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         Presenting the Chens of Essex Street—of Chinatown, of Manhattan, of the city so nice they named it twice, of gold mountain,
            of the italicized, of the hyphenated, of mei gwok, of zung gwok, of the center of the world to the center of the world. Call it America. Call it the neighborhood. Call it around the turn
            of the millennium, give or take a few years. They came by way of two parents, Jade and Vincent—not their natural names, but
            the useful ones—in the usual fashion and the standard cadence. They came with similar teasing, small eyes, raffish black hair,
            and pert mouths; they came with red faces and squalling voices; they came easily, laboriously, frantically, lazily, and in
            the middle of the night, and landed in New York Presbyterian. There were five of them and what bad luck, all of them girls—Jane,
            the loveliest, the sweetest, the Goat (the Ram, the Sheep); then Elizabeth, sharpminded and sharper tongued (the Monkey);
            Mary (the Ox); Kitty (the Rabbit); and Lydia (the Dragon)—who became, collectively and in short, the Chen girls.
         

         
         Their parents survived as many in the neighborhood did—hand to mouth and on odd jobs, by the skin of their teeth. Relief seamstress here, overnight janitor there, you get the picture, until they stepped into their current roles as the operators of Lulu’s, a takeout joint specializing in cheap lunches for the time-starved office worker. Sesame beef and chow mein, MSG and egg drop soup, dripping grease and satisfaction. Vincent aspired to small business ownership and daughters who wouldn’t have to work with their hands; Jade set out to win the lottery. Neither achieved success. So Jade pursued a realty license, Vincent ran somebody else’s restaurant, and they called it an American dream. 

         
         They came for a better life, for opportunity, for the e pluribus unum of potential earnings. They ended up with seven in a two-bedroom in a fourth-floor walk-up with leaking pipes, flaking paint,
            inconsistent heat, quarrelsome neighbors, and a landlord who remembered them only when the rent was due. Better than many,
            they admitted, and better than before, but not quite what they imagined. Seven hundred square feet among seven people—little
            to go around. Little space, little privacy, and little peace. What they had, they shared; what they shared, they resented.
            Jade and Vincent in one bedroom, and four girls in the other, split across two sets of bunk beds, with a rotating fifth on
            the sofa—trying to imagine anything else besides bills and student loans and the rent due, and the fruit of their dreams yet
            to bear.
         

         
         And what burdens those dreams were! Money, success, happiness, and Chinese husbands, to name a few, doctorates and devoted
            daughterhood, but most of all, the ends justifying the journey. But as the aunties might warn you, there’s no counting on
            these American girls, these bamboo daughters. For despite their most promising start, the girls remained ungracious, unrefined,
            ungrateful, and, most unfortunate of all, unemployed and living at home.
         

         
         Long story short, those aunties considered them unremarkable girls from an unremarkable family, decidedly of the neighborhood. Their achievements were fair, but nothing of distinction. Their Chinese, with its juvenile vocabulary, American inflections, and poor grammar, was worse, if still comprehensible—and please note the Chinese here is, alas, Cantonese, which may be a meaningful distinction in many other places around the country and around the world, if not in downtown Manhattan. Just please don’t call it a dialect. 

         
         Their lives came with a persistent low-balance warning.

         
         Lately, their troubles took the shape of a once-beloved, currently down-on-its-luck, or what the myopic might call derelict,
            community space on Forsyth and Canal. In 1993, it proudly launched itself as The Greater Chinatown Neighborhood Youth Recreational
            Center. The decade since hadn’t been kind. Now, fading away under graffiti tags, tax liens, aggressive mold, and years of
            skipped maintenance, the building listed itself as ripe with potential, if desperate for the attentions of a Jade Chen type
            to rescue it from certain condemnation. Lucky, then, for the neighborhood that there was a Jade Chen, who muscled her way
            to brokering any property no other agent would touch and received little for her efforts but ingratitude, indigestion, chronic
            migraines, asthma, heart palpitations, and acid reflux. Had the owner heeded Jade’s many kind, if unsolicited, warnings and
            hints as to how to get it into selling shape? No. Had he taken her up on any of her generous offers to oversee the listing
            for a steal of a fee at 5.5 percent? Of course not. Some people couldn’t ever see the forest for the trees—or, in this case,
            the entrepreneurial genius in stirrup pants—just because of some paperwork. But no longer. After years of neglect and weeks
            of Jade’s psychological disintegration, prosperity loomed on the horizon. Realtor license or not, nothing changed minds faster
            than hearing all cash.
         

         
         “Girls,” she cried, shouldering her way past the front door of their apartment, groceries in hand. “You won’t believe it!
            You won’t believe what your mama did!”
         

         
         Four girls, in various collapsing postures and states of undress, blinked at her from across the room.

         
         At five foot three and undisclosed weight, with gossamer inches layered on by the perm of her hair, Jade Chen resembled many
            of the unassuming grandmothers around the block, at least until she opened her mouth. Nothing could be said, if not said loudly;
            nothing could be done without fanfare or frustration; and nothing ever happened without her first hearing about it. Two days’
            worth of groceries swung wide from her clenched fists.
         

         
         Kitty leaned back on the sofa while Lydia flipped through TV channels with a yawn. “Did what, Mother?”

         
         Elizabeth took the groceries from her mother’s hands and unpacked damp bags of gai lan and radish onto the counter. “Destroy
            Chinatown.”
         

         
         “LB aaaa,” Jade whined, clicking her tongue. “Neih gong matyeh, aaaaa?”
         

         
         Don’t be alarmed—this is no clerical error or wail of sudden calamity, no wrathful god striking Jade suddenly unable to speak.
            An aa can be worth thousands of words. Whining or flat, long or short, rising or falling, it’s a punch of seasoning on a complaint
            or a question, a musical interjection, and an all-season accessory to highlight how you might really feel.
         

         
         Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Mou je aa,” she conceded.
         

         
         Of course, no one speaks italics, and if they did, they wouldn’t speak it at home. That’s for you. All the better to dodge
            the thorny consonants and yowling vowels of Chinese, the jagged edges of its rises and falls, the traps of vocabulary. Show
            a little gratitude. What they spoke might be called Chinese, though their parents would dispute that classification, threaded
            with English, but it was in all other ways the usual bullshit—sibling rivalries and spending money, test scores and expectations,
            ressentiments of daughterhood.
         

         
         When the girls were young, Jade and Vincent often fretted about their daughters and their tongues, anxious for them to escape the cruelty of scrutiny. They had long avoided English in public unless absolutely necessary, and in the event of emergency, called a daughter. Jane and Elizabeth preferably, Kitty and Lydia in a pinch, Mary as last resort. They left their daughters to grow into their hollowed Chinese, plugging English into whatever sprang a leak, stumbling on the wrong sounds, chasing intelligibility—but as Jade insisted, at least their English was beyond reproach. No trace of an accent, no problem. A hallmark of their success. A hallmark of their loss. 

         
         What the girls couldn’t have told their parents was how much they longed to choose for themselves. Each time they opened their
            mouths, they felt compromised by their parents’ decision, marking them for one culture over the other, for this life over
            that one, standing apart rather than with their parents and grandparents. They wanted both. Instead, they found themselves
            half in and half out in a pidgin of their own making. So let’s kill the italics and do as Jane and Elizabeth did at their
            joint elementary school parent-teacher conference—translate poorly. Follow along or make the most of it.
         

