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            Sabine

         
         At the top of the hill, I pause to enjoy my last moments of unobserved existence. In front of me stands the house that I saw
            in the pictures—slate walkways, gleaming white walls, palm trees shooting out of the yard like fireworks. The sight fills
            me with both excitement and dread.
         

         
         Every year, thousands of high schoolers apply for a spot on Hotel California. Out of all of them, only six are chosen. Out of all of them, the showrunners have chosen me—little old Sabine Zhang, straight outta Moline, Illinois; Quad Cities, rep till I die. I spent all spring in nervous anticipation
            for the show, and I even took my finals early so I could fly out to Southern California in time for the start of shooting.
            Now that I’m really here, I can’t help but wonder if I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. But it’s too late to turn back.
         

         
         Once I’m inside, the cameras will be recording my every move. Every moment, waking or sleeping, could make it into the final
            cut. I have to be on my A game.
         

         
         I cross the yard, push open the front door, and check into the Hotel California.

         
          

         I never thought I’d end up on reality TV. At least, not on the kind of wine-fueled, sun-soaked, Love Island–meets–The Bachelorette–meets–Survivor reality shows that most people know about. I’m not used to that level of attention—most of the people at my school don’t
            know that I exist. Or if they do know me, they’ll think of the eye shape, the AP classes, and the last name at the back of
            the alphabet, and that’s it.
         

         
         But Hotel California is different. For one thing, it’s not on ABC or Disney+ or Netflix, where everyone can watch it. At my house, we get it from
            the fifteen-dollar cable package that you sign up for at the Vietnamese supermarket. It plays after the syndicated anime from
            the nineties, and before the budget K-dramas from the early two thousands.
         

         
         For another thing, it’s not really about dating and drama and voting people off the island. Actually, it’s pretty relaxing
            to watch. Six high schoolers spend four weeks living in a beautiful house somewhere in California. And sure, two of them might
            go on a date, or even make out in the basement, and sure, there’ll be a couple of fights over dirty dishes. But mostly they
            just hang around the house, talking about their lives, what they’re afraid of, what their hometowns are like.
         

         
         The thing about the show is, all of the contestants are Asian. They don’t make a big deal out of it in the show intro or on the website, but the show is on an ethnic network, after all—they know who their target audience is. Because of the casting, watching the show is like getting a window
            into a miniature utopia, where being Asian is about more than just not being white.
         

         
         Most of the people on the show seem to be used to it: they’re from LA, or New York, or the Bay Area, places where you’re barely
            even a minority. But when you come from a town like Moline, in the cornfields-and-tractors part of Illinois, that kind of
            thing means a lot.
         

         
         Enough that in the spring of my junior year of high school, the unthinkable occurred: I applied to be on the show. My friend
            Em helped me shoot my audition videos, which mostly featured the two of us goofing off at the mall. And yes, I told her that
            I was applying as a joke, but after I sent off my application, I couldn’t stop imagining myself getting picked, getting on
            a plane to California, being a part of that place. I wanted it. I dreamed about it.
         

         
         And then those dreams came true.

         
          

         In the foyer, I take off my shoes. Mine are the only ones there, which means I’m the first to arrive. The season premiere
            always features the same opening: new cast members showing up to the house one by one, awkwardly introducing themselves, until
            the group is complete.
         

         
         I wasn’t expecting to be first. But maybe it’s a good thing, seeing as I’m still a little sweaty from lugging my suitcase up the hill. I figure I’ve got about five minutes to dry off before the next person comes. 

         
         I shuffle into the living room, and it’s eerily quiet. I feel like the audience is watching me already, even though the show
            won’t air for months. As expected, the house is stunning. The ceilings are high, the interior is flooded with natural light,
            and little decorative touches—a mirror in the shape of a starburst, a pair of fragrant houseplants, a Georgia O’Keeffe lily
            painting—make it feel classy and elegant. Whoever actually lives here probably spends a lot of time sipping wine and musing
            on the meaning of art in the age of meme-able reproduction.
         

