us in the house. Dad was out grocery shopping, and Mom was at a community event. She did stuff like that to show leadership. Her family was a big deal in the Chinese community. Mom’s side came to Canada a long time ago and established the Lee Family Temple in the center of Chinatown. We lived next to the temple and took care of it to that day.

While my friends sat at the dining room table, I got the food ready. I left the kitchen carrying a big steaming platter. “Homemade dumplings,” I announced. “They’re sooo tasty!” My mouth watered as I set it on the table. I bet my friends had never eaten real Chinese dumplings before. They were little pillows of yumminess. “Guys, dig in!”

Abby grabbed one with chopsticks. “This is awesome!” she said, gobbling it up.

Priya didn’t seem so sure. “What’s in it?”

“Cabbage, carrots, tofu, ginger. They’re vegetarian especially for you.”

Priya took a bite. “Hey, this is really good!”

“Thanks! Mom and I made them.”

Miriam scanned the living room. “Um, you and your mom are really tight, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, sure. Why?”

“Oh, it’s no big deal.” She looked uncomfortable. She was staring at our family photos on the wall. “It’s just that you seem to do everything together. Like … everything.”

I didn’t know what she was talking about. The photos were pretty standard. There was me and Mom winning the mother-daughter badminton tournament, me and Mom doing mother-daughter spa day, me and Mom at the mother-daughter climb up the CN Tower, and me and Mom at Take Your Daughter to Work Day. That was kind of a nonevent, since Mom and I work at the temple already. But we wanted to celebrate, so we posed with our mother-daughter temple badges.

“Do you guys do anything that’s not, like, the same?”

“Sure! It was my idea to spell ‘TEAM LEE’ on our badminton shirts in capital letters.” That was a big deal! Mom wanted to capitalize just the first letters, i.e. Team Lee. Yeah, right, like that would work.

Abby shrieked. “Whoa, is that you and your mom at Miracle Mart?” She was staring at the mantel.

“Yup, we go every year.”

Her eyes bugged out.

Every Christmas, Mom and I took over Miracle Mart for our photo shoot. We didn’t do the fake-Santa, fake-ugly-sweater thing. We wore traditional Chinese dresses called cheongsam. Mom brought her own decorations, and we posed with Mom smiling at me, and me kneeling in front of her, serving her tea.

“My mom’s so cool,” I told them. “The photographer wants us to say this cheesy Miracle Mart slogan, and Mom’s like, ‘No way I’m gonna do that.’ ”

My friends didn’t say a word for like five minutes. Then Abby said quietly, “How long have you been doing this?”

“Since I was four. Every photo goes up on the mantel.”

“Mei, I’m not sure how to tell you this,” Priya began, “but it’s the same picture. The exact same. It’s like you photocopied the original nine times and pasted in a bigger you.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t everyone do that?”

The 4*Townies looked at each other. “Whoa, look at the time!” Abby cried. “I have to get home soon!”

We finished eating, and everyone grabbed their stuff and left.

They never did answer my question.
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Chapter 2

The next day, Mom and I went out for lunch at our favorite noodle house in Chinatown. We had done this every Sunday since I was little.

The restaurant was a couple of blocks from our house. It was sunny and beautiful that day, and the streets in Chinatown were busy. Well, they were always busy. That was why I loved it! There were workers carting supplies from huge trucks, seniors taking their daily walk, and families meeting up for dim sum. Malls were safe and boring, with elevator music playing in the background. Chinatown had streetcars clanging and people shouting in Cantonese across the street. My favorite was the produce stands. Old women with faces like wrinkled raisins set up on the sidewalk and sold bundles of bok choy and bags of oranges and pears to anyone passing by.

As Mom and I were walking, we heard a shout. “Mrs. Lee! Mrs. Lee!” called a short woman at the herbalists’ store. She rushed out into the street to greet us. The woman was Mrs. Chong from the local seniors’ center. “I’m glad I saw you today. Good news—the city agreed to provide more funding. Thank you so much for petitioning on our behalf!”

Mom smiled and shook her hand, like the Queen accepting flowers. “It was no problem at all,” she said. I’d seen her talk like this a thousand times to people. She was a bigwig in Chinatown. “The seniors’ center plays a vital role in the community, and the Lee Family Temple will always stand by you. We love our seniors!”

Mrs. Chong’s hand moved to her heart. “I can’t thank you enough!”

“If the center needs anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” Mom nudged me forward. “This is my daughter, Mei-Mei.”

“My goodness, you’ve grown, Mei-Mei!” Mrs. Chong exclaimed. She looked at Mom, her eyes shining. “Your mother is a wonderful person. I hope you know how lucky you are.”

I said I did and nodded modestly. Well, I pretended to be modest. My mom was the best! Everyone knew that. I looked up at Mom and smiled. She smiled back and winked.

When we finally arrived at the noodle house, Mom immediately asked to speak to the manager. The man approached us nervously. “Hello, Mrs. Lee,” he faltered. “How can I help you this time?”

Mom didn’t mince words. “During our last visit, we had extremely slow service. Our server was tardy with the drinks and our main dishes. As frequent patrons, we expect a higher standard.”

He wiped his face. “Of course. We have many fine servers here. Is there another one you prefer?” The servers saw us and cowered behind the restaurant counter.

Mom aimed her finger to the right. “That one!”

It was a young guy. He’d never served us before. He looked like he was going to have a heart attack.

“Good, right away, Mrs. Lee,” the manager said, and looked at the young man, who was trying to flee into the kitchen.

Mom and I took our usual table by the window. She ordered a bowl of congee, which was Chinese rice porridge, and I got the noodle soup with duck. As the server left, Mom took a quick look in the mirror and smoothed out her hair. She was wearing a brocade jacket that day, with a silk scarf knotted around her neck. Some moms wouldn’t care how they looked at a noodle house lunch. Not Mom. She never lowered her standards.

Finally, she turned to me. “Okay, Mei-Mei, let’s hear it. Roll call.”

“Come on, I told you everything.” It was a game we always played.

“I’m sure there’s more. Roll call!”

“Okay,” I said, and got ready. “Mrs. Braude did an instrument grading the other day.” Once a month, the music teacher made each student stand up and perform a solo. Then she ranked the students according to how well they performed. The student who played best in their section was named first chair and changed seats to the front. “I nailed my piece! And I moved up by four spots.”

“It sounds a bit cutthroat for a music class,” Mom mused. “But you seem to be managing.”

It didn’t bother me at all. “It’s kinda fun, actually, like a cross between music class and boot camp. Only the strongest gets to be first chair.”

She smiled at me. “And that’s going to be you soon, right, Mei-Mei?”

“You bet!”

She gave me a high five. “Good work, kiddo! Those flute lessons are really paying off.”

“Wait, there’s more!” I added. This had been the best part of the class. “Tyler Nguyen-Baker played his trumpet solo so badly Mrs. Braude bumped him down by three chairs—and there are only four people in his section!”

The 4*Townies had laughed with me about it in the locker room later. Tyler always gave us such a hard time about liking 4*Town.

Mom looked satisfied. “That’ll teach him. That boy has been a pest towards you since kindergarten. Don’t ever let him push you around.”

“He’s so annoying! He called me an ‘overachieving dork-narc.’ That’s not even a real word.”

Tyler Nguyen-Baker was my archenemy, if such a thing existed at middle school. Tyler was so full of himself. He always had to have the latest video game, the most expensive sneakers. What he really had was the biggest head.

The server arrived at our table with our food. Spirals of steam floated up from the bowls. Mom spooned some congee into a small bowl for me, like she always did, and added a bit of soy sauce. “Here you are, Mei-Mei.”

The congee came with a plate of youtiao on the side. Youtiao were long fried doughnuts you used for dipping. I stuck one end into the congee and took a big bite. It was heaven. The youtiao was hot, crispy, and chewy at the same time.

“How did the study session go?” Mom asked.

“Study session? Oh, you mean the protest meeting?” I said, taking another bite. “We’re in good shape.”

Mom raised her eyebrows. “A protest? You didn’t tell me about that.”

“Oh, I analyzed our past environmental protests and realized we didn’t think big enough. If we want to make a difference, we have to shake up the school!” I took a sip of water. “Plus, ongoing extracurriculars is important for college applications. They want to see long-term involvement.”

Mom smiled at me. “You’re destined to be a leader, Mei-Mei. You’re always three steps ahead!” Then she paused and added, “I do hope you managed to study for your math test, too.”

