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Prologue

Sydney, 2000

WHAT COMES FIRST, the photograph or the memory? At the tender age of twenty, I am at a loss to find myself one midday, sitting on a dull red bench in the loud, bustling plaza of my hometown, Whitlam, a place I thought I’d long since left behind. In my hand is a photograph I had never seen, only imagined, one I wasn’t entirely sure existed until now. As my fingers trace the lonely seascape, a wave of nostalgia bears heavily down on me and I shut my eyes tight, trying to hold back the tide. But then comes the phantom roar of the ocean, seagulls bursting into frame, crying their mournful song, the sound of a shutter click like the start of an old black-and-white movie, my lips silently counting down the years, catapulting me back into that snapshot frozen in half-light, the sun just at the tip of the horizon, jutting into view.

It was the year 1997 and I was seventeen. We were coming to the end of November, having just completed our twelfth and final year at Whitlam High. Tin and I had spent the whole night cruising in my parents’ butterfly-blue Cressida, drifting through fog and starlight, until the darkness gradually disintegrated into gray, and we stopped by a deserted beach. There we sat with my back pressed up against him, with his arms circling my waist, legs concertinaed around my hips. Our bodies stamped into history, gently rocking to the metronome of the waves lapping the shore. We were waiting for the sun. It didn’t occur to me that time had us in her grip then. A man walking by paused to gawk at us, eyes glazed, mouth hanging open like a vagrant in a drunken stupor. He was a strange sight, scruffy and bearded—naked but for a pair of white, ill-fitting underwear resembling a loincloth—sharp shoulder bones protruding like bird wings. He seemed as mystified by our presence as we were with his. Perhaps it was the way we were dressed: Tin in a rented tux, me in a red strapless dress, a small silver Nikon cradled in my lap, lens pointed outward with a ready finger on the shutter. The contrast of two worlds, one anchored firmly in the present, the other almost primordial. It was as though we’d just landed shipwrecked on a new frontier, met with a civilization still untouched by time. Perhaps the man was a symbol of rebirth. After all, new beginnings were often heralded by great tragedy.

Under my breath, I began to hum a tune from The Sound of Music. As kids, Dad never let my brother, Yan, and me stay up past ten. It was only days ago I had seen the ending to that movie. Before that, there were no spiderlike insignias popping up like weeds, no Nazi flags polluting the proud Austrian vista, no desperate escape in the dark of night. Rolfe never betrayed Liesl. Like me, she had been sixteen going on seventeen, waiting for life to start. Maria and the captain were falling in love. As we patiently waited for them to discover what we already knew, their happily ever after was just as much ours. How could it end with the family on the run, scaling a perilous mountain with nothing but the clothes on their backs?

Stories of war were passed around so casually at our dinner table, along with the thousand-year-old eggs and fermented bean curd. The furtive whispers between my parents of buried gold and photographs left behind in the dead of night, as though someone were still listening in. This was the familiar, well-worn narrative of peasants and farmers caught in the crossfire of war. Surely the same fate couldn’t possibly befall the Von Trapp family, with their angelic, unattainable beauty and absurd wealth. How could the will of the outside world turn them out of the charmed lives they lived in their cavernous mansion—one grand enough to accommodate a ballroom that could easily swallow a block of flats like the ramshackle one where I lived. As I thought of all this, I felt myself tremble with the new and profound knowledge that everything could change in an instant, no matter who you were or how much you had. That luck or misfortune could strike at any given moment with the same cold indifference. I sensed something then that would take me years to put into words.

“What’s that tune you’re humming?” Tin had asked, gently coaxing me from my reverie.

Turning to nuzzle his neck, I said, “‘Something Good’ from The Sound of Music. By the glass house, Maria sings it to the captain right after he confesses his love to her. I’ve always thought that’s the way the movie should have ended. Why didn’t the director just yell ‘Cut!’ and be done with it?”

“Because it’s inauthentic.”

“But it’s meant to be fiction—isn’t it? Not a documentary.”