         
         In the living room, I’m forced to choose a spot on the empty L-shaped couch, which feels vaguely like a personality quiz:
            extroverts in the middle, introverts on the ends. I go with the end cushion on the short part of the L and try not to think
            too hard about what that says about me. For optimal sweat elimination, I close my eyes and try to move as little as possible,
            hoping that my metabolism will slow down and my body temperature will drop.
         

         
         After what feels like an eternity, I hear the sound of the front door opening again. Instantly, my heart rate spikes back
            up, and a blast of heat radiates from my chest. So much for not sweating. I give myself a final once-over to make sure I’m
            not, I don’t know, somehow not wearing pants or something. Then I sit up straight, paste a smile onto my face, and wait for
            my first housemate to come in.
         

         
         “Hi! I’m Chris.”

         
         Chris, it turns out, is an almost unreasonably handsome guy. He flashes me a thousand-megawatt smile that I could swear I’ve
            seen before—in my dreams (ba-dum-tss). Also, he’s wearing one of those skintight sports-material T-shirts, which shows off his honestly very nice arms.
         

         
         “I’m Sabine,” I croak out. “I’m from Illinois.”

         
         My throat has unexpectedly clogged up since I first sat down on the couch, so my voice sounds all phlegmy. Gross.

         
         “That’s a cool name,” Chris replies, as he sits on the couch. He takes a seat two cushions away from me. Polite, but still
            friendly.
         

         
         “Thanks. My mom used to watch Sabrina the Teenage Witch to learn English. But she picked ‘Sabine’ to make it easier for my relatives in China to pronounce.”
         

         
         “Nice,” Chris says. There’s an awkward silence as we both search for conversation topics.

         
         “So, are you a big fan of the show?” I ask.

         
         He shrugs. “Never watched it before. I don’t really watch reality shows.”

         
         “So why’d you decide to do it, then?”

         
         “My agent booked it for me. This is my first time doing TV.”

         
         Huh. It never even occurred to me that people might be doing this show so they could actually get into Hollywood. I had always
            assumed that the participants were people like me, fans living out their little dreams.
         

         
         Chris explains that he wants to be an actor. Given how small Hotel California is, I feel like he’s taking the long route to success. But what do I know?
         

         
         He pulls out his phone to show me clips from his past gigs: he was an extra in a commercial for laundry detergent, he did
            a magazine ad for chewing gum, and he’s in some stock images of a high school class, smiling as his hand hovers over his notebook.
         

         
         “So what’s your ideal role?” I ask. Based on his muscles and his suntanned skin, I could see him as the hunky jock type who’s
            the first to die in a horror movie, or maybe the bad guy in the next installment of Fast & Furious.
         

         
         “I do have this idea for a movie in my head,” Chris says, scratching his chin. “It’d be me and my little sister, living as
            thieves in a postapocalyptic New York. Not my real little sister, obviously. But, um, yeah, we’d probably, like, steal from
            the rich and make getaways on our motorcycle. And I’m, like, trying to make her believe in the better version of the world
            that I knew as a kid, the one she never got to experience, because she was born after the revolution, or the pandemic, or
            whatever. And also I die at the end, which makes the audience cry, but not before I leave her with hope. Something like that.”
         

         
         He finishes his synopsis with a shrug and a sheepish chuckle, like he’s embarrassed to be oversharing. For a hot guy, he seems
            surprisingly self-conscious. In a weird way, this gives me confidence. It’d be no fair to show up to a lo-fi show like this
            with zero anxiety. If we’re all nervous, then maybe I’ll be okay.
         

         
         “I think that’s cool,” I say. “I’ll watch it.”

         
         Chris smiles, and I breathe an internal sigh of relief. Despite my choppy introduction, I’m pretty sure I just knocked out a good fifteen seconds of screen time without vomiting or crying. It’s a start. 

         
         The front door opens again. The third housemate to arrive is a cute girl wearing patterned socks and oversize, wire-frame
            glasses. Based on her clothes, I get a distinctly artsy vibe.
         

         
         “Oh my gosh!” she says, when she walks into the living room. She fans herself, and for a second I think she’s about to tear
            up. But instead, she comes over and gives us each a hug.
         

         
         “Sorry, I’m really overwhelmed,” she says. “You both look radiant. I’m so grateful to be here with you!”

         
         She slots herself into the crook of the L, right between me and Chris. I make a mental note—classic extrovert.

         
         “I’m Mari, by the way,” she says. “I’m from LA. Not too far from here, actually. But this is my first time in Palm Springs.”

         
         Chris and I both introduce ourselves. Chris mentions that he’s from San Jose, and Mari’s eyes light up.

         
         “Aha, I knew it! You look like a NorCal Asian. I have a question for you. Do you guys really say ‘hella’ a lot?”

         
         Chris shrugs. “We say it. Maybe not a lot.”

         
         “And what about the drink with the chewy stuff at the bottom? What do you call that?”

         
         “Boba?”

         
         “Oh. Really? My friend told me you call it ‘PMT.’ Like, pearl milk tea? Guess that one is fake, though.”

         
         Because of our seating arrangement, Mari and Chris are practically facing each other, while I’m leaning in awkwardly, trying to interpret their bewildering terminology. I’ve never met a NorCal Asian, or any type of non-Moline Asian, for that matter. I’m a little jealous of their instant West Coast affinity. When Mari asks where I’m from, I feel like her eyes glaze over at my answer. She nods politely, but she doesn’t ask me about any Midwest Asian slang. 

         
         The next housemate to show up is another boy, and once again, he’s weirdly way too hot to be on this show. Compared to Chris,
            he has more of a brooding pretty-boy vibe, with sultry eyes, a long, lean frame, and chiseled cheekbones. His name is Grant,
            and I’m pretty sure that he’s—
         

         
         “You’re half, right?” Mari asks.

         
         As Grant settles onto the couch next to Chris, he has a bemused grin on his face that says, I’ve heard that one before.
         

         
         “Half what?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

         
         Mari frowns and shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “You know, half Asian.”

         
         Grant pauses for a moment, as if deciding whether or not he’ll deign to answer. Our first moment of tension. I feel bad for
            Mari, who seems to have a lot of feelings but not much of a filter. It’s normal for the first episode to feature some questions
            about ethnicity, but it usually isn’t this blunt. Mari is dangerously close to But where are you from? territory.
         

         
         But then Grant grins. “Yeah, I know, I’m just messing with you,” he says. “My mom’s Taiwanese, and my dad’s Nigerian.” He pauses to let that sink in before adding, “Which makes me a future doctor, if I know what’s good for me.” 

         
         That gets a laugh out of all of us. I notice that Grant has a touch of British in his accent, which comes out in the way he
            says “few-chuh doc-tuh.” Once again, why is everyone so hot? Not to get too shallow about it, but past seasons of this show
            featured your ordinary sixes and sevens, maybe the occasional eight. Grant is, like, a twelve. It seems like a total one-eighty
            to suddenly turn the new season of this show into a Uniqlo photo shoot.
         

         
         The doorbell rings, and we all go quiet. So far, we’ve all been walking right in, but this new housemate must not have gotten
            the memo. I feel a sudden prickle of dread, a premonition that someone monumental is about to join us. Just as Grant points
            to the foyer and mouths, Should one of us . . . ?, we hear the door open. I sit stone still, waiting for the new person to come into the living room. And when she does, I’m
            not disappointed.
         

         
         Into my life walks the most stunning girl I have ever seen. Perfect hair, pearly skin, absurdly symmetrical facial features
            that reach straight into my soul and snatch away every ounce of my self-esteem. Instinctively, my eyes snap onto the guys.
            Yup, they’re staring. Grant’s mouth is even hanging slightly open, as if he’s spotted a rare species of jungle cat.
         

         
         The new girl doesn’t wait for an invitation to drop onto the couch. Even though there’s hardly any room, she squeezes into the crook of the L, between Mari and Chris, which I suppose makes her an Inception-style extrovert-within-an-extrovert. She puts her head on Mari’s shoulder and unleashes a dramatic sigh.
         

         
         “The traffic was so. Frickin’. Bad. I swear I was in the cab for two hours, and the driver would not stop talking.”
         

         
         “There, there,” Mari says, patting the girl’s head. I’m confused. Do these girls already know each other?

         
         “It took two hours?” I ask. The cab from the Palm Springs bus station to the house should have been twenty minutes at most.

         
         “From LAX,” the girl murmurs, without lifting up her head. “And my flight was delayed. Not that that’s a surprise, coming
            out of LaGuardia.”
         

         
         I recognize the name of the airport: the new girl is from New York. Maybe that explains the instant affection with Mari. The
            two of them have already identified each other as members of the same upper class of coastal Asian female elite.
         

         
         The new girl’s name is Yoona. She lives in Manhattan, and she wants to be a doctor. When she says this, Grant’s eyes light
            up. I don’t blame him, either. It’s like Yoona was created in a lab to be the total package.
         

         
         “We’re going to have to commiserate at some point,” Grant says. “I have to tell you about the time my mom took me for an MRI,
            just so I could ask the radiologist for advice on med school.”
         

         
         “No way, you too?” Yoona puts a hand over her mouth in mock surprise.

         
         “That’s what siblings are for,” Mari adds. “My older sister got into Johns Hopkins, and now all the pressure’s off. Liberal arts degree, here I come!” 

         
         “Doesn’t work if you’re the oldest,” Chris says, shaking his head. “Then if you fail, you’re an extra-big disappointment.”

         
         It’s like the queen bee showed up, and the whole hive is suddenly buzzing. Yoona, Grant, and Mari are dropping quips in rapid
            fire, and even Chris is talking more. I seem to be the only one who doesn’t have much to say.
         

         
         At one point, Yoona looks at me with an eyebrow raised, as if challenging me to show her what I’ve got. Gulp. I already feel
            like I’m under her thumb.
         

         
         Finally, the last house member arrives. His name is Danny, and like the other boys, he’s tall and looks like he plays sports.
            When he sits down next to me and shakes my hand, I can see that he’s really good-looking, but at this point I barely notice.
            Call it sensory overload.
         

         
         Suddenly, the coffee table that we’re sitting around comes to life. Out of the table pops a speaker shaped like a lava lamp,
            with a band of neon-blue light ringing the top.
         

         
         “Welcome to Hotel California,” the lava lamp says. It (she?) has a deep, husky drawl that I find oddly menacing. The blue light flickers along with the
            rise and fall of its voice. We all go dead silent.
         

         
         “This summer, we’re taking our show to the next level. This season will be nothing like what you’ve seen before.”

         
         Next level? Nothing like what I’ve seen before? The whole reason I came on this show is because I thought it would be exactly like what I’ve seen before.
         

         
         “In previous seasons, show participants were free to spend their time at the Hotel California however they wished. This season,
            there will be two new requirements. One, weekly outings. Once per week, you may invite one other guest for an exciting activity
            outside of the house. A film crew will accompany you.”
         

         
         Aka mandatory dates. A chill runs down my spine. I’m not too sure about this dating angle. So far in my life, I have exactly
            zero experience with going on dates. Especially not with cameras rolling.
         

         
         “You will also leave the house once per week to participate in a weekly challenge,” the speaker continues. “These weekly challenges
            will have you forming teams and competing for ten-thousand-dollar cash prizes.”
         

         
         Hold up. This is totally new. The whole point of Hotel California was that it didn’t run its cast members through some high-concept social experiment, but rather depicted their actual, daily
            struggles. Except now, it’s been turned into a dating contest–slash–game show, populated with obscenely attractive boy candy
            to boot. I mean, yes, the prize money is cool and could help me pay for college, but I can’t help but feel that this is going
            against the spirit of the thing.
         

         
         “The first challenge will take place at the end of the week. Before that, you will all be required to go on an outing, to
            build team chemistry.”
         

         
         Well, at least the boys are practically required to ask us on outings. I don’t have to worry about not being asked.

         
         “That’s all,” the speaker finishes. “Let the third season of Hotel California begin.”
         

         
         The speaker drops back into the coffee table, and my housemates start to applaud. They’re exchanging excited looks, like this
            lava lamp just delivered the best news they’ve gotten all summer. None of them seems at all put off by the new rules.
         

         
         This show suddenly doesn’t feel anything like the Hotel California that I know. In fact, it feels a lot like an Asian version of your standard, big-time network reality TV show. The only thing
            that seems familiar to me about it is . . . me. Chris said that he hadn’t even watched this show before. Could it be that
            the network people behind the show did some national survey of Asian grocery stores and found that what the people there want
            is no different from what the viewership of any other TV channel wants? It feels like I’m the victim of an extraordinarily
            elaborate prank, or I got off the plane at the wrong part of the multiverse. I don’t know what’s going on.
         

         
         But I do know one thing.

         
         This is not what I signed up for.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Yoona

         
         Of course my mom wasn’t going to let me have a peaceful last morning at home. I already had to get up early for the eight
            a.m. flight, so it’s not like I was expecting to feel my best. But I thought that maybe since her only daughter was leaving
            for the summer, she might be able to hold the lectures in. I forgot about Murphy’s Law. I should have known that if I was
            leaving New York on June 17, shit was bound to go down the night before. While I was sleeping, the New York Korean grapevine
            was lighting up with hot gossip about Jessica Um, last year’s “it” girl, she of the ten AP classes and 1600 SATs. She dropped
            out of Harvard, and not the good kind of dropping out, where you start the next Facebook or whatever. Rumor has it that she
            got kicked out for plagiarizing an essay. And there’s nothing my mom loves more than a scandal.
         

         
         “I knew it. I just knew it!” my mom tells me, as I brush my teeth in front of the mirror. “That girl always had a bad side. She thought she was better than everyone. People like that have no respect for the rules.” 

         
         There’s no use reminding my mom that last year, she was practically frothing at the mouth to congratulate Jessica at church;
            she ambushed her in the back pew, shoved a gift into her hands (a watch from Anthropologie, because she insisted on spending
            over one hundred dollars), and begged her to share her admissions secrets.
         

         
         “Don’t be like her,” my mom continued. “It’s better to go to a state school with your head held high than be a cheater. That
            shows you what kind of family they are. If you want to know where she got it from, that’s no secret. Her mom, Mrs. Um? Always
            smiling, but such a nasty woman in her heart!”
         

         
         I want to laugh at the way my mom goes all out over gossip. But she doesn’t like it when I do that. I clear my throat and
            nod so she’ll see how seriously I’m taking her advice.
         

         
         “Remember when you get to your television show, you’re representing the family. Don’t be too loud, or too rude. Don’t be a
            show-off. But also, take a cab from the airport, not the bus, and make sure everyone knows about it.”
         

         
         “Okay, okay.”

         
         “Give me a call when you get to the house. Just so I know you arrived safely. After that, twice a week is fine. No need to
            talk every day.”
         

         
         “We’ll be hanging out when I first get there. I’ll call you in the morning. And once a week should be plenty. I’m not even going to be gone for that long.” 

         
         She lets out a sigh, like I’m being difficult. Then her eyes widen, as if she’s suddenly seeing me for the first time. “That’s
            what you’re wearing? Sweatpants? Go change!”
         

         
         I’m wearing my comfy clothes, like I always do for long flights. It’s definitely no big deal, but with my dear umma, it’s
            always one thing or another.
         

         
         “I’ll change after I land. What do you want me to do, wear a dress on the plane?”

         
         “Go change now. Don’t be so careless! It’s important. Especially if you’re going to be on TV.”

         
         “Give it a rest, Mom!” I snap. Not that that’s going to get me anywhere. My mom always has to have the last word.

         
         “You have such a bad temper. Like your father. You better control it, otherwise your housemates won’t like you.”

         
         So yeah. Now I’m irritated. I’d like to tell my mom that this is exactly why I decided to ditch New York for the summer—so
            that I wouldn’t have to get lectured every five minutes. When I’m at home, every little thing I do wrong gets pointed out,
            corrected, from the way I chew my food, to the way I hang up my clothes, to the tiny drops of water that I leave on the bathroom
            mirror after washing my face.
         

         
         Yeah, sure, table manners and being clean are important and all that. But it’s the implication. It’s the way my mom slips in those little digs about my temper, or my attitude, like these tiny little slips in discipline are evidence of my essential badness coming through. 

         
          

         The flight to the West Coast is unbearably long, and when we touch down at LAX, I’m cranky and slightly nauseous.

         
         I step out of the terminal and get blasted by the dry heat. Whoa. This is new. I feel like the air is actively sucking the
            moisture out of my pores. My skin is not going to do well here.
         

         
         It’s still cool to be in LA, though. The land of enchantment. The palm trees looming over arrival pickups feel almost kitschy,
            like going to Hawaii and immediately putting on a lei and drinking out of a coconut.
         

         
         I call a cab, toss my suitcase into the trunk, and collapse into the back seat. The driver asks where to, and I tell him Palm
            Springs. We pull out of LAX and onto the highway.
         

         
         I keep my eye out for familiar scenery—the Hollywood sign, maybe, or at least some skyscrapers. But there’s nothing outside
            of the window but squat office buildings and concrete. I get bored and start picking at a nub of dried toothpaste stuck to
            my sweatpants.
         

         
         Wait a second: I’m still wearing my sweatpants. I forgot to change.

         
         “Hey, would you mind stopping at a hotel or something?”

         
         He raises an eyebrow. “Here? I thought you wanted Palm Springs.”

         
         “I want to stop for a couple minutes. I need to change outfits before I get there.”

         
         “Nothing around here but motels. If you want a big hotel, with a bathroom in the lobby, I can take you downtown.”

         
         It feels a little silly to make a detour just to change clothes. For a moment, I consider showing up to the house as I am,
            no matter what my mom says about looking careless. But she has a point. Anyways, if I wear sweatpants to meet my housemates,
            I’m going to be thinking about how much shit she’d be giving me. In the end, I’m still my mother’s daughter.
         

         
         Thirty minutes later, we pull up to a fancy hotel. Inside, I make a dash for the bathroom, studiously avoiding eye contact
            with any staff. I change as quickly as I can, fearing that at any moment, one of the receptionists will barge in and demand
            to see my room key. But no one asks me any questions, even when I emerge from the bathroom wearing my dress.
         

         
         On the drive out of downtown, we get stuck in traffic. The six-lane highway turns into a gigantic parking lot, and the driver’s
            GPS map shows a solid line of red all the way out of the city. I guess this stereotype about LA is true.
         

         
         “Better get comfortable. We’ll be here for a while,” he says. He lights up a cigarette and rolls down the window.

         
         About a half hour into the ride, I make the mistake of sharing that I’m on my way to shoot a TV show. Suddenly, the driver
            is interested. He starts talking about his own acting career, how he almost got on an episode of Law & Order, how Hollywood did him wrong. And yes, he may have flopped, and yes, he may be driving cabs now, but he’s getting into stocks and cryptocurrency, and he’s going to run this town someday soon. Meanwhile, the smell of cigarette smoke and exhaust is making me feel ill. 

         
         When we finally get to the house I’m about ready to claw my own eyes out. I still tip generously, though—my mom has taught
            me well. When he’s finally gone, I take a deep breath. What a long morning it’s been. And we’re just getting started.
         

         
         The house is really nice inside. Good thing, because I’m planning to spend plenty of time indoors, hiding from the sun.
         

         
         Honeeey, I’m hooome, my dad’s voice sounds out in my head. Every time he comes from Korea to visit, he yells out this phrase in his choppy English.
            He totally thinks that a cute greeting will make up for all the months of parenting he skips out on for his job.
         

         
         In the living room, there they are, four of my fellow castmates. When I come in, they all stare at me. Guess it makes sense,
            because I’m wearing this dress, like it’s picture day or something. Meanwhile, everyone else is wearing jeans. I probably
            come off as a try-hard. Told you so, Mom.

         
         I plop myself down next to the cute girl in the glasses, and as I sink down, my body suddenly remembers how tired it is. Before
            I know it, my head is leaned against her shoulder, and I let out a sigh.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I see the other girl staring at us, eyes narrowing. I glance at her, but she quickly looks away.

         
         As we all start to converse, this girl, Sabine, is the only one who stays quiet. She looks distracted, maybe even annoyed. I make a joke about art history majors (that it’s my mom’s least-preferred major applied to her second least favorite), and Sabine is the only one who doesn’t laugh, not even out of politeness. I wonder if she was put off by the entrance I made. I guess I can be overdramatic sometimes. 

         
         Last but not least, a third boy shows up to complete the cast. He comes into the living room wearing sunglasses and a backward
            hat. A closer look reveals that he has an earring, only in his right ear.
         

         
         We quickly introduce ourselves, and he nods coolly. Only when Sabine makes room for him on the couch, and he sits down next
            to her, does he stick out a hand for her to shake.
         

         
         “You can call me Danny,” he says. With his other hand, he takes his hat off and runs a hand through his hair. There’s a practiced
            nonchalance to these motions, like he cares very much about looking like he doesn’t care.
         

         
         Sabine flashes a smile, but then quickly goes back to looking distracted. I guess it’s not just me that she’s put off by—even
            with this cute, slightly douchey boy right in front of her face, she seems out of it. There must be something on her mind.
         

         
          

         After the coffee table gives us a rundown of the show format, the six of us get up to check out the rest of the house. In the basement, there’s a cozy playroom with a massive TV and multiple video game consoles. The couch down here is like an ocean, wide enough to roll around in, plush enough to sink into. If I know anything about reality shows, there will probably be more than one dramatic first kiss on this couch. For singles, there’s also a cute papasan in the corner, suitable for solitary video gaming and/or crying. 

         
         We split up, boys and girls, to check out our rooms. The girls’ room is decidedly cuter than the rest of the house. There’s
            an abundance of round, fuzzy pillows, the perfect size for hugging into your chest. Opposite the door is a bay window overlooking
            the backyard, which I now notice has a swimming pool.
         

         
         There’s one thing that’s noticeably absent from the room. Here, as in the rest of the house, there aren’t any visible cameras.
            They must be here, somewhere, but even when I scan more carefully, I can’t spot any. Maybe they’re hidden inside the walls.
         

         
         We pick our beds. Mari takes a bed by the window while Sabine and I take the top and bottom of a bunk bed, respectively. It’s
            going to be interesting, sharing a room like this—something that I’ve never experienced before, being an only child.
         

         
         “Hey, does something seem off?” Sabine asks. “All of these new rules about dating, and weekly challenges. Aren’t they overdoing
            it?”
         

         
         “What did you expect?” I ask.

         
         “Nothing. That’s the whole point of this show, that it’s about ordinary life at a house. Have you seen the past seasons?”

         
         Mari and I exchange puzzled looks. “Nope,” Mari says. “I signed up for it at the mall. My parents sent me there to find a summer job. We’re getting paid to be on the show, so technically I did what they asked.” 

         
         I share the story of how I ended up here: I was in SoHo, shopping for clothes with my mom, when a woman stopped us in the
            street. She said that she was a talent scout, and that I’d be a perfect fit for a show that she was working on. My mom tried
            to shoo her away, but I chased her down and gave her my number. It felt like fate was gifting me a way out of the house.
         

         
         Sabine looks horrified by our stories.

         
         “So you guys had never even heard of Hotel California before signing up?” There’s disapproval in her voice, like Mari and I haven’t earned our right to be in the cast. It’s not
            like this show is famous or anything—as I understand it, hardly anyone watches it. I wonder if this is what was bothering Sabine. She’s seen the show before, and apparently the rest of us don’t live up to her idea of a good
            cast.
         

         
         I feel a little offended.

         
         “I think it’s weird that they’d make such a big change all of a sudden,” she continues. “It’s like they’re trying to crank
            up the stereotypical reality show drama. And the boys. They’re all so—like . . . like, weirdly . . .”
         

         
         “Yummy?” Mari suggests. Sabine giggles nervously.

         
         “Speaking of which, what do we think about the men?” I ask, smirking.
         

         
         “Well, first of all, we need to talk about Chris,” Mari says. “The one with the arms.”

         
         Sounds like Mari is the type of girl who likes to eat dessert before dinner. “He did seem sweet,” I admit. “Kind of quiet, but in a good way.” 

         
         “I think that’s my type. I always go for the quiet ones.”

         
         “What about you, Sabine?” I ask.

         
         Sabine looks flustered. She shakes her head and says, “I don’t know, we’ll see.” She seems to have a slight mental block about
            commenting on the boys’ appearance.
         

         
         “It’s okay to be disappointed, if you were attached to the old way of doing things,” Mari says. “But maybe the changes will
            be fun.”
         

         
         “Sounds like an improvement to me,” I say. “No point moping around about it.”

         
         “I’m not moping.”
         

         
         She definitely is, though, and the sooner she snaps out of it, the sooner we can all start leaning into the silliness, the
            indulgence of being on a reality show. Still, maybe I shouldn’t have said it so directly. My mom would probably tell me off
            for being too blunt, if she were here. But luckily, she isn’t—that’s the whole point. I don’t have to analyze every little
            thing that I do and figure out what it says about me.
         

         
         I stayed home last summer, and that was a huge mistake. Spending every night cooped up in our hot, hot apartment, getting
            nitpicked for not putting the dishes away correctly, or walking with my toes pointed in too much—it was suffocating.
         

         
         For once, it’s nice to be with new people, to have no history to deal with, no reputation to overcome, no assumptions attached to the name “Yoona Bae.” What happens in LA stays in LA. These few weeks are a blank canvas, and whatever silly fights, laughs, or drama we paint them with, once they’re over we’ll call it even and go home. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sabine

         
         It’s not that my high school has no Asians. In my year, there are ten of us; in the year below me, eleven; and in the year
            below that, a whopping fourteen. Enough for us to feel that we are not alone, but not enough for us to form groups, or have
            a presence in the school social scene. Instead, we are scattered throughout the student body—a few band kids, a few high achievers,
            a few athletes. Separate, and yet invisibly linked to each other by our eyes, our skin, and the vast continent inhabited by
            our ancestors.
         

         
         And every so often, something happens to remind you, just in case you forgot, that you’re different.

         
         Take junior prom. My friend Em and I joked about it, but we weren’t really planning on going. We had crushes, but no realistic leads on dates. Still, I held out a secret hope. Since middle school, I’d nurtured a couple of crushes on various boys, and in junior year one of them, Brock Fernandez, got seated next to me in Honors English. It was fate. With prom a couple of weeks away, I tried to flirt as best I could. Once, I even worked up the courage to tap him on the arm. For one glorious moment, crackling electricity rushed from his bicep into my hand. To my relief, he didn’t pull away. 

         
         One day, I passed by Brock’s locker and heard his friend talking. About me.

         
         “What about that Asian chick who sits next to you?”

         
         I stopped in my tracks. There was enough of a crowd in the hallway that they didn’t notice me. I couldn’t help but listen
            in.
         

         
         “Sabine?” Brock said. I allowed myself to hear in his voice that he might be into it. My heart fluttered.

         
         “Yeah, dude. She’s totally into you. Trust me, I’m good at reading these things.”

         
         “I don’t think so. She doesn’t really talk to me.”

         
         “Dude, she is! You’re not about it? She’s kind of cute, for an Asian girl. You better get there before Ricky does.”

         
         Brock snickered, and my hopes were shattered into a million pieces. I slinked away before they could spot me.

         
         The worst part was the joke about Ricky Lee. He was the only other Asian in our English class. The two of us weren’t particularly
            close, but to Brock and his friend, we would always be lumped together by default, no matter how different we were. Not to
            mention that I’d been secretly dreