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Dedication

For every reader who’s ever felt invisible, may you embrace your inner rocker and speak out, because the world needs to hear what you have to say
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Chapter

1

IT’S WHEN I REALLY FOCUS on the guitar riffs pounding through my headphones that I can imagine it best. Me, Lily Xiao, under bright stage lights, electric guitar in hand, pouring my heart into a mic and rocking out without a care in the world. I croon another verse, my voice gravelly and my long black hair plastered on my cheeks. Behind me, my best friend and cousin, Vivian, bows her head as her drumsticks fly over the snares. We end the song at exactly the same time, me with one last power strum of the strings, Vivian with a final pound of her cymbals. I let the chords echo through the air, then flick my guitar pick into the cheering audience. Vivian and I grin at the hoots of the crowd, joined together in one last outburst of emotion.

Riiiinnnggg!

My eyes pop open and squint against the California sun bouncing off the cars in the Pacific Park Middle School parking lot.

Yeah, that’s about right. A bunch of empty cars is probably the closest to a real rock audience I’ll ever get—not to mention have the guts to jam out in front of.

Kids start to stream past me and down the school steps to get to the bike racks below. It’s Friday afternoon, which means most kids book it out of here pretty quick so they can do fun stuff together, like walk to the mall for some shopping or bike to 7-Eleven for blue raspberry Slurpees.

I don’t have a clique to hang out with, though. My parents would rather I head straight home to do homework. But Fridays are my open days, when I’m allowed to do anything I want to after school, like go to my favorite place in the whole wide world, Power Records.

Suddenly, someone bumps up against my purple backpack, knocking it down a few steps. My tattered copy of The Westing Game tumbles out.

“Hey, watch it!” I scramble after my stuff and glare into the sea of baggy jeans.

But whoever it was doesn’t bother turning their head to say sorry. Or toss me an apologetic look.

Scowling, I grab The Westing Game before it gets trampled on, dust it off, and slide it gently back into my bag.

It was actually pretty cool that Mr. Silvers let our English literature class out early so we could get an early start on the chapters he’d assigned for the weekend. Reading outside in the sun is way better than in the classroom, where the fluorescent lights buzz like nervous mosquitos. But I decided to listen to music instead of reading, because I finished the entire book three days ago.

I’m Lily Xiao, class robot, after all.

At least that’s what someone scribbled into my 1991–1992 Pacific Park Middle School yearbook at the end of sixth grade last year: Have a good summer, Lily. Hope our class robot changes its programming and does something cool and different for once!

I have no idea who wrote it, which made it hurt more. It could be any one of these kids jogging past me who thinks I’m some boring Goody-Two-shoes who does whatever she’s told.

Or worse, it could be everyone who thinks that.

Whatever. Pearl Jam, the coolest grunge rock band in the world, couldn’t care less about other people’s opinion of them. I read in a magazine that they even showed up at a fancy award show once in flannel shirts and ripped jeans to make a statement about elitism in the music industry.

What’s wrong with getting schoolwork done early, anyway? It frees up time to do better things, like listen to the most amazing music ever while soaking in rays on a Friday afternoon.

Fun fact: Pacific Park’s slogan is “Climate Best by Government Test.” Apparently, based on meteorological tests done in the 1920s, Pacific Park beat some Mediterranean island and a city in North Africa to earn the title.

It’d help the vibe I’m aiming for if it wasn’t so nice all the time, though. No wonder grunge rock came from Seattle, where the weather matches the dark, gloomy energy of the music.

At least it’s cool enough today that the red flannel shirt I’m wearing over my heather-gray T-shirt isn’t making me sweat like a broken, drippy sprinkler. Plus, the sun makes my new black patent leather boots shine just right.

I’m not in a real grunge band yet. But fake it till you make it, right?

I stand up and scan the crowd for Vivian’s purple-and-green jacket. She’s nowhere to be seen, so I plop back down and put on my headphones again. I push the Play button on my Discman, and it vibrates slightly as the CD inside starts to spin.

Stone Gossard, the band’s rhythm guitarist, kicks off Pearl Jam’s “Alive” with an electrifying slide of the strings. After a few riffs, Mike McCready and Jeff Ament’s pounding lead and bass guitars join him, and Dave Krusen’s percussion pumps up the intensity. Then Eddie Vedder launches into his guttingly deep vocals.