“Maybe it’s a mixture of both.”

“Do you think so?”

“Aren’t the best stories told that way?”





Part One





One

February 1997

SINCE FRIDAY, WHEN it became official, the words had been fizzing on the tip of my tongue like popping candy. I have a boyfriend. The notion, novel and extraordinary, surfaced unexpectedly at times, bursting to the forefront of my consciousness, or went in a loop that kept circling back. At times it ended in a question: I have a boyfriend? Swinging wildly between wonder and disbelief. Yet here he was, arm slung casually around my shoulder, walking me to school. Like it was the most ordinary thing in the world. As we continued in our shy, awkward shuffle—I’d never walked with a boy’s arm around my shoulder before—we snuck looks at each other, trying our best not to smile. There was the occasional “What?” And then one of us would laugh a little.

Farther along, we came upon two workmen in bright orange vests and hard hats, smoothing out freshly laid cement with their loud, circular machinery. All down the street were yellow plastic barriers set up to form a loose perimeter around their work. Seeing how the men were distracted, I crouched down, picking up a twig by my feet.

“What are you doing, Ai?”

“Cover me.” I tossed a furtive glance over my shoulder to check on the workmen again. Then, twig firm in hand, I etched in our names.

Later I recounted this thrilling act of vandalism to my friends during lunch break as we sat under our big tree. Aysum and I thought of it as ours from the moment we had staked our claim on this spot all the way back in the seventh grade, when all the newly formed groups were in their migratory phase. We could have just as easily ended up by the school canteen, with its noisy rush of foot traffic, or the back paddock, which offered little protection from the elements. Instead, we were safely tucked away in our cozy nook, sandwiched between the library and language block. During the hot, sticky summers, our tree provided us with plenty of shade. When it rained, we simply moved from the tree to the library steps, to shelter under its generous awning while swapping our packed lunches. I would trade my leftover chive cakes for Aysum’s stuffed vine leaves. We were best friends up until the eleventh grade when Nadine came along and the two became inseparable. Around the same time, I became close with Brigitte, who was at this moment reminiscing about when she was caught red-handed drawing a giant penis on the chalkboard before Mr. Muni’s science class. We all pitched in with our versions of the event that had immediately earned Brigitte a week’s detention and cemented her place as the coolest girl in school.

Sying, the fifth and last member of our small girl-group, asked whether I put an ampersand or a plus between the names, and Brigitte gave her an odd look and said, “That’s awfully specific, Sying.”

I said, “To be honest, I don’t remember.”

Sying had joined our group after being ostracized by a clique we dubbed the Welcoming Committee on account of their overly studious, teacher’s-pet personas. The rift had something to do with the forty-hour famine project they ran the previous year and a misappropriation of funds. After an intense period of finger pointing, the blame landed squarely on Sying, though it was unclear whether she was at fault or just a convenient scapegoat. The Welcoming Committee were known for their ruthless, cutthroat approach to dealing with conflict. Which is why no one was surprised when they threw Sying under the bus the way they had once done to another kid, who wound up having to leave our school for a neighboring one. Since defecting to us, Sying found it hard to shake the characterization of her previous group, and I wondered if it was because of her behavior or our own preconceptions. Either way, she acted as a kind of fifth wheel, constantly seeking our approval or trading alliances whenever it suited. She pressed, “Or was it a love heart?”

“Definitely not a love heart. I would have remembered that.”

“I wonder if it had a chance to set before the workmen got to it.”

I shrugged. “We can go and see after school.”

It was there, next to someone’s initials and a wonky yin and yang symbol.

Nadine squealed with delight. She’d just started dating a guy in our year named Trevor and was still in that lovey-dovey stage. Aysum was her usual calm self, surveying the scene with a beatific expression on her face. Brigitte remarked that, even with a twig, my penmanship was second to none.

Sying crouched down to get a closer look. “An ampersand after all.”

“What difference does that make?” I asked.

She shrugged. “It’s just interesting, that’s all.”