         
         Jade harrumphed, rustling through her purse for her apartment keys.

         
         “All I’m saying,” Elizabeth replied, “is that the neighborhood means something.”
         

         
         “You are being very dra-ma-tic,” Jade said, striking the hard consonants of English for emphasis. She relished the contrast
            of a sharp English syllable against the melodic rises and falls of Chinese.
         

         
         “Kitty,” Elizabeth called. “Get off your ass and help.”

         
         Lydia’s leg fired at an angle to boot Kitty off of the sofa. “You heard her.”

         
         Kitty rolled her eyes, flinging her Tamagotchi at Lydia’s arm. “You could get up too, you know.”

         
         “Your aim sucks,” Lydia replied.

         
         “Kitty!” Elizabeth called, and Kitty came, feet dragging on the hems of her pajama pants.

         
         “LB, you’re so unfair,” Kitty replied, dutifully sinking her hands into another plastic bag and retrieving a head of cabbage.
            “Jane never talks to me this way.”
         

         
         Lydia rolled her eyes. “Jane babies you.”

         
         “Says the baby,” Kitty snapped.

         
         “Jane’s at the library, and I’m asking you to help me, okay?” Elizabeth said.

         
         “Why me? It’s always me! You never ask Lydia to do anything. And Mary’s just sitting there!”
         

         
         “I’m studying,” Mary retorted.
         

         
         “V. C. Andrews?” Kitty replied.

         
         “Unpack the bag,” Elizabeth said.

         
         Lydia cackled in triumph.

         
         Jade threw her handbag onto one of the kitchen chairs. “No one is going to ask me what I did?”

         
         In unison, the three girls intoned, “The rec.”

         
         Jade stretched a finger high into the air. “The rec!”

         
         Practical and austere, dependable and dull, The Greater Chinatown Neighborhood Youth Recreational Center had once been a brave
            new world of city funding and dedicated resources, only to fade into old age as the rest of the neighborhood did. The brick
            dirtied, the signage shedding letters in vandalism or neglect until it came to resemble its neighbors: a little haggard, a
            little hardened, but not unwelcoming.
         

         
         The unimaginative and unsophisticated might look at it and see unpaid property taxes and urban decay, a sign of the troubles from the last decade, but in the right light at the right angle, it could be opportunity for the cunning and quick. Jade saw a sizable commission for an intrepid upstart; the girls saw another victim of the changing city, waiting to be cannibalized into cupcake shops and coffee shops in the circle of life; but Elizabeth felt it as a keen loss, a passing of the heart of the neighborhood and the joys of her schoolyard days. 

         
         “Your mama doesn’t even have her license yet, but she is closing big, big deals.”

         
         The girls mumbled half-hearted congratulations.

         
         “You’re helping them turn the city into a strip mall,” Elizabeth said.

         
         Jade shuddered an aggrieved sigh. Some children come as gifts from heaven, dutiful and compliant, quiet and sweet; some are
            karmic punishments. Jade considered Elizabeth, on occasion, a karmic punishment. It wasn’t that she ignored every single bit
            of well-meaning advice (though she did); or that despite Jade’s many pleas for her to study something profitable, she’d chosen
            communications and photography (at a median income of forty thousand dollars!); or that she insisted on working dead-end jobs
            (destroying her hands!) until she could make her own way rather than pumping any of Jade’s connections. She supposed she knew
            so much, and couldn’t admit that her mother might know things she didn’t. “I am investing in the neighborhood. I am raising the property values.”
         

         
         “Mother, what values? We don’t own this apartment.”

         
         “Elizabeth, what kind of daughter can’t be happy for her mother, aa?” Jade replied.

         
         “I’m happy!”

         
         Jade preened. “When I told your friend Alexa at the store, she congratulated me right there.”

         
         Kitty crumpled a plastic bag between her hands.

         
         “Good for her,” Elizabeth said.

         
         “Alexa said that she was going to teach me how to drive,” Lydia said, rising to join them in the kitchen. “Did you get any snacks?” 

         
         Kitty whipped a bag of baby carrots at her chest.

         
         “Kitty!” Lydia cried. “Ow!”

         
         “How’s my aim now?”

         
         “Girls, stop fighting,” Jade said. “Dinner soon.”

         
         “Alexa’s not going to teach you how to drive,” Elizabeth said.

         
         “Shows what you know,” Lydia replied. “We’re friends now.”

         
         Jade answered with a sly smile, “She has an ad at the pay phone on Canal Street. Did you see it?”

         
         “No,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t go scanning phone booths for Alexa Hu.”

         
         “You should,” Lydia replied, tearing into the bag and crunching a carrot between her teeth. “She’s everywhere.”

         
         Jade lifted a threatening finger. “What did I say, Lydia? Dinner soon. Start the rice.”

         
         Lydia rolled her eyes. “I’m meeting Chester.”

         
         “What, again?” Elizabeth said. “You have a shift tonight.”

         
         “Kitty’s taking it.”

         
         “What? No, I’m not.”

         
         “You’re taking it, Kitty. You said, aa.”

         
         “I didn’t. Like I don’t have a life?”
         

         
         Lydia snorted. “You don’t.”
         

         
         Jade sighed. “Ai, giving birth to a slab of roast pork would have been more useful than you, LB. Why don’t you find a good,
            well-paying job like that Alexa?”
         

         
         “I’m doing okay,” Elizabeth replied.

         
         Jade snorted. “Opening doors and delivering food . . .”

         
         “Helping our neighbors,” Elizabeth said, talking over her. “And enough to help with the groceries, which is more than I can say for some people around here . . .”
         

         
         Mary raised her book to cover her face.

         
         “Why do you insist on being stupid?” Jade sighed. “You are not a social worker. You have a college degree, and you’re wasting . . .”

         
         “Mother, she’s a weather girl for Channel 5. I’m not desperate.”

         
         “You’re not finding anything either,” Jade replied, jabbing her in the chest with the sharp end of a nail.

         
         “Service jobs don’t look very good on a résumé,” Mary replied.

         
         “And when was the last time you chipped in without being asked first?” Elizabeth replied.
         

         
         Lydia crunched another carrot. Wet orange flesh speckled her large teeth. “Alexa could get you a job, LB.”

         
         “I’m not asking Alexa for a job.”

         
         “Why not?” Lydia said. “What’s the point of knowing people if you aren’t going to take advantage?”

         
         Jade slapped Lydia hard on the shoulder in agreement. “Your baby sister knows better than you.”

         
         Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. “Why don’t you start the rice?”

         
         “Why don’t you, big mouth?”

         
         “Girls, girls!” Jade clucked. “Don’t you want to know how your mama did it?”

         
         They groaned in chorus.

         
         Elizabeth couldn’t think of anything she’d want to hear less. Climbing over the groceries gathered on the floor, she shoveled
            loose notebooks and a bulky laptop into the large pocket of her black JanSport and slung the strap onto her shoulder.
         

         
         “And where are you going?” Jade said.

         
         “Lulu’s,” Elizabeth said. “It’s quieter there.”
         