Every time I hear my favorite grunge rock band play, I get chills. Their sound isn’t like anything that plays on the radio, which is usually bright and happy in a kind of fake, manufactured way. Instead, Pearl Jam is rich and soulful. Eddie Vedder sings with such passion and power that it blows me away every time he opens his mouth.

What’s cool, too, about Pearl Jam is that they sound nothing like how they look. If the whole band walked by me on the street, I wouldn’t notice they were famous. They’re just some guys with long hair in flannel shirts and baggy pants.

But when they pick up their instruments and get up onstage, they turn into something incredibly raw and brave.

I would give anything for the guts to transform like they do.

Suddenly something pokes me from behind, and a wave of annoyance rises from my chest.

Not again.

This time, though, Pearl Jam’s rocker vibes have had enough time to course through my veins. I rip off my headphones and twist backward to confront the poking offender.

Robot: engage attack mode. Beep boop bop.

“Ha ha, shì wǒ!” Purple and green flash in front of me, and Vivian’s big anime eyes twinkle at me from behind her long bangs.

“Nǐ zài gàn shén me?” I whine in Mandarin Chinese, half laughing. “That hurt!” I rub my arm and pout, sticking my lower lip out like when we were little kids and I’d beg her to let me have the last pineapple cake.

Vivian reaches out her hand and pulls me to my feet. “Aw, you’re fine,” she continues in Mandarin. “You’re my biǎo jiě, aren’t you? You can take a little poke.”

“Hey, I’m only two months older. That doesn’t mean my bones are any stronger than yours,” I say, brushing off any leftover dust from my poor backpack before hoisting it over my shoulders.

“Well, it still counts.” She pouts back.

“At least my skin is thicker.” I yank on her sleeve. “Take off this jacket! You need to get used to the weather here.”

Vivian shivers. “But it’s so cold compared to Taipei.”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t hold back my giggles. “You’ve been living here for nearly six months now. Nǐ xiàn zài yīng gāi xí guàn le.”

Vivian’s English isn’t very good, so the two of us talk in Chinese when we’re together, even when we’re at school. It’s probably not the best thing—no one else understands, and sometimes we get dirty looks when we break out laughing and nobody else knows why.

But it’s hard for Vivian to get by all day in English, and my Chinese is pretty good after spending every summer in Taipei since I was four. So I try to make it easy for her when we’re together.

That’s what cousins are for, right? To help each other, no matter what.

Plus, it’s kind of nice to have a secret language that only the two of us understand.

“Sorry I’m late getting out of class. I had to check in with Mr. Silvers about the reading assignment,” Vivian says as we skip down the steps and head toward our bikes. “What are you listening to?” she asks, pointing at the Discman in my hands.

“Nǐ cāi.” I tell her to guess, grinning back at her knowingly.

Vivian rolls her eyes. “You’re listening to Pearl Jam again, right?”

“Dāng rán!” I stick out my tongue at her as I twist the black knob on my bike lock. “Who else?”

“Let me hear.” She puts on my headphones and starts bouncing to the pounding rhythm.

As I pull my bike free from the steel racks, I glance around. There are still a few kids scattered about, but the biggest group left is a crowd of boys in baggy pants and long-sleeved shirts on the opposite corner of the parking lot. Music blares from a boombox, and three of them take turns kicking at a hacky sack while a few others jump off the edge of the sidewalk with their skateboards. One boy is doing lazy figure-eight loops on the concrete.

Skateboards and boomboxes aren’t allowed on campus. There’s a big sign in the front that says so.

Skater boys seem to love breaking the rules, though.

When I hear a pause in the music, I nudge Vivian again. “You don’t need to go to the library again today, do you, biǎo mèi?”

Vivian pulls off the headphones and hands them back to me. “I should probably keep studying.”

“Aw, it’s Friday!” I groan. “You can take a break, can’t you?”

“I don’t know. I’m so behind in my reading.” Her face looks worried as she slips her bright pink bike helmet over her short hair.

“Come on, puh-lease?” I stick my lower lip out again. “Let’s do something fun together.”

Vivian hesitates. “I don’t know. I should get home.”

“Look at this.” I pull out a crinkled ten-dollar bill from my pocket and wave it in the air. “Ah-ma gave me this yesterday because of the A I got on that super-difficult algebra problem set. Let’s go to Power Records and spend it.”