Brigitte and I exchanged a look. Sying could be finicky about things that most people wouldn’t give a second thought.

“What was his reaction?” asked Nadine.

“It freaked him out a bit, but he was kind of impressed as well.”

“You guys are going to have to stay together forever now, right?”

I traced the hastily scrawled words with the tip of my Converse sneakers. Ai & Bowie. “Yes.” The word rang with all the conviction I held in my adolescent heart.

Bowie was the last person for whom I expected to fall. He was always on the periphery, like so many of the kids who never made a lasting impression. Brigitte had dated him the summer before eleventh grade, but that was before she and I were friends. Bowie and I shared a couple of classes but sat several rows apart. I guess it wasn’t a single event or moment but an accumulation of small things that all happened on the first day of our final year at Whitlam High: seeing his name written on the library slip of a book I had borrowed, eyes meeting unexpectedly across the classroom after someone told a particularly funny joke, letting me go ahead of him in line at the school canteen. All these instances were like a line of dominoes that collapsed in one big crescendo, and suddenly there he was. My Bowie. With his floppy, jet-black hair, impossibly long lashes, and tawny skin. He was at least a head taller than most of the guys in our year, thin and reedy, backpack slung one-sided over his shoulder. Everything about him was casual and uncomplicated. He got good grades and played basketball. He patted the backs of his opponents when he was on the losing team.

Always at his side was his best friend, Tin, a boy who was Bowie’s polar opposite. Where Bowie was sunshine and warmth, Tin was remote and reticent, with his hooded eyes and cheeks lightly pockmarked, tiny half-moon grooves that deepened depending on the time of day, at times vanishing altogether. The two had been best friends since primary school, without once falling out. Their friendship was viewed as something of an institution, one which I was wary of disrupting.

During my first few weeks as Bowie’s girlfriend, Tin barely said a word to me. He would on occasion tag along on our dates to the movies or bowling alley. We would mainly converse through Bowie, our words passing through him like a satellite signal before reaching its intended recipient.

Soon, the four of us started hanging out at Brigitte’s house, because her mother, Lucille, was hardly home. Brigitte and I would whip up plates of bánh xèo (Bowie’s favorite) or croque monsieur with a side of hand-cut fries. Brigitte loved playing house and was an exceptionally good cook, taking after Lucille, who owned a popular French Vietnamese bakery named Paris, a hole-in-the-wall type of establishment opposite the railway station. At first, the arrival of a young, single mother in our conservative town had caused much consternation, and the rumor mill went into overdrive, spouting wild speculations about her past. One moment Lucille was rumored to be the mistress of a diplomat, and next the daughter of a revolutionist with ties to the Viet Cong. Some said she was a high-class hooker or a teenage runaway. In truth, she was a just a girl from Hanoi sent to live with her wealthy aunt in Paris where she fell pregnant at sixteen. After having baby Brigitte, Lucille was put through one of the best culinary schools in France. With Lucille being so young, the girls were raised more like sisters than mother and daughter. So the truth, though salacious in parts, could hardly be described as scandalous, and gradually she wore down the gossipmongers, even falling into their good graces. It also helped that Lucille was gregarious in nature, fluent in several languages, and quick to build rapport with her regulars. Besides, she hadn’t stolen anyone’s husband as initially predicted.

Lucille’s bakery offered an array of pastries never before seen in Whitlam, ranging from pain au chocolat to dan taat (Chinese egg tarts) to pistachio-flavored éclairs—all as delicious as they were well presented. But where her talent shone brightest was in traditional French Vietnamese fare: pandan waffles, pâté chaud (Vietnamese puff pastry containing a variety of fillings), and bánh mì sandwiches stuffed with a medley of pork cuts, pickled vegetables, and coriander, finished with fresh chilies and condiments. Although there were several established bánh mì vendors, Lucille’s were the best in town. I think the care and attention she put into each ingredient is what gave her an edge over her competitors. The baguettes were baked fresh each morning with crackling, paper-thin crust giving way to the fluffy, light-as-air interior. The steamed pork liberally seasoned with char siu was tightly rolled in Saran Wrap, then fixed with rubber bands to prevent a single drop of moisture from seeping through. Then there was the pâté, made from scratch with a specific mix of herbs, chicken livers, and brandy, chilled several days in advance, not to mention the melt-in-your-mouth, hand-whipped butter. You’d often see a line of people waiting to pick something up before their early-morning commute.