         
         “Great! You can cover for me,” Lydia replied.

         
         Elizabeth glared at her and rushed out.

         
         Jade collapsed into one of the kitchen seats with a loud sigh. “Nobody in this family ever appreciates what I do.”

         
         Kitty set a hand on her shoulder. “Mommy, we do,” she said. “We just don’t want to hear about it, that’s all.”
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         Every block in the city has its own peculiar landmark that comes recommended with a disclaimer—the laundromat with a mysterious
            and miraculous free dryer when you need it that only runs short cycles; the liquor store that closes and opens at random;
            the wandering dumpling cart that only takes cash. Lulu’s was theirs. Drunk after 1 a.m.? Stuck without food on a national
            holiday? Broke? You already know. The neon sign had long stopped working, though electricity still hissed through it; the
            paper menu bled ink; the tabletops were sticky and populated with unfilled salt and pepper shakers; and the only people who
            might be found eating there were employees. But ten dollars for an egg roll, soda, rice, and entrée—what more could you want?—and
            if you want more, best go elsewhere.
         

         
         For the last ten years, Vincent (mostly) and family (sometimes) operated Lulu’s. Operated, as in didn’t own. He didn’t complain.
            A paycheck was a paycheck, and a life was a life. He could learn to chop broccoli and deep-fry chicken just as he’d learned
            how to read. The youngest Chens dissented. They couldn’t bear the toil or the time, and definitely not the smell—that eau de fry grease that couldn’t be smothered under cucumber-melon body mist. They considered it an affront, the penance they paid for being born into their family. They failed to understand what their sisters and parents did: some things can be accepted because they aren’t worse. 

         
         Elizabeth knocked the door open with her hip, the jangling door bell heralding her arrival, and tossed her backpack on the
            ground as she slid into one of the empty seats. “Ba,” she greeted.
         

         
         “Floor’s dirty,” he said, without glancing up from the newspaper.

         
         It would be easy, if unwise, to mistake Vincent Chen for a serious man given his looks—thick square bifocals, button-down
            shirt, slight frame, thinning hair, and ratty sweater. Many often did. It was known he didn’t gamble, didn’t gossip, and rarely
            chose to leave home. But with a wife like Jade and daughters like Kitty and Lydia, aa, who couldn’t understand a need for
            peace and quiet? But blink and you might miss the twist of humor in his expression, the slight pout of his lips as he laughed
            without laughing.
         

         
         Elizabeth lifted her backpack and dropped it onto an adjacent seat. “Happy?”

         
         “I figured you might be coming,” he said, licking his finger and turning a page of his newspaper. “Your mother seemed very
            excited when I talked to her.”
         

         
         Excitement, he left to his wife and daughters.

         
         She unpacked her old laptop onto the table and shoved the Ethernet card into the slot. It whirred and spat dust as it tried
            to spin its drives to life. “She finally offloaded the rec.”
         

         
         Vincent’s jaw dropped. “Waaa, already?” he said. “She must have put the nails to the Chieng brothers.”
         

         
         “The screws, Dad,” Elizabeth corrected.

         
         “Nails, screws, same thing,” he said.

         
         “She’s practically counting the commission,” Elizabeth said. “Never mind what happens to the rec.”

         
         Vincent tucked his newspaper under an arm and joined her at the table with a cold dish of noodles. “Don’t let her hear you
            say that,” he said.
         

         
         Elizabeth sunk back into a chair. “All it needs is . . .”

         
         “Fresh paint?”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Some money. Someone who cares about it. Then it can go back to what it used to be.”

         
         “Instead of Old Lady Tang’s personal gambling hall?” Off her unamused look, he sighed, poking at the wet mass of noodles with
            his chopsticks. “Ai ya, LB. Things change. Nothing you can do. Try not to worry, la.” He punctuated the thought with a loud
            slurp of noodles before holding out his chopsticks to her in offer.
         

         
         She shoveled a large bite into her mouth.

         
         He nodded slowly at her. “Not hungry?”

         
         She rolled her eyes in answer.

         
         “How’s the job hunt going?” he said, retreating to his position behind the counter. “Any offers?”

         
         The bell rang again, saving her from fumbling for a lie. Jade and Vincent might be called easygoing when compared to other
            parents on the block, but that didn’t mean they understood. Ask the older daughters in your area and they won’t tell you:
            the truth might set you free, but lying keeps everybody happy. Elizabeth lied about her smoking and drinking, about late nights
            and dates, about grades, and now, about work. Finding a job seemed so simple—submit résumé, submit to interview, submit to
            boss—but turned out harder to land in practice. Call it another unspoken rule of the city: from dates to doctor appointments,
            job interviews to restaurant reservations, nobody ever called back.
         

         
         A piercing squeal punctuated the silence. “Eeeee, Lizzie! How are you!”
         

         
         An easy question to answer; she wasn’t—a Lizzie, that is. For the uninitiated and unfamiliar, she might be Elizabeth; for
            her family and close friends, she was LB; for her parents in fits of pique, she could also be known as 慧欣; or, simply, scathingly, daughter. But a Lizzie? Never. Except to neighborhood darling, Channel Five meteorologist, and Elizabeth’s
            long-standing personal nightmare Alexa Hu. She was a pale, small-pored, five-foot, and size-zero terror in a Lord & Taylor
            suit. Her career trajectory, like her hair, her manners, and her accent, betrayed no flaw. For years, her accomplishments
            bullied every Chinese American girl between Centre and Clinton; now, she was the first of their class of Chinese daughters
            to marry, triggering a thousand leading questions at a thousand family dim sums.
         

         
         “It’s so funny to run into you here,” she said, clapping Elizabeth in a short hug.
         

         
         “At my parents’ restaurant?” Elizabeth replied, lightly returning the embrace.

         
         If Alexa heard, she didn’t understand. “I’ve been so busy I haven’t been able to breathe, but I had to catch up with you. You’re impossible to get hold of, you know.” When she spoke, her voice rose and fell with a trembling
            whine like erhu.
         

         
         “I’m always around,” Elizabeth said. “How’s everything with the wedding?”

         
         Her glossy curtain of hair rippled with discontent. “Everything’s horrible. And Bryan, I love him, but he’s so checked out, you know what I mean? Playing basketball with his friends, and whatever
            else men do.” She yanked her cell phone roughly from the belt loop of her pants, the exterior almost fully covered in hot-glued
            rhinestones that sparkled weakly under the dim lights. A small jade Buddha charm dangled from the corner.
         

         
         She flipped it open and scanned the screen, heaving a large sigh. “He’s unbelievable.”

         
         Elizabeth leaned her laptop shut. “Isn’t your mom helping out?”

         
         “You would think, right?” she said, flicking her phone shut. Walking around the side of the counter, she greeted Vincent politely
            before rattling off her order in breathless Chinese.
         

         
         Elizabeth waved her father into the back. “I’ll ring it up,” she said, heading behind the counter towards the register.

         
         The burner fired up with a click, followed by the familiar clang and scramble of the metal spatula scraping down the wok.