“You bet! This unit is easy-peasy.”

Mom looked relieved. “Good, I’m glad. That math teacher of yours isn’t entirely behind you, you know,” she said. Apparently, during the parent-teacher conference, Mr. Kieslowski described me as a “very enterprising young woman” as well as “mildly annoying.”

“You can’t take Mr. K seriously. He’s our gym teacher, too. Really, Mom! He thinks that zero can be divided by any number, including zero!”

“For Pete’s sake!” Mom exclaimed. “They let anyone teach math these days.” She shook her head. “I’ll have to speak to the principal about that.” Mom had been a Mathlete and the high school Math Olympics champ. She knew the score.

She eyed me suspiciously. “Was Miriam at the house yesterday?”

“For sure! She’s great at problem-solving.”

Mom nodded. “Good, so long as she is focusing on schoolwork.”

She didn’t like Miriam. The last time Mom met her at a school event, Miriam had just run into Matthew Soto, the cutest boy in our grade. Miriam had babbled for like ten minutes about how hot he was. My mother was not impressed. Since then, Mom had pegged her as a bad influence, which wasn’t fair, because Miriam was one of the nicest people I knew.

“I don’t want you growing up too fast in the wrong ways.” Mom seemed nervous and poured herself some tea.

“Things are great, Mom! You don’t have to worry,” I said. The 4*Townies were the best. She just had to get to know them better. “I want to show my friends around the temple. They’ll love it! Can they come on a tour this week?”

Her eyes lit up. “That sounds wonderful. Of course they can! Why not bring them on Wednesday? We don’t have any other groups booked then.” She relaxed a bit and smiled.

There was a knocking sound on the restaurant window. We turned around and saw a gaggle of Chinese women carrying groceries, pressing their nostrils against the pane of glass. They were waving frantically, like getting our attention was an Olympic sport.

“Ming, good to see you!” one of them called out. Another woman brought her hand to her face like a telephone receiver. Call me, she mouthed.

My mom was such a rock star.

Soon the server passed by. Mom flagged him down and asked for a few orders of sticky rice in lotus leaf to go. “It’s for your dad,” she said to me. “They’re not as good as the ones he makes, but he’ll like them.”

Dad was a connoisseur of dim sum food and an amazing cook. Mom liked to say that the best Chinese restaurant in Toronto was our kitchen.

“By the way, I need your help this afternoon at the temple,” she added. “New shipments of souvenirs arrived on Friday, and we have to set them up at the gift shop.” Ooh! Temple souvenirs! They were so fun, especially the coloring books.

“The seniors are starting tai chi again this week. Now that the weather’s nicer, there will be more people practicing in the courtyard.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh! Mr. Gao wants your locker combination.”

“Huh, why would he want that?” Mr. Gao was always doing random stuff. All he could steal from my locker were textbooks and 4*Town posters.

Mom rolled her eyes. “It’s for his lottery ticket. He needs more numbers for this week’s draw. He thinks it’s his destiny to win someday. Mr. Gao’s a sweet old man. Humor him, Mei-Mei.”

“I’ll tell him at our next chess game.” Mr. Gao was one of the seniors who hung around the temple. He was also my favorite chess opponent.

As we were finishing our meal, I thought back to the visit with the 4*Townies the day before. “Mom, when my friends were over, they noticed all the photos of you and me at the house….”

She looked at me. “Yes?”

I wasn’t sure how to put this. “It seemed a little strange to them.”

“How so?”

“They wouldn’t say.”

Mom tensed up. “I see,” she said with a frosty edge to her voice. She took out a pocket mirror and checked her makeup. “You know what, Mei-Mei? Some people in this world are jealous. They can’t be happy if someone else has something they don’t have.” She fixed her hair and scarf again. “Some children aren’t close to their parents the way we are. No matter. Don’t let them get to you. Be proud of who you are, Mei-Mei. Who we are.”

That made sense. Mom and I were a team. Not everyone was like that.

She held out her hand. “And who are we, kiddo?”

“We’re Team Lee!” I answered, and gave her a high five.

“That’s my girl!”

The server finally arrived with our takeout in a white plastic bag. Mom picked up our order and turned to him before we left. “I hope you weren’t expecting a tip from us today,” she sniffed. “We waited forever for our food.”
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