Paris was the one semblance of sophistication we had in Whitlam, a town littered with dingy eateries, one-hour photo labs, and junk shops crammed with toys and other plastic paraphernalia, fabric emporiums where rolls of organza and embroidered silk spilled past the store’s threshold and onto the dirty pavement. Early on in our friendship, Brigitte introduced me to the gourmet world, taught me how to crack an egg with one hand, and how to pronounce the word “Camembert.” She wasn’t a snob because she was kind to everyone, and she always made you feel like you were on her level. But, like Lucille, she did appreciate the finer things in life. For instance, even though Whitlam was a comfortable stroll from one end to the other, you’d never catch Brigitte walking. She would drive her beat-up Nissan everywhere, even if it was only down the street to pick up a chocolate bar from the corner store. Even though we’d been best friends for just over a year, it was hard to imagine my life without her.

Brigitte had transferred to Whitlam High toward the tail end of the tenth grade. She’d moved from the Blue Mountains, where she’d been the only Asian kid in school. The Blue Mountains was a region outside of Sydney frequented by tourists for its rural charm and small, picturesque towns, like Leura, where Lucille was previously employed as a baker. Leura was famous for its sweeping mountain views, enchanting gardens, and cherry blossom trees, a stark contrast to Whitlam with its chain-link fences and overgrown lawns strewn with junk and burnt-out cars. It was a bold move for Lucille to uproot the life she’d established in Leura, but she’d always dreamed of owning her own bakery, and here in Whitlam she had a handful of relatives who were happy to pitch in and help.

From the start, everyone could tell Brigitte was different. Sure, she was pretty, but no more so than a half dozen other girls at our school. Maybe it was her long, glossy hair and dancer’s limbs, the way she was constantly in motion, like water reflecting the sunlight. Or it could have been her devil-may-care attitude, the knack she possessed for ending any conflict, minor or otherwise, with a shrug of her shoulders.

The day Brigitte started at our school, her presence seemed to shift things in a small but significant way. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who sensed this as I watched people around her behave in ways they normally wouldn’t. The change was subtle: someone’s laughter sounding slightly off-key or a furtive look that swiftly changed to one of feigned nonchalance—little things like that. Sying, then still a member of the Welcoming Committee, was tasked with showing her around our school and took the job seriously, as though she were escorting around a visiting dignitary. Aysum had said something like “Oh, there’s the new girl everyone’s talking about,” pointing past my shoulder as I’d turned to look.

Whenever I recall that moment, Brigitte is in freeze frame by the basketball courts where Bowie had just sunk a ball and his team were being particularly loud and raucous, more for Brigitte’s benefit than his, her eyes roaming methodically over the unruly boys before coming to rest on the tallest one. They started dating a couple weeks before we broke for summer. Usually when a couple got together, the rumor mill would go into overdrive, with every detail about the new relationship dissected and discussed. Everyone knew the quickest route to instant popularity was to hook up with someone else. But then the school year ended and by the time we started year eleven, Bowie and Brigitte were already over. It wasn’t until then that I began hanging out with Brigitte.

Even though we’d seen each other around school, I don’t remember us having a conversation until we were put in the same art class. That day, I had settled myself in during the lunch break to work on a personal bookbinding project. By the time class started, I was sitting in a quiet corner, sewing up the pages of my book with red string. Curious, Brigitte came over to me and asked, “What are you making?”

I paused, needle in midair, then tucked it into the binding. Handing the half-stitched book to her, I said, “I’m making a journal.”

She traced her fingers over the red thread. “Is there a name for this style of binding?”

“Coptic,” I said, straightening. Although we’d spoken before, this was our first real conversation, and I felt a strange urge to impress her. When she didn’t respond right away, I quickly added, “It looks complicated but it’s really not. I can show you sometime.” To my ears, I sounded overeager and cringed inwardly.

She looked at me coolly, not seeming to notice the effect she had. “And what do you use the journals for? Do you give them away as gifts?”

“Sometimes, but mainly I just use them myself.” Reaching into my backpack, I pulled out an old journal that I had bound using the saddle stitch method and the fur from an old teddy bear. She looked at it with genuine wonder. “Gosh, this is amazing. Can I look inside?”

“Sure,” I said.

She must have caught a slight hesitation in my voice because she asked, “Are you sure? It’s not private or anything, is it?”

I shook my head. “Go on, it’s fine.”

She flicked through, eyes widening slightly. Inside the book were pages of poems and sketches along with the odd pressed flower. She turned the book around to a sketch I had done of my mother sitting at her Singer. “Is this your mum?”

“Yeah, she’s a seamstress.”

She examined the sketch again, head slightly tilted. “That’s probably my favorite in the journal. It’s her eyes, I think. They’re so expressive; she has the eyes of someone with stories to tell.”

I nodded, pleased with her appraisal.

“Hey, did you mean what you said earlier?”

I looked at her blankly. “Earlier?”

“That you’d show me how to make a book using this binding technique.”

“Sure.” I smiled. “I don’t have all the tools here, but you can come over to my place after school if you’re free.”

At home, we ran into my brother, Yan, in the hallway. I introduced them quickly, eager to get Brigitte into my room before he said anything embarrassing. But I didn’t have to worry because she was keen to know all about the economics degree he was studying at Sydney U. I watched his eyes light up as she lavished him with praise and attention, wanting to know every small detail about campus life.

After she left, Yan said, “She’s cute.”

“Cradle snatcher,” I teased him, even though he was only a few years older.

Later, Mum called out to us from the kitchen to set the table. Yan and I scrambled obediently out of our respective rooms and carried out the nightly pantomime. First, we grasped each end of the square foldout table with its chipped pale-wood veneer, kicking out the metal legs and positioning it in the middle of our small lounge room. Then I laid out the transparent tablecloth with a garish pattern of yellow chrysanthemums before scooping bowls of rice from the cooker and organizing the chopsticks. Next, Yan unstacked and arranged the metal-framed chairs with red vinyl seats. Finally, we took turns coaxing Dad from my parents’ bedroom, where he would be working away diligently at his rickety desk almost buckling with the sheer weight of his heavy textbooks stacked haphazardly across the surface alongside calligraphy pens and inkwells, rolls of rice paper, spiral-bound notebooks, and dictionaries used to translate between Mandarin and Khmer. We carried out the same ritual every night. During dinner, Yan brought up Brigitte.

“Your friend—what was her name again?”

“What friend?” I feigned nonchalance as I spooned chicken and wood ear mushroom into my bowl of rice.

“Aw, come on, Ai.”

“Is it Brigitte?” asked Mum in Teochew, blowing on a spoonful of her bone broth. She spoke to us in a patchwork of dialects, switching mid-sentence between Teochew, Mandarin, and broken English. Khmer, the language of her motherland, she spoke only with Dad, like a secret they had kept for themselves.

“Is it her mother, just open bread shop?” asked Dad, who mainly stuck to Teochew.

Then Mum said there were rumors about Brigitte’s mother, Lucille. When I asked her what they were, she said she didn’t like to gossip but it was best I don’t hang around Brigitte too often. Then, addressing Yan and me, she said, “Careful: pretty girl trouble.”

Despite her initial misgivings about Brigitte, Mum was easily won over with the odd treat from Paris Bakery and impromptu shoulder massages. Soon my new friend was a regular fixture at the dinner table, cracking jokes and showering Mum with compliments. “Auntie, this char kway teow is so tasty! What’s your secret ingredient?”