         
         Alexa simpered, clicking her tongue. “God, you’re so sweet,” she said. “Your parents must be lost without you, right? Anyway,
            Bryan has all of these people—school chums or something—coming from Hong Kong. Last minute, of course, and we don’t know if we’ll have enough space at the reception.
            I’m like, honey, can you help instead of making things harder? But you know how it is.”
         

         
         She didn’t. Her last boyfriend had been a five-month, live-work affair, and the high point had been trying to deduct the expenses
            from her taxes.
         

         
         She punched the subtotal, and the register trilled.

         
         Alexa fished a Coach wallet from her stiff Louis Vuitton handbag, thumbing three crisp twenties and holding it out for her
            to take. “I am telling you, Lizzie, if you ever get married—when, when you get married—you must, must, must call a wedding planner. Don’t try to do it yourself like I did. No matter how
            on top of things you think you are, it’s too much for anyone! Even me!”
         

         
         Elizabeth slowly counted out change. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Behind her, she heard the rustle of paper and plastic bags,
            the quick snap of plastic lids.
         

         
         Alexa snatched the change out of her hand before she could finish counting it, and threw loose coins into the soup container for tips. “It was so good to see you. Tell Lydia it’s so sweet of her to call and check on me every day, but we can talk after the wedding. And come, come, come—I’ll make sure that you’re in the running for the bouquet.” Grabbing the two full plastic bags of food on the counter, Alexa trotted for
            the door. “But no cheating, though! Yum cha soon, okay? Bye, Uncle!”
         

         
         As she opened the door, a figure passing through slowed and hugged her in greeting.

         
         “My gosh,” Alexa squealed. “It’s been so long, I almost didn’t recognize you!”
         

         
         Jane hovered in the doorway, pulling the hood of her sweatshirt down from her head. “Congratulations,” she said. “We’re so
            happy for you and Bryan.”
         

         
         Alexa puckered her mouth in a show of an air kiss. “Chens, you’re so sweet!” she said. “But I’ve got to run this over to my aunty before she has a heart attack. Bye-bye, la!”
         

         
         Elizabeth waved again, exhaling once Alexa cleared the block.

         
         Jane greeted them both with a yawn, switching off her Walkman and setting it on the table.

         
         “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth said. “I thought you were paying rent to the computer lab.”

         
         “Lydia said she needed someone to cover,” Jane said, sinking into a seat and tossing her backpack onto another chair. Folding
            her arms on the table, she leaned her head against them and shut her eyes.
         

         
         “Lydia says whatever she has to so she doesn’t have to show up.”

         
         Jane groaned. “Leave her alone.”

         
         Elizabeth had long accepted that loving her sisters didn’t mean understanding them. What they wanted, what they chose, who they were. They were familiar strangers, colleagues, and partners who knew each other too well and drove each other crazy. That is, except for Jane. To her had gone the sweet and docile temperament their parents once hoped they’d all inherit. There was no one more patient, more kind, or more loving than her older sister; with no one else did Elizabeth ever feel as comfortable. While Elizabeth loved all of her sisters, only one seemed to truly understand her. 

         
         “What are you doing here?” Jane said. “I thought you were at home with the others.”

         
         Elizabeth clicked her tongue. “I couldn’t get anything done.”

         
         “Did anyone call you back?”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “Alexa was telling LB she’d have a good spot for catching the bouquet,” Vincent said. “Beat all the other girls away.”

         
         “If I can’t find a real job, I can always marry rich.”

         
         Jane hummed in sympathy.

         
         “Well, don’t worry, la,” Vincent said, squeezing her shoulder. “Until your time comes, we’re more than happy to have you at
            the apartment.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Dad.”

         
         “Until we die and the landlord evicts you,” he replied. “But there’s still time for your life to turn around before then.”
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         Three weeks later, Alexa Hu married Bryan Wei in front of the entire neighborhood. Nothing unites a block like a common grievance
            or a wedding, and everyone got their cut of both joys: the mothers discussed and lamented the strength of the menu and the
            quality of the food; the local girls labored over finding the right dress and the best way to sneak themselves drinks; the
            gossips scrutinized the guest list for who might have been scrupulously ignored or forgotten; but no one relished the occasion
            more than the aunties. They picked and pecked for loose tongues, old scandals, new gossip, and borrowed grief.
         

         
         As they entered the banquet hall, the Chen girls closed ranks against potential assault, nodding and smiling vacantly at the
            chattering neighbors, aunts, and uncles around them as they made their way to their assigned table. Wasn’t it sad what happened
            to Bridget Li? Did they keep in touch with Annette Chan since she moved? What were they studying? How were their grades? What
            were they doing, where were their cousins, and why hadn’t they been seen around this or that recently? They zigged and zagged,
            deflected and kept moving.
         

         
         Hadn’t Elizabeth already graduated? Yes, Aunty. But Mrs. Ng said she wasn’t working? I’m doing odd jobs for now, Aunty, and helping out at the restaurant. Waa, what was the world coming to if a brilliant and beautiful girl like her couldn’t find anything? But Aunty hoped she might
            find something soon. Me too. Wasn’t Alexa’s wedding beautiful? It was, Uncle. Didn’t she want to get married soon? Not yet, Uncle. Ah, but girls like her were always saying that. Didn’t her father come? He didn’t feel well. Did she have any boyfriends? Not yet, Aunty. Such a beautiful girl like her? It’s true, Aunty. If she wanted an introduction, Aunty could help arrange it, because she wouldn’t be so young and pretty forever. Thank you, but I’m focused on other things right now. Oh, only joking, only joking! Don’t take offense, la.
         

         
         The aunties fussed over them, fawning over their dresses, their manners, their hair, their makeup—such beautiful girls, such politeness, such grace—but they knew how they looked: severe, conservative, unflattering. Five girls in stiff cheongsam in a range of jewel tones
            like a collectible Precious Moments tableau. If Kitty could have disappeared through the window, she might have tried it.
         

         
         Lydia peeled off for the bar once they found their table, hoping for a server who might be swayed to “forget” to card. Mary
            plucked the menu ticket for something to read only to find the entire thing in Chinese. Jade tried to kidnap the photographer
            for her own personal use. (“Quality prints, aa!”) Elizabeth resigned herself to the inevitable chaos of the rest of the evening,
            and hoped to avoid any more questions about her own future.
         

         
         A rattling hum of clinking glass filled the room as the bride and groom made their way towards their banquet table. Jade giggled,
            tapping the edge of her water glass with the tines of her fork. “Such a beautiful couple,” she sighed. With a pointed look
            at her daughters, she added, “A great job and married, buying a house. Taking care of her parents . . .”
         

         
         Elizabeth looked at Jane, who said nothing. Kitty rolled her eyes.

         
         “If this is what it takes, I’m never getting married,” Mary said.

         
         “Won’t your online boyfriend be disappointed?” Kitty said.

         
         Alexa grinned and kissed her husband to a round of applause.

         
         Jade cooed with delight.

         
         Lydia barreled into the table, champagne splashing out of the glasses in her hands and onto the tablecloth. “Party time!”

         
         Kitty reached for a glass, but Lydia pushed her aside.

         
         “Way more FOBs here tonight than I thought,” she said, downing the first glass.

         
         “Lydia!” Jane cried.

         
         Kitty looked near tears, batting at Lydia’s arm. “Mommy, can I have champagne? Tell Lydia to give me the other one . . .”
         