Vivian sighs. “Okay, for a little bit.”

“Hooray!” I hop onto my bike and start pedaling in the direction of my favorite record store in Pacific Park.

A trip to Power Records will definitely erase Vivian’s worries.

Or drown them out with a loud rock song.
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Chapter

2

WALKING INTO POWER RECORDS ALWAYS takes my breath away. After we push through the glass doors, my eyes take a few seconds to adjust to the buzzing fluorescent lights. Then the aisles and shelves stocked and stacked with a never-ending number of CDs and records come into view.

So.

Much.

Music.

The store is packed as usual for a Friday afternoon. A group of college students mill around the Billboard Top 40 display, and a pair of girls dressed in flowery baby-doll dresses make their way upstairs, where there’s a second floor of music goodness and a small café where you can have coffee and smoothies. Sprinkled throughout the aisles are people flipping through bins filled with CD cases or standing at listening stations, headphones on and jamming out to whatever music they’re thinking of buying. There’s even a woman waving her arms around with her eyes closed like an orchestra conductor.

I love seeing people so into their thing. That’s the best part about Power Records—it’s the kind of place where it doesn’t matter who you are or what you look like.

What matters is that you love music.

I beeline it for the grunge rock section along the back wall, and Vivian follows me as I zigzag between aisles.

When we get closer, I see Keiko sitting cross-legged on the concrete floor, slotting CDs onto shelves. Her dark hair is tied up in two loose buns, and she’s wearing a pair of baggy overalls over a black tank top that has a smiley face traced in yellow with Xs for eyes and the word “Nirvana” scribbled on it.

Keiko’s the only person I know who plays in a real rock band. When she’s not working at Power Records, she goes to the community college here in Pacific Park. But her dream is to make music. She’s the lead guitarist of her band, and her girlfriend, Joan, sings vocals.

Keiko doesn’t have to fake grunge like I do. Sometimes I wonder how she got as cool as she is. And if she’d be able to teach me one day.

Keiko waves hello as we approach. “Hey, Lily! Hey, Vivian! How’s it going?”

I point at her shirt. “Nirvana, huh?”

Nirvana is all the rage these days. Their music videos are always playing on MTV, especially that one where they’re headbanging in a high school gym and there’s a wrinkled old janitor cleaning up after them.

Personally, I like the deeper, introspective style of Pearl Jam more. Nirvana’s punk sound is a little too . . . frantic . . . for me. But they’re pretty good, and I have their album Nevermind at home.

“Yeah, I caught them in concert a few weeks ago. They were out of this world!” Keiko blows a strand of black hair away from her face.

“Wow, how cool! A real concert, huh?” I exclaim.

Vivian speaks up in English. “What is . . . what you say . . . concert?”

I quickly translate what Keiko said into Mandarin. “Tā qù le yī chǎng yáo gǔn yīn yuè huì. Nirvana dé.”

Vivian’s eyes light up and she starts bouncing up and down like an excited puppy. “Wǒ yě xiǎng qù! Keiko, where we buy door tickets?”

I don’t want to embarrass my cousin, so I hold back my giggle. But it’s adorable how Vivian gets the English translation of “concert ticket” slightly wrong. In Mandarin Chinese, we’d say “mén piào” if we wanted to go to a concert, and “mén” means “door” and “piào” means “ticket.”

Vivian knows enough English to get by, but she still makes mistakes and mixes in Chinese a lot. That doesn’t stop her from saying what’s on her mind, though, which is more than I can do. And I speak perfect English.

She’s the best.

Keiko pauses, probably trying to figure out what Vivian means. So I chime in. “Vivian’s asking where we can get concert tickets, Keiko.”

“Ah, gotcha. Unfortunately, I think the band’s back in Seattle, so no more shows for now.”

Vivian’s face falls.

“I did sort a new batch of used music earlier today, though,” Keiko quickly adds, pointing to the bright yellow bins in the corner.

It’s not two tickets to a real concert, but those bins are one of my favorite things about the store. You can find great stuff in them and for way cheaper than a brand-new CD. Sometimes, even recently released albums end up in there.

Vivian and I head over and start rummaging through the bins. It’s quiet as we focus on pulling out the ones with cool covers and flipping them around to read the song names on the back.

My fingers pause. I pull out a CD and inspect the purple lettering. “Vivian, look! It’s the Temple of the Dog’s album! I read about them in last month’s issue of Rolling Stone,” I marvel. “This was Eddie Vedder’s first recording ever. That guy from Soundgarden, Chris Cornell, invited him to sing, and there were a couple of band members who helped record the album. It was a tribute to a mutual friend of theirs.”

Vivian tosses me a thumbs-up. “Get it! We can listen to it together this weekend.”

I bring it to Keiko at the counter and hand her Ah-ma’s crumpled ten-dollar bill. “I’ll take this one.”

Keiko slides it into one of Power Records’ signature yellow plastic bags. “Good choice. Did you know that this album is the first one Eddie Vedder ever sang on? And that getting together to record it is how Pearl Jam was formed?”

I grin. “I do know.”

“Wow, you sure know your music, Lily.” Keiko winks at me, and my heart swells.

Maybe I’m more grunge than I think I am.

Suddenly the sound of boys’ voices catches my attention. I turn around as four of the skater boys I saw earlier by the school parking lot saunter in.

I recognize Marcos Alvarez right away because of the green backward baseball cap he always wears down low. It squishes the floppy brown hair that covers his dark eyes and thick, soft eyelashes. Marcos and I both went to Oak Elementary, and I remember how every time it rained when we were in the first grade, we’d dash to the corner of the playground by the shed and play bakery together. We’d make and pretend to sell pies full of twigs and pebble chocolate chips to our classmates, pocketing the small change we earned to buy chocolate milk at lunch later.

But that was a long time ago. Now that we’re in middle school, staying friends takes a lot more than mud pies. Marcos and I are in the same seventh-period English lit class, but I sit in the front while he sits in the back. Skater boys like him always sit behind everyone else.

The other boys didn’t go to Oak Elementary, so I don’t know their names.

“Hey, you work here?” Marcos tips his chin up at Keiko while I take a few steps back to shrink behind a shelf of CDs. Vivian stays where she is, though, and stares at the boys with a curious look on her face.

“Sure do,” Keiko replies cheerfully. “I’m the rock-and-roll expert around here. How can I help?”

The boy with a red beanie and long blond hair curling around his T-shirt collar snickers. “You like rock music? I thought chicks like you only played the violin or piano or boring music like that.”

At his words, my hands clench into tight fists. What is this guy talking about? Is he suggesting that Asians like me and Keiko can only like classical music?

I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love a good Haydn or Chopin concerto. But I can love rock music, too. So what if there aren’t people who look like me and Keiko in the rock bands that show up on MTV?

I don’t see any jerks who look like they’re wearing ketchup on their heads on the cable channel that plays the best selection of music videos, either.

Keiko scoffs and shakes her head. “Don’t call me a chick. I know more about this type of music than you ever will.” She sticks out her chin defiantly. “And stop perpetuating stereotypes, kid.”

I can’t help but grin. Keiko is grunge outside and in.

“So what are you looking for?” she continues, turning toward Marcos and ignoring Ketchup Head.

Marcos shoots his friend a glare. “My buddies and I are totally digging Soundgarden these days. Can you recommend other bands like them?”

Keiko glances at me. “You guys know Lily? She knows a ton about this type of music, too. What do you think, Lily? Any suggestions?”

Like the spotlights at a rock-and-roll concert, all eyes turn toward me.

My mind goes blank.

“Uh, I dunno,” I manage to say, my face turning red. I can practically feel their eyes boring into me like a drill. They’re probably wondering what another Asian chick is doing here in the grunge section, and not in the classical music section where I belong.

“Actually, uh, I gotta go,” I squeak before grabbing the yellow bag with my Temple of the Dog CD from the counter. “Wǒ men yīng gāi huí jiā,” I mumble to Vivian, then quickly scoot by the boys with my head down and make my escape.

As I weave between the aisles in the jazz and pop sections before pushing open the glass door to get outside, I groan in my head.

That last chicken move of mine, where I can never talk to other kids from school because I’m afraid of what they’ll think of me?

Definitely not grunge.

“Hey, děng děng wǒ!” Vivian catches up to me at the bike racks of the shopping plaza. “Why didn’t you say something? You could have told them about your new album!” she says, panting.

“I didn’t think they’d be interested.” I kick the steel racks in frustration.

“Really?” Vivian stares at me with an eyebrow arched high.

“Fine. I’m a big chicken.” I pout.

A chicken robot, to be exact. Programmed to be perfect, but malfunctions at the slightest ruffle of my feathers. Especially when threatened.

Vivian’s face softens, and she slings her arm around my shoulder. “You’re not a chicken, Lily. It’s okay to be shy. Once my English is better, I’ll turn those kids into our friends.”

Vivian doesn’t have any friends besides me at Pacific Park Middle School, but that has more to do with her English than her not being likable. She’s way more outgoing than I am and has a ton of friends back in Taiwan. They even send her letters and cute postcards now that she’s here. I wish I had friends like that who’d write to me if I moved halfway around the world.

But I have no interest in being friends with those boys. Still, I’m annoyed at myself for not saying anything when Keiko invited me to chime in about cool grunge music.

The sun starts to dip below the brown-tiled roofs of the shopping plaza stores, and I glance at my watch. It’s 5:18.

“Hey, I should probably head home. I promised Ah-ma I’d help her with dinner tonight.”

“Yeah, I should get home, too.” Vivian starts to spin the lock on her bike.

I pull mine up from the rack and clip on my helmet. “You and Auntie and Uncle are coming over for dinner tomorrow night, right?”

“Yep. I’ll see you then?”

I nod, and we both hop on our bikes and head in opposite directions.





[image: image]


Chapter

3

HOME IS A ONE-STORY CONDO on Grand View Court that looks exactly the same as the other ones it’s attached to. You can tell which one is ours, though, from the red paper diamond with the word “富” hanging upside down on our door. Chinese New Year was a few months ago, but Mom decided to leave it up to invite good luck and fortune into the house year-round.

I love how cute and cozy our little condo is. But Mom’s always talking about how one day, she hopes we’ll be able to afford our own “single family home,” with a two-car garage and a backyard.

I’m not sure why we need all that, though. We’re a single family that fits into this one already.

When I swing the front door open, Ah-ma’s at the living room table with a huge pile of mung bean sprouts in front of her. I can hear Dad rustling around in the kitchen, probably busy with some cooking-related task that Ah-ma’s asked him to do.

When it comes to food, Ah-ma rules the roost in the Xiao household.

She also kind of looks like a rooster, with her hair piled high on her head in a perfect twist. Even the way Ah-ma walks, super straight and dignified, reminds me of the way the birds strut, proud and strong.

“Ah, tsa-bóo-sun,” Ah-ma calls out in Taiwanese. “Come and help me.” She pats the dark-lacquered wood chair next to her. I tug off my shoes and shuffle into my slippers before taking the seat.

Ugh. Bean sprouts are one of my favorite veggies, with their crispy white, slightly sweet stems. But preparing them takes forever. I can’t even start to count how many hours I’ve spent plucking off the ends of a veggie that takes my family five minutes to scarf down once it hits the table.

Ah-ma’s fingers fly as she snaps off the stringy end of a sprout and tosses the two pieces into different piles before doing it over again.

“How was school today, Lily?” Ah-ma asks, continuing in Taiwanese.

“Fine. I did well on my biology test,” I reply in Mandarin. I understand Taiwanese, but I can’t speak it very well. I usually respond to Ah-ma in Mandarin instead, which she understands perfectly because most people in Taiwan speak both.

“Good. Doing well in school will open doors of opportunity for you. You make this old woman proud.” Ah-ma squeezes my arm and smiles at me mischievously.

I giggle. “Aww, you’re not an old woman, Ah-ma!”

“Tell that to my tired bones.” She sighs dramatically. “How is Vivian?”

I reach for another handful of mung beans. “Fine. We had lunch together, as usual.”

“Keep watching out for her, okay? Although you’re older, she’s the one who took care of you every summer you were in Taipei.”

“Yes, Ah-ma, I know,” I reply, hoping my tone comes across as appropriately obedient. But sometimes I wish she would stop reminding me. I’m only older by two months! I want to shout. That’s barely enough time to memorize the lyrics of an entire album. Breathing air for sixty days more than someone else doesn’t mean I know more about life than they do.

Still, in Taiwanese culture, age matters a lot. The older someone is, the more respectful you need to be to them. In return, that older person has to watch out for the younger one. Apparently, I have a big debt to repay to my younger cousin for showing me around Taipei for so many summers.

And for being the one who has more guts to speak up than I do.

The fact that I’m older is also why Vivian’s parents had her call me “biǎo jiě” when we were little kids, which means “older sister cousin.” I call her “biǎo mèi,” or “younger sister cousin.” And now, those two names have stuck over the years.

“I promise I’m doing my best to watch out for Vivian.” I snap a mung bean sprout too hard, and it breaks in half. I sigh and toss both pieces into the throw-away pile. “I even took her to the record store after school.”

“Good, good.” Ah-ma’s voice dips low, and she glances at the kitchen, where my dad is. “Did you buy anything with the money I gave you?”

I hunch over a little deeper, too. “Yes, I got a new album, another grunge one. Well, it wasn’t brand-new, but used, which made it cheaper.”

“It’s always good to be resourceful. I’m glad you got more of this music you like so much.” Ah-ma pats my cheek before turning back to the mung beans.

I smile to myself. The only thing Ah-ma knows about grunge rock is that the music is loud and played in front of a screaming crowd by guys in baggy clothes that could use ironing. She accepts my love for it, though, unlike my parents, who only tolerate what they think is a weird taste in music. What matters to them is that it doesn’t get in the way of my schoolwork.

Dad walks in from the kitchen, wiping his hands on the flowered apron around his waist. His black rectangle-shaped glasses are slipping down his nose, and he’s wearing an aqua-blue polo shirt today.

There’s a game I like to play—what shade of blue is Dad’s polo shirt today?

Yesterday, it was . . . drum roll . . . navy!

The day before . . . drum roll . . . periwinkle!

“Hey, Lily, welcome home. Ma, I’ve sliced up the beef like you wanted and it’s marinating in the fridge.” He pulls back a chair and joins us.

“How was work, Dad?” I ask.

“Great, actually.” He snaps the ends off two sprouts at a time. “I came up with an idea for a new way to speed up the data connections we’re testing at work. But it’s never been done before, and my boss isn’t that excited about it.”

Dad is a network engineer at CompuScape, a company that makes computers and printers and stuff like that. I’m not totally sure what he does, though. All I know is that it has something to do with getting computers to talk to each other and share information.

Ah-ma tsks. “You and your ideas, son. Be careful you don’t get your boss angry.”

“Ma.” Dad tosses a handful of sprout ends into the pile. “Don’t worry. It’s only a thought at this point. I need to do more research to see if it’s actually doable. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to rock the boat a bit at work.” He catches my eye and winks.

I shrug back at him. Ah-ma’s always warning us to be careful and to not get into trouble with people like Dad’s or Mom’s bosses, my teachers, or anyone remotely connected to the government. Once, our mail got soaked when the mailman didn’t shut the mailbox right and it rained. When Mom found out one of the waterlogged envelopes was a paycheck, she started to storm out of the house the second the mail truck pulled up in front of our house the next day to give him a piece of her mind.

But Ah-ma’s pleading to “not get us in trouble” and “remember what’s happened before” and other stuff I couldn’t follow because Ah-ma’s Taiwanese was too fast stopped Mom in her tracks. Since then, Mom always greets the mailman with a stiff smile and utter politeness.

Ah-ma’s tough, all right, especially when it comes to what she expects of her family. But when it’s about things that happen outside our home, she’s also kind of . . . afraid.

With Dad’s help, we get through the pile of sprouts before my stomach falls out of my body from hunger. Mom comes home from her job as an accountant, and we inhale Ah-ma’s dinner in a record fifteen minutes.

Then Mom, Dad, and Ah-ma gather around the TV to watch the next episode of Sān duǒ huā, their latest soap opera obsession from Taiwan. Mom gets the tapes every other week at the video rental shop in Sunnydale two towns over. But I make an excuse to skip it and head to my room instead.

I’ve got new music to listen to.
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MY ROOM’S TWO DOORS DOWN from the living room, sandwiched between Mom and Dad’s and Ah-ma’s, but on the opposite side of the hallway. It’s small with boring tan carpet, eggshell-white stucco walls, and a wooden desk shoved in the corner for the all-important task of doing homework.

When we moved to this condo three years ago, right before Ah-ma came to live with us, I begged Dad and Mom to let me paint my bedroom walls a fun color, like teal blue or bright pink. The bedrooms on the TV shows I love watching are always so bright and colorful, with posters on the walls and floral duvets and ruffled pillows nestled on the beds.

But my parents were super nervous about the idea.

“This isn’t our own home,” Mom said. “I’m not sure we should be messing with it. I don’t want to get in trouble with the landlord.”

“Couldn’t you ask them if it’s allowed? I can help paint it back when we move,” I had pleaded.

“I don’t think that’s the best idea,” my dad chimed in. “Let’s not bother them with things that aren’t important.”

Being able to make this bedroom my own was important, I wanted to argue back. I wanted this room to feel like mine, even though it wasn’t really.

I bit my tongue, though.

So I’ve done my best with what I have, putting up posters with tape—not pushpins!—and filling my bookshelves with cute knickknacks like my Hello Kitty and Troll figurines. Half of the shelves hold my collection of Japanese manga, which looks pretty cool with their spines lined up neat and matching.

My books aren’t in the original Japanese, though—they’re translated into Mandarin Chinese. I don’t know a lot about Taiwanese history, but Mom and Dad told me that Japan ruled the island of Taiwan, which is off the east coast of China, for almost fifty years before they had to leave it after losing World War II. That’s why a lot of Taiwanese culture has been influenced by Japan, making manga a big deal in both countries. Ah-ma actually speaks Japanese way better than Mandarin because she was born when Japan was still in charge.

My favorite manga series is Xiǎo Dīng Dāng, or Doraemon in Japanese. He’s this blue cat robot from the future who comes to help Nobita, a dorky kid who is the great-great-grandfather of Xiǎo Dīng Dāng’s owner. Whenever they get into trouble, Xiǎo Dīng Dāng pulls out gadgets from a magical pouch on his belly to solve things. Then they get into even more trouble!

I wish I had a cool cat robot with a magical pouch to be my buddy, too.

I flop onto my red beanbag, the foam beads inside shifting to hug my body. I unzip my backpack and pull out my new-but-used Temple of the Dog CD, then carefully slide my fingernail down the side of the cellophane wrap. After peeling the acetate away, I crack open the jewel case and push down the little button in the middle.

With a satisfying pop, the shiny, silvery disc of musical goodness comes loose.

Best.

Feeling.

Ever.

I carefully lift the CD out of its case, doing my best not to leave any fingerprints. I flip it over and hold it up to the light to check for scratches. This is a used product, after all.

Luckily, the surface is as smooth and shiny as Taiwan’s Sun Moon Lake.

A quick puff of breath blows any invisible dust specks away. With my free hand, I push the Open/Close button on my stereo. The tray slides open, like it’s sticking out its tongue and asking me to feed it.

My silver stereo with shiny mint-green trim is the fanciest thing I own. My parents got it for me when I won “Sixth Grade Student of the Year” last June.

At first, I was super proud of winning. My whole family showed up for the awards ceremony, and seeing them in the crowd and beaming so happily made me stand a bit taller.

But when it was time for me to get up in front of everyone and give my speech, I panicked. My face flushed bright red, my heart pounded a mile a minute, and I got so flustered that I could barely make it the whole way through.

It was a good thing I had memorized what I wanted to say a week before, though. My brain went on automatic mode, and my voice followed.

At least I thought it was a good thing.

Later that night, my family watched the video Mom recorded of me giving my speech. I looked so awkward up there, with my voice flat and monotone and my movements jerky and unnatural. My delivery was basically the complete opposite of Pearl Jam’s amazing vibe when they perform.

It was horrifying. I could see why someone decided to call me the “class robot.”

Mom, Dad, and Ah-ma gushed over how excited they were to see me onstage, though, and surprised me with a brand-new stereo the next morning.

At least I got something out of my misery.

I slip the Temple of the Dog CD into the open tray, lean back into my beanbag chair, and close my eyes. The stereo whirls to life, and after a few seconds, the first guitar strums begin, with a faint cymbal rhythm keeping beat. Chris Cornell’s rich voice kicks off “Hunger Strike,” slow, calm, controlled. Eddie Vedder joins in the second verse, along with Matt Cameron’s drumming . . . building in intensity . . . until the drums kick off full force about halfway through.

It’s magic.

The first time I heard grunge rock, I’d just gotten back from my summer in Taipei. It
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