“Salt duck egg,” Mum would beam.

Chewing thoughtfully, Brigitte would say, “Oh, I see. Yes, that’s why it tastes so good.”

My tiny bedroom, sorely lacking in floor space, shrank even further with the futon almost permanently rolled out for the times Brigitte slept over, sandwiched between my bed and the tallboy. On those evenings our voices in the dark, strangely disembodied, seemed to melt away the walls around us. Our conversations flowed long into the night, our laughter low and conspiratorial. We talked about books—Brigitte loved period dramas and I had a weakness for fantasy—though we were willing to cross genres at the other’s recommendation. It was the same for music, with Brigitte’s fevered obsession with Tori Amos spilling into my love of grungy bands like Garbage and Hole.

But when it came to boys, we were hardly ever in agreement, as was evidenced by our favorite TV show, Beverly Hills 90210. Between the two leading men, Brigitte preferred Brandon, while I would passionately argue to the contrary why Dylan was the sexier of the two. From our preferences, we were able to ascertain that she liked jocks, while I preferred the quiet, brooding type.

Sometimes I’d hang out with Brigitte at Paris Bakery during the school holidays and weekends, when it was her turn to man the store. In between serving customers, we made crank calls to our friends or passed the time playing word games like I Spy. I never got paid, but every now and then she’d press a five-dollar bill into my hand.

Brigitte was one of those kids who always seemed to have money, which meant we were able to afford small luxuries, such as the latest issue of Dolly magazine, tubes of strawberry lip gloss, and packets of M&M’s. I couldn’t pinpoint the source of her funds but suspected she sometimes swiped from the till. Not that Lucille would have minded. They seemed to adore and loathe each other in equal measure. One moment they were screaming blue murder; the next Brigitte would be planting butterfly kisses across her mother’s beaming face. I was jealous of their warm if sometimes volatile relationship. My mother seemed ancient in comparison, in the way her mouth drooped at the corners or in the crow’s-feet that exploded like starbursts when she smiled. Despite her sporadic attempts at learning English, her accent remained thick and clunky with disordered syntax and improper pronouns, the kind of pidgin English that was widely mocked in popular culture. Lucille was fluent in both English and French, lending her an air of sophistication that set her worlds apart from the other mums in Whitlam. She would lavish me with gifts and attention, plaiting my hair or making up platefuls of my favorite spring rolls when I was over. But when I praised Lucille to Brigitte, she’d retorted, “She’s only that way around you.”

“What do you mean?”

“She just loves to play the perfect mum around my friends.”

Still, I never sensed anything disingenuous about Lucille until the night Brigitte threw a surprise party for my seventeenth birthday. But I’ll get to that later on.





Two

WHEN I FIRST realized my feelings for Bowie, I went straight to Brigitte. “Do you mind?” I asked.

She laughed. “Please, Ai, it was hardly even a thing.”

My mind ventured back to the summer they dated. At the time, I was still working the odd shift at Pepe’s, the local pizzeria, before quitting to focus solely on my studies. One night Brigitte stopped by with Bowie in tow. I was in the kitchen, and from there could see Bowie with his arm around Brigitte, looking as though he couldn’t believe his luck. It was obvious to anyone that she wasn’t nearly as enthused about him, especially since she was openly flirting with the manager, who everyone knew had a thing for her. Thinking of that night now, I said, “I know you weren’t exactly crazy about Bowie, but I still feel kind of weird, though, because of the girl code.”

“Well, I went on a couple dates with Yan.”

“He’s my brother!”

“You weren’t thrilled when you found out.”

“Only because you didn’t tell me for ages. But it’s different with Bowie: he was your actual boyfriend.”

“For all of five seconds,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Now, you know it would be a different story if you said it was Alex.” She spoke her ex’s name without the usual reverence, which suggested to me if she was no longer concerned with the supposed great love of her life, then Bowie was way down the chain. She’d met Alex while she was still dating Bowie and for a time, was seeing them both—a truth that she once confided to me. Other than that specific detail, I don’t recall much else about their relationship. As far as I knew, Bowie was just another face in her long line of ex-boyfriends. Even so, I wouldn’t have pursued it further if I’d sensed the slightest reservation on her part.

“Don’t worry about it.” She stamped her palm on my forehead. “You have my blessing.”

Just being in Brigitte’s proximity meant Bowie, at the very least, was aware of my existence. To me, that was a good start. As far as I knew, Bowie remained blissfully unaware that Brigitte had cheated on him. Given their amicable breakup and the fact that they remained good friends, she was now in an ideal position to gauge his interest, hopefully without him being all the wiser. Brigitte had a knack for covertly extracting information. For example, our English teacher, Mr. Carraway, once hinted that our next exam would be an essay question from a past paper. Brigitte then asked him a series of seemingly innocuous questions and from his answers was able to pinpoint exactly which paper he was referencing. Of course, I wanted her to use this same method to find out if I had a chance with Bowie, although I didn’t want to straight-out ask. But the way things went, I didn’t have to, because during the next lunch break, when I told the girls about my crush, Nadine said to Brigitte, “You’re pretty chummy with Bowie: Do you think Ai’s got a shot?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘chummy,’ but we do have the odd chat when he stops by the bakery.”

“Why don’t you casually mention Ai next time he visits and see how he reacts?”

Brigitte poked me in the ribs. “What do you think, Ai?”

“Say a word to him and I will kill you!”

Aysum giggled. “Guys, check out Ai’s face. She wants you to ask him so bad.”

I bit down hard on my lip to stop the smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. Then, to my horror, Sying said, “What if I asked him for you, Ai? Bowie and I are distant cousins, after all.”

“Absolutely not, Sying!” My tone stressing there was no room for discussion. Sying did not possess the subtlety of Brigitte, and I knew she would botch it horribly.

“Best leave it to the experts, huh?” Nadine nudged Brigitte conspiratorially.

Brigitte grinned my way, all dimples and mischief. “I promise to be subtle: he won’t even know you like him. Boys are stupid like that. I’ll suss it out for you next time he stops by.”

I groaned and buried my head in my lap. But secretly I was pleased.

The next couple of weeks were excruciating as I wondered if Brigitte had spoken to Bowie. But I had to pretend I didn’t care either way. I was in limbo, waiting for something that I wasn’t sure would eventuate. My heart was like a ticking clock, set to an alarm that could go off at any given moment. As a consequence, my feelings were being blown way out of proportion, seemingly spurred on by all the uncertainty. Then one day, when I thought Brigitte had dropped the whole thing altogether, she came to me after first period. Tapping my arm, she said, “Ai, I spoke to Bowie.”

“Oh . . .” I tried my best to look complacent, as though I had forgotten all about it. “And?”

“At first, I just asked him how he was and all that. Sussed out what was going on with his love life and so forth.” She paused, and the look on her face made my stomach drop. “Look, I have some bad news. Turns out he’s just started seeing this girl from Mary MacKillop. They have to keep it real quiet because her parents are strict.”

“Oh, well,” I said, struggling to keep the disappointment from registering on my face.

She gave me a quick hug. “It was only a crush, right? No big deal?”

“No big deal.”

“That’s okay, then. Plenty of fish in the sea.”

My feelings for Bowie only intensified after that, even though I tried my best not to show it. I fell into a kind of restless despondency, spending hours scrawling tirelessly in my journal. At school, when I saw Bowie walking toward me, I would swiftly change direction or pretend I’d forgotten something and turn around to walk back the other way. If my friends mentioned him, I would brush it off with a laugh or a comment such as “What was I thinking?”

But the more I tried to dismiss my feelings for Bowie, the more they seemed to grow. Sure, I’d had crushes before, but this felt like something else entirely. Up until this point, I’d always been able to keep a firm grip on things, no matter what I was going through. My thoughts, usually consistently calm like the gentle swing of a pendulum, now veered wildly like a wrecking ball on a chain. In a bid to make sense of it all, I began pouring my angst into long, tedious poems that delved into the depths of my emotional state, finding a strange comfort in capturing fragments of my inner turmoil and constricting them into verse. In this way I was able to bring a sense of order to the chaos.

One day I suspected my façade was perhaps not as convincing as I had imagined when Sying, who was the least perceptive in our group, asked me, “Everything okay with you, Ai?”

For some reason I didn’t feel like confiding in her, but I did seek out Aysum during a free period. We were sitting under the awning of the school library, sharing a pack of Skittles.

“You know I still have feelings for Bowie, don’t you?” I broached.

“I kind of figured,” said Aysum.

“Is it that obvious?”

“It is to me, but that’s probably because of how well I know you. Why are you acting like you don’t care?”

I relayed to her what Brigitte had told me about Bowie’s secret girlfriend. She hesitated.

“You’re not joking, are you, Ai?”

I shook my head no.

“But I thought—” She stopped, frowning.

“What is it?”

“Never mind.”

“Hey, you can’t begin something and not tell me the rest.”

“It’s probably nothing. I saw Brigitte talking to Bowie this morning, and for some reason thought it was about you.”

“Why would you think that?”

“I don’t know, Ai, just something about the way they were talking. Like I said, it’s probably nothing.”

When Valentine’s Day arrived, all I could think about was whether Bowie would be spending the day with his mystery girl. It was hard to conjure an image of her, based off the tiny fragment of information I’d gleaned so far. Not that I didn’t try, but, to be honest, I just kept picturing someone who looked just like Brigitte, probably because she was the only girl I knew of that he’d dated. Mary MacKillop was a private school, so it was likely the mystery girl had wealthy parents. Either that or she was there on a scholarship, which meant she could be some kind of brainiac. This made me feel woefully inadequate.

All these thoughts were circling around in my head during Modern History when two prefects walked in, each carrying a wicker basket full of red roses. A hush fell over the classroom, followed by some good-natured banter between the prefects and our teacher. Then the atmosphere became one of tense anticipation when the Rose Giving began.

The Rose Giving was a yearly tradition at Whitlam High. A couple weeks before Valentine’s Day, a trestle table was set up over by the school office on which was placed a slot box. Next to it sat a pile of slips and pens to fill in the name and year of the person to whom you wished to send a rose. The cost was two dollars per rose, which was a significant amount, especially if you purchased more than one.

The table itself was like a center of gravity leading up to the big day, with gossipmongers keeping a keen eye on the comings and goings. The bulk of the orders were girls buying roses for their friends, which meant most girls would get at least one. One year, no one got a rose for Sying—I think there may have been a miscommunication between Aysum and me—and we felt wretched about it. Since then, we’d made sure never to make the same mistake again. Sying was sitting beside me now, craning her neck in a vain attempt to read the tiny print on the name tags that were attached to each rose. But she needn’t have worried because her name was called shortly before mine and we got one each.

A commotion broke out toward the back of the room, and we turned to see that Bowie had received a rose. Boys rarely sent them to each other, so when one did receive a rose, it was likely to have come from a genuine admirer. Everyone in the classroom made juvenile oohing noises. You would think he was the only person in the class to get one. Sying leaned in close and said quietly, “Are you the one who sent him that rose, Ai?”

I looked around, panic-stricken, praying no one had heard.

“Sying!” I hissed angrily, and she looked crestfallen. I immediately felt bad and softened my tone. “No, it wasn’t me.”

“Oh. I wonder who it could be.”

I thought nothing of it when, after school, Brigitte suggested we go roller-skating at the park near her house. The afternoon brought a cool change, a welcome break from the stifling February heat. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to Brigitte since morning and was eager to process the day’s events with her. Now we were rolling down the concrete path in our gym shorts and I was telling her a little huffily about Sying’s gaffe earlier in Modern
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