         
         “Lydia, sit down and be quiet,” Elizabeth added. “You can’t say things like that.”

         
         Jade waved her off with a mild laugh. “LB, let her have her fun.”

         
         “Can I—” Kitty tried. “Mommy . . .”

         
         “Ai ya, Kitty, have whatever you want.”

         
         “Oh, please,” Lydia said, sliding into her seat. “It’s, like, a compliment. It means that they actually got here, didn’t they?”
         

         
         Mary sniffed. “Fresh off the boat is a pejorative—”

         
         “People can hear you,” Elizabeth interrupted. “Remember where you are, please.”

         
         Lydia mocked her with a quick raise of the eyebrows and rolled her eyes. “Yeah,” she said, draining the second flute. “I’m
            at my friend’s wedding. You’re lucky you were even invited.”
         

         
         “Your manners, Lydia.”

         
         Lydia waved her off. “Chill, would you? Try and remember what it’s like to have fun.”

         
         “Or you ought to try and have less,” Mary replied.

         
         Lydia jabbed her thumb against the tip of her nose, oinking at her in response.

         
         “Lydia,” Jade sighed. “Who taught you to do that? You look so ugly.”

         
         “She started it.”

         
         Apart from their squabbles and Lydia’s insistence on abandoning sobriety, the reception otherwise passed in an orderly procession
            of courses and easy conversation. They watched the bride and groom pour tea for each other’s parents, slice and shove wedding
            cake into each other’s faces, and dance the first dance. Jade burned through a stack of Pizza Hut napkins ferreted from her
            purse as she cried through the toasts, and the Chen girls all learned how many people their mother seemed to know (and how
            many people seemed to know something about the five of them). As they picked at the last of their cake, they splintered into
            the usual factions: Mary sullen at the table, Lydia and Kitty unrestrained at the bar, and Jane and Elizabeth on the dance
            floor, trying to make each other laugh.
         

         
         When she’d had enough of the crowd, Elizabeth returned to their table to see Kitty and Lydia pushing their way through to
            the floor. They draped their arms over one another, bony hips jerking side to side as they whooped and pouted in exaggerated
            sensuality. Performing for cameras that weren’t there. One day they might learn to admire people other than the Hilton sisters,
            but for now, they were the stars of their own reality show, too glamorous for their neighborhood by far and too busy to be
            bothered.
         

         
         Mary grunted in greeting, sliding Lydia’s untouched glass of water from across the table.

         
         Elizabeth sank onto her seat, toeing off her heels and flexing her aching feet. Jade had howled in complaint any time she’d even looked at her camera case that evening—not that it would have fit in her purse—but she couldn’t imagine a better time for pictures. The aunties and uncles this side of drunk, the kids losing themselves to the music on the dance floor, and no one paying attention to what she was doing. It wouldn’t be hard to find some shots—the uncles gambling on cards; the waiters loitering by the galley, smoking behind the kitchen. Jade thought it a waste of time, hiding behind a camera instead of taking center stage, but she didn’t understand the appeal of things that didn’t make money. Elizabeth liked to look. It taught her to slow down, to notice the details. It taught her how to be in the world. 

         
         Jane slid into the free seat beside her. “What’s on your mind?”

         
         Elizabeth created a frame with her thumbs and index fingers and centered Jane. “Snap.”

         
         “So you’re bored.”

         
         “Who could be bored at a wedding?” Elizabeth said with a wave of the hand. “Did you see Kitty or Lydia? Are they still conscious?”

         
         Mary gravely shook her head. “The kind of attention seeking they do won’t earn them the response that they’re looking for.”

         
         Elizabeth laughed. “Not the response you’re looking for, but I think they get something out of it.”
         

         
         Mary sniffed, turning back towards her reading. “It’s so inappropriate.”
         

         
         “What’s appropriate for you, Mary?”

         
         Mary didn’t answer in time. A rumble of discontent rippled from the center of the dance floor, the thick mesh of bodies parting
            to reveal a figure marching through with short, rapid-fire steps. No one else could move with such singular intent and focus,
            such predatorial precision. No one else would have a crisis at someone else’s wedding. But Jade Chen was not anyone.
         

         
         The pulsing beats of “Waiting for Tonight” blasted, and Elizabeth took a gulp of her champagne, steeling herself for the landing.

         
         Jade crashed against the table midsentence, white-knuckling the back of Jane’s chair as she tried to catch her breath. “Didn’t
            know,” she gasped, “knew the family, but Aunt Pippa didn’t say, horrible, and I, ai ya, why is he at Alexa Hu’s wedding, and she told me . . .”
         

         
         Elizabeth pushed one of the water glasses towards her. “Mother. Breathe.”

         
         She took a bracing breath. “You’ll never believe who came tonight.”

         
         Jane and Elizabeth glanced at each other and shrugged. Mary didn’t even glance up from the wedding program.

         
         “Our angel investor!” she cried. “He’s come for the wedding, would you believe it, with friends, and he’s so excited to meet you, Jane.” There could be no denying her conviction. If she believed it, it was as good as destined. Verification
            was for the weak-willed and nonbelieving like Elizabeth, who doubted that the investor remembered anything about Jade’s life,
            never mind wanting to meet her daughters.
         

         
         “And you too, LB. I’m sure there’s lots of . . . politics to talk to you about. They’re smart, you know. And single,” she
            said. And there it was—the urgency of the occasion. “He and Bryan are good friends.”
         

         
         Among the neighborhood, there were certain golden sons, long-awaited, much-anticipated, and over-appreciated. But with great
            prestige came great expectation—academic achievement, professional acceleration, Chinese wives, and Chinese sons all their
            own—and apprehension. Fattened as they were on endless praise, minor liberties, and their mothers’ devoted attention, they
            often wasted what freedom they earned. Bryan, Mr. Alexa himself, fell among that lauded group, shaping his life out of what
            his parents wanted: piano lessons, Ivy League, law school, corporate ladder climbing. When she was younger, she had envied
            those boys for their freedom, but what good was freedom to choose if you never chose anything at all?
         

         
         Jane elbowed her sister and flashed a cheerful smile at their mother. “Come on,” she said, rising. “It’s always nice to meet new people at a wedding.” 

         
         Elizabeth jammed her feet into her shoes. “Is it?” she hissed. “Is it always nice to meet people at a wedding?”
         

         
         Jade dragged them towards the other side of the room. “Come be friendly, la!”

         
         Elizabeth fell in line.
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         Of course Jade didn’t make introductions as much as fish—for compliments, gifts, job offers, favors, you name it. At the last
            neighborhood get-together, there had been Winston, who smoked (only) Winstons, sported a Members Only jacket and a thick mustache,
            and worked in personal injury law. Would Elizabeth want to go out with him sometime? No, thank you. What about working in his supply-closet office in Flushing as a legal assistant? Not with that commute. Three weeks after they’d met, she’d caught him on TV, surrounded by showgirls singing the jingle for his law firm. Get hurt? Can’t work? Don’t be a jerk! Dial Berk & Bi, Attorneys at Law! That was the caliber of men Jade considered good for her daughters.
         

         
         They arrived at the outer edge of a crowd, and Jade tapped one of the men on the shoulder. “Mr. Brendan?”

         
         He turned.

         
         Cue the harps.

         
         This was no middle-aged man but someone nearer their age. Boyish, if pushing thirty. Thick, dark hair swept back from his broad forehead in a floppy wave; fine, long eyelashes framed narrow, lidless eyes; a strong, square chin offset the angle of his jaw, softened by traces of baby fat and dimpled cheeks. In a room of formal wear, he moved with an easy grace that suggested money. He looked like he had it, anyway—his outfit Italian and tailored, his watch silver and busy with dials and gears, his shoes immaculate—though he cut the effect with stormtrooper cuff links. The mothers in the room would have called him handsome, but that wasn’t it. He was a golden retriever; friendliness made him better looking. 

         
         “Jade!” he said, taking her into his arms and kissing her on both cheeks. A slight accent hung on his words, halfway British
            and halfway Cantonese, singsong as a playground rhyme. “We thought you’d deserted us!”
         

         
         On anyone else, the gesture would have looked affected, but he made it look natural.

         
         Jade giggled. Elizabeth hadn’t suspected that was a sound her mother could even produce.

         
         “Mr. Brendan!” she said. “You know I wouldn’t!”

         
         A laugh rang out among the crowd, and Elizabeth startled to see the mixed company gathered around him. Here were the breeds
            of rich she recognized—six or seven standing apart from the rest of the room, dripping in diamonds and sleek sophistication,
            talking to nobody but themselves and thinking themselves all the better for it. No one knew better than her how ridiculous
            Jade could be, but it was a wedding, she was an elder, and ridiculousness didn’t give anyone the right to rudeness—especially
            not to a stranger. Especially not to her mother.
         

         
         “I want to introduce my daughters,” Jade said. “They’ve been strong supporters of our little community center. This is my
            oldest, Jane, who’s studying to become a doctor, and Elizabeth, who is . . . graduated from college.”
         

         
         “In a year,” Jane added. “Finishing up in another year.”

         
         Elizabeth tried a smile. “It’s true, I’m a graduate,” she said. “Though I forgot to bring my diploma with me.”

         
         Jane kicked the back of her foot.

         
         Mr. Brendan returned a smile, showing celebrity teeth, even and bleached white. “Hey, that’s awesome,” he said. “I don’t know
            if your mother’s told you, but we have so many ideas for the center. We want to be part of the force to help turn New York around, you know?”
         

         
         Elizabeth’s smile sharpened. “I don’t think New York needs to be turned around,” she replied. “And you know the rec is something like an institution—I mean, Jane and I practically grew up—”
         

         
         Jade pinched her bicep.

         
         Their new friend didn’t notice.

         
         “I’m Brendan,” he said. “One of Bryan’s cousins of cousins of cousins. You know how it is.”

         
         “Brendan . . . ?” Elizabeth said.

         
         “Brendan Lee.”

         
         “I’ll leave you to get introduced,” Jade said with a coy flutter of her hands as she slipped back into the crowd. “Make friendly,
            la!”
         

         
         Brendan gestured towards their outfits. “Going traditional, huh?” he said. “That’s awesome.”

         
         They blushed. “Our mother picked these out,” Jane said.

         
         He laughed, air whistling faintly through his teeth, and Elizabeth softened. Anyone with a ridiculous laugh couldn’t be too
            bad, no matter how expensive their clothes. “Jade?” he said. “Right on. I bet Alexa and her parents appreciate it. They’re
            into that kind of thing, you know. Tradition.” He glanced down at their empty hands. “Where are your drinks?”
         

         
         Elizabeth shrugged, but their newfound acquaintance sprang into action. A knight in shining Armani, he returned with two full
            glasses of champagne.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Jane said. “That’s kind of you.”

         
         “It’s a wedding. It’s not right for you not to be at least a little drunk.”

         
         “A gentleman and a scholar,” Elizabeth cracked.

         
         He didn’t seem to hear her. Not when Jane sipped at her champagne, touched his arm, and smiled at him. Not when Jane stood
            near enough to dazzle. Elizabeth had seen it before—the awestruck look on men’s faces, the loss of speech, the way they arched
            towards her light. It spoke well of his taste. Years later, Jade claimed it was a moment of predestination, red thread unspooling
            to its natural end, but Elizabeth, shortsighted as she was, considered it her luck to be third-wheeled wherever she went,
            especially where Jane was concerned. Girls like Jane got the beauty and the popularity; Elizabeth got the jokes.
         

         
         They made the rounds of acceptable wedding small talk: he was born in Hong Kong, studied in the UK; cycled through LSE, Goldsmiths,
            and Goldman; and returned home when his father’s health declined. He had five sisters of his own, all older, three much older.
            She supposed he might be the singular kind of golden son—the one trying to make right. He’d never been to New York—shock!
            horror! treason!—and intended to swing all of the tourist traps in one go. Buying knockoffs, dollar pizza, and chicken and
            rice plates; seeing Liberty Island, the Brooklyn Bridge, Times Square, Rockefeller Center—everything short of a horse-drawn
            carriage ride through the park, and only because he didn’t have anyone to ride along.
         

         
         Elizabeth shook her head. “You can’t just do the tourist garbage,” she said. “Come back to Chinatown. Let us show you around.”

         
         Jane nodded. “We’d be happy to give you a tour,” she said. “And there’s all the museums too!”

         
         “Brendan, aaaaaaa.” With a fanfare of floral perfume, a woman grasped at his hand and dragged herself into their circle. Everything about her was long—hair, legs, face—except her dress, which threatened to ride up and reveal her most intimate self. She stood with model posture, shoulders rounded and spine slightly slouched in a show of casual disregard, shedding body glitter and bronzer with every movement. “What are you doing?” 

         
         Brendan pulled her in towards them. “Ladies, this is Caroline, my sister.”

         
         Elizabeth wouldn’t have guessed the relation if they hadn’t been told. Brendan rounded his edges where Caroline sharpened
            hers. Only her voice stayed soft, rolling with a warm purr and touched with a thicker English accent than her brother’s. Elizabeth
            suspected it, like her lipstick, had been overapplied.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t make promises that you can’t keep,” she said to him. “He doesn’t like to stay in one place too long, you know.
            Like the proverbial dandelion.”
         

         
         “I don’t know the proverbial dandelion,” Elizabeth replied.

         
         Brendan made their introductions as Jade’s daughters.

         
         “That’s the woman you’ve been dealing with?”

         
         “Yeah,” he said. “The broker or the owner’s representative or something. She wasn’t very clear about the whole thing.”

         
         “I can imagine,” Caroline said, eyes flicking over their outfits.

         
         Elizabeth bristled.

         
         “I suppose he’s told you we’ve never been to New York before,” she replied. “I’ve heard a lot about it, you know, but I don’t
            understand the appeal, la. So dirty, and the noise! And not much special at all.” Lowering her voice to a whisper, she hissed,
            “You know, this morning, we saw . . . rats running in the street.”
         

         
         “They do that,” Elizabeth said.

         
         Brendan rolled his eyes. “It’s not that bad, Caro.”

         
         Caroline exaggerated a shudder, pressing a bony hand to her sternum. “Well, I couldn’t stay outside as soon as I saw them. Maybe you can manage.”
         

         
         Jane smiled. “Aside from the rats, how’s your stay?”

         
         Caroline whimpered. “Abominable,” she said. “But we had the chance to spend some time yesterday on Madison Avenue. You’d expect
            more from a fashion capital like New York, given its reputation—wouldn’t you think?—but we couldn’t find anything.”
         

         
         “Caroline,” laughed Brendan. “You found more than your fair share. I remember the bags.”

         
         Caroline gave him a half-hearted shove. “He’s always scolding me, aaaa,” she sighed. “As if I’m not his older sister. So rude with our new friends here too.”
         

         
         “By the way, Brendan,” Elizabeth said. “If you have any time, I’d love to hear what you’re thinking of doing with the rec
            now that you’re taking over.”
         

         
         “P-lease don’t make him talk about business,” Caroline said, “He and Darcy get into it and it’s all I ever hear about. So boring.”
         

         
         Jane pointed at Elizabeth. “I can sympathize.”

         
         Caroline simpered, taking her hand in her own limp grip. “Thank you.”

         
         “Who’s Darcy?” Elizabeth said.

         
         Brendan waved vaguely towards the door. “My business partner.”

         
         “I thought you were a sole investor,” Elizabeth said.

         
         Caroline scoffed. “In his dreams.”

         
         The DJ grunted another unintelligible rally to the crowd, hopping and jerking on the dance floor in a stiff “Macarena.” They
            answered with a weak cheer.
         

         
         “Come on,” Jane said with a pointed look at Elizabeth. “We’ll leave Brendan and LB to their business talk, and go dance.”

         
         As they watched their sisters disappear, Brendan turned his attention to the dance floor, smiling as Jane twirled and dipped Caroline into the next song. Away from his sister and his other friends, he seemed shyer than she first thought. She wondered if it wasn’t all put on for their benefit—the persona of the gracious social butterfly, the easy party acquaintance. Maybe he couldn’t think of anywhere else he wanted to be less than the wedding either. 

         
         Caroline waved at them from the floor, her tall heels clomping offbeat.

         
         “You look like you have a lot of questions,” he said. “But I’m afraid it’s Darcy who really knows what he’s doing.”

         
         She glanced over him. “I see.”

         
         “I’m still learning the ropes. Real estate is new for me, and Darcy makes sure my excitement doesn’t lead to bad decisions.”

         
         “Keeps your eyes from being too big for your stomach?”

         
         His eyes wrinkled with humor. “Or my wallet,” he said. “Exactly.”

         
         On the floor, Jane shrieked as Caroline accidentally tripped her with a flourish of a kick. Elizabeth loved her sister, but
            as a dancer, she made up in enthusiasm what she lacked in grace. Better than the aunties, but not by much.
         

         
         Caroline formed wide shapes with her arms, looking like a flight controller.

         
         “What is she doing?”

         
         Brendan howled. “I think she’s trying to vogue.”

         
         Elizabeth squinted into the strobing light of the dance floor and tried to see it. “What made you decide to do this anyway?”
            she said. “The rec?”
         

         
         He adjusted his cuff links. “I want to do something that helps people.”

         
         She flashed him her best salesperson grin. “Then you couldn’t have picked a better place! Ask anyone here. With the right
            kind of attention, I know you can bring it back to what it used to be.”
         

         
         He coughed. “I know a pitch when I hear one.”

         
         “I’m part of a community group . . .”

         
         “What, like ‘neighborhood watch’?”

         
         She blushed. “More like the tenants association.”

         
         “In that case,” he said, reaching into his pocket for his wallet. He extended a business card. When she reached to take it,
            he didn’t let go. “Elizabeth. It’s great to meet you. Everything that you’re saying sounds great and important, but I’ve had
            some champagne and so have you. What do you say we celebrate, and talk about it during regular business hours like regular
            business people?”
         

         
         She softened, and took the card. “Yes, you’re right,” she said. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Besides, that way I can make sure that you’re talking to the people who know what they’re talking about,” he said. “And not
            the guy that signs the checks.”
         

         
         Leave it to people with money to hate thinking about money.

         
         “Haven’t you heard my mom? The guy who signs the checks is the most important.”

         
         He bowed, extending a hand towards her. “Then shall we dance, Miss Chen?”

         
         She grinned and nodded.

         
         They made their way out onto the dance floor as the song faded out. An accordion warbled into life then, polka-esque.

         
         I don’t want to be a chicken. I don’t want to be a duck . . .

         
         Perfect timing.
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         Later on, after everyone abandoned their shoes, handbags, and dignity at the table, Elizabeth resigned herself to babysitting
            duty. Kitty sulked, draining orphaned champagne flutes from nearby tables until she staggered and swayed on her feet. Mary
            draped herself across four dining chairs, head drooping off of the end as she napped. Lydia, forcibly separated from an indecent
            dance with one of the waiters, returned to steal another abandoned drink, wave at Brendan in greeting, and disappear into
            the crowd. From across the room, Jade’s shrill voice periodically announced her triumph. “Fifty thousand over asking!”
         

         
         She didn’t have to guess at the topic of conversation.

         
         At least Jane seemed to be having a great time. Since Brendan first joined her and Caroline on the dance floor, he hadn’t
            moved more than two feet out of her orbit. Not to dance with anyone else, talk with anyone else, or notice anyone else. Elizabeth
            would almost resent her for it if she didn’t seem so happy.
         

         
         Kitty laid her head down on her arms. “When can we leave?” she slurred. “I want to go home.”

         
         Mary snuffled and rolled onto her side.

         
         “We leave whenever Mother wants to,” Elizabeth replied.

         
         Kitty groaned. Jade in any social situation was risky, but a captive audience was the most dangerous of all. She’d be happy
            to stay until threat of forcible removal.
         

         
         Elizabeth pushed a glass of water towards her sister. “Drink it all,” she said. “I’m watching you.”

         
         Kitty whined, taking enough of a sip to wet her lips.

         
         “Drink it,” Elizabeth repeated.

         
         Feedback screeched over the AV system, followed by a chorus of loud screams and hoots. Plucky, sensitive strings and piano
            wailed with feedback through the speakers in a melancholy introduction. A wet, heavy breath sounded into the microphone as
            the singer waited for their cue. Elizabeth could only watch, open-mouthed and horrified, as her mother stumbled through the
            first few lines of the song.
         

         
         An off-rhythm clap sounded as she strained for the notes, voice cracking. Teresa Teng, she was not.

         
         On the floor, Jane didn’t notice. She and Brendan only had eyes—and hands and attention—for each other.

         
         With great effort, Brendan managed to tear himself away, whispering something against the shell of Jane’s ear before drifting
            towards the direction of his own table.
         

         
         Elizabeth had to hand it to him. The man knew how to exploit an opportunity.

         
         Jane slowly fluttered back to their table. “Oh, LB,” Jane breathed. “He’s so . . . nice.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I bet,” Elizabeth replied.

         
         “You should dance,” Jane said. “I can take over the table.”

         
         Elizabeth waved around the room. “Dance with who?” she said. “Somebody’s gropey uncle? Besides, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Kitty’s passed out, Lydia’s probably sick in the bathroom, and Mother’s doing her best Vegas act over there.” 

         
         On cue, Jade screeched a note too close into the microphone, nearly blowing out the speakers.

         
         Jane slicked Kitty’s damp hair away from her face. “Poor Kitty.”

         
         “Don’t feel bad for her,” Elizabeth said. “She drank too much.”

         
         Kitty answered with a flat snore.

         
         “Okay, I’ll check on Lydia,” she said. “You stay here and make sure they’re okay.”

         
         Elizabeth saluted.

         
         After a close standoff, the DJ managed to reclaim control of his own booth, spinning songs for the handful of couples who
            had the tolerance to remain standing. Anything to keep more over-fifties from doing karaoke. Elizabeth forced another sip
            of water down Kitty’s throat and scanned the room for her mother. She caught Brendan’s eye instead, his arms gesturing broad
            shapes in the air as he shared a story with someone sitting at his table.
         

         
         When he saw her, he waved.

         
         He would be the type to take care of someone who drank too much, she supposed—until the friend in question turned and stared
            back in her direction, looking stone-cold sober. This man did not wave. He didn’t smile. He surveyed their table like a substitute teacher bracing for a field trip. He was blessed with good looks—a broad forehead, carved cheekbones, and a narrow nose that tapered down to the angular point of his chin, which he spoiled with a sulky mouth and an expression that looked both frumpy and constipated. If he claimed he’d had a good time at all in the last few hours, she would have asked for proof. Like Brendan, he wore a tailored, expensive-looking black suit set off with plain cuff links and a paisley pocket square. His dark hair had been combed flat, and a hint of shadow lined his jaw. An elegant pair of thin gold-rimmed glasses finished the look. Nothing about him looked out of place. Distinguished, some might have called him. Prissy, Elizabeth thought. 

         
         “Darcy,” Brendan howled, clapping him on the shoulder.

         
         So this was Darcy.

         
         She shifted her chair back, the better to hear them with.

         
         “You look like a fucking asshole,” Brendan said, laughing. With a thick British accent, he boomed, “This is supposed to be a happy occasion.”
         

         
         Elizabeth draped her arm against the back of a neighboring seat and tried not to look like she was listening.

         
         Darcy scoffed. “It’s not my wedding,” he said. He spoke like she expected—voice honeyed with money, if cut with a buzz of mild offense. His accent sounded
            more genuinely English than Caroline’s. Though condescending, unlike Brendan’s. She supposed he was used to giving orders—and
            only giving them once. “I sat through the ceremony, we were introduced to their parents, we’ve been here for hours, and now
            I think I’ve fulfilled my side of the obligation.”
         

         
         Reaching for a glass from the table, Brendan shoved it into Darcy’s hand. “Obligation! Have a drink, dick.”

         
         Darcy glanced at it with distaste and set it down. “You don’t even know where that’s been.”

         
         “Would you try and have a good time?” he replied. “It’s a party. Have a dance, la.”

         
         He sniffed. “There’s no one to dance with,” came the answer.

         
         “That’s why people make introductions,” Brendan said. “That’s why aunties exist.”
         

         
         Darcy laughed. “Is that what you are?”

         
         “You know Jade Chen?”

         
         “The woman who’s been announcing our deal details every hour on the hour?” he said. “I think I’ve overheard her once or twice, yes.” 

         
         Brendan pushed at his shoulder. “Her family’s here and they’re nice,” he said. “Friendly. Welcoming. Hospitable. Something
            you might try to be.”
         

         
         “You sound like one of the aunties you hate.”

         
         “Come on,” he said. Turning towards Elizabeth’s table, Brendan brightened. “Look, Elizabeth’s over there, and I’m sure she’d
            love to get another dance in or talk about, I don’t know, REITs or something.”
         

         
         “There’s a woman who wants to talk about REITs at a wedding, and you’re pulling me aside?” he said. This time, when he turned, he scanned her face, her outfit, and her snoring, drooling sisters comatose at
            the table.
         

         
         She refused to look away first, but her cheeks warmed as if they had caught her listening.

         
         Maybe they had.

         
         She raised a hand to wave, but he had already turned back to Brendan with a brusque shake of the head. “Is that the one you
            were telling me about?”
         

         
         “Yeah, boss,” he said. “Let me introduce you since you’re so hard up.”

         
         Darcy raised a hand. “Absolutely not.”

         
         “Oh, come on!” he protested. “You didn’t even meet the girl.”

         
         “It’s been a long night, and the last thing I want or need right now is some middle-of-the-road elevator pitch from a girl
            who’s drunk, single, and has nothing better to do at a wedding than to enlighten you with her state-school, intro-poli-sci
            ideas about how we should do our jobs. No, thank you.”
         

         
         Elizabeth reached for a glass of water and sucked the last dregs of ice into her mouth. If it were any other night, and if it weren’t for what her mother might do to her, she would have launched herself out of her chair to tell him exactly what he could do with her middle-of-the-road elevator pitch. Instead, she crunched the ice in the back of her mouth and relished the sting of its cold against her teeth. 

         
         Brendan shrugged. “She might try to flirt with you,” he said. “It is a wedding after all.”

         
         “If you are about to join the ranks of every other aunty in this room set on matchmaking me tonight, thank you, but no thank
            you, I am not on the market, I am not interested, and if I were, I wouldn’t choose the girl whose mother keeps dropping my
            name as a testimonial to start her own small business.”
         

         
         And there it was, the real problem—not the dancing or the reception or the buzzing annoyances of a wedding, but them. The Chens and the Hus and their friends and the neighborhood, as welcome and subtle as fermented fish among the roses. Let
            him say what he would about them and all of the other lessers in the neighborhood, but at least they had better social graces and more pride than to spoil somebody else’s big day with
            petty complaints. Like she hadn’t been hit on ten times tonight, like she’d liked babysitting her mother and sisters instead of dancing or talking to anyone else, like he could be the only person in the world
            having a bad time. But people like her didn’t have a place in their circles, except to make sure that nobody pissed on their doormats or colored outside the lines.
         

         
         And if this spoiled, whining glutinous rice cake thought he could tell her anything, he needed to look in the mirror first.
            One of the first things she’d ever learned in the city—in her city—was to not dish what you couldn’t take; and if it weren’t Alexa Hu’s wedding and she wasn’t an argument with her mother
            away from being homeless, she would march over in her bare feet, toss somebody else’s drink in his face, and teach him a lesson.
            But it was still Alexa’s wedding and she still needed her parents’ apartment—so fuck him very much.
         

         
         Brendan clicked his tongue. “Fine, you baby. Let’s get you another drink and see if you can’t look a little less . . . you.”

         
         As they disappeared towards the far end of the bar, she threw him a finger underneath the table. So this was the all-important
            business partner, the real estate expert, the man who ran the show! Leave it to her to run into import-export Mr. Monopoly
            at a family wedding. A man like that deserved to be laughed at publicly and often by as many people as possible.
         

         
         It was already funny, if she thought about it. It was hilarious. So what if some patronizing, entitled, silver-spoon, private-school
            Wall Street jackass didn’t think she was good enough? Any other time, what he said would have been a compliment. Any other
            time, she would already be laughing. All she needed to do was figure out the right way to tell the story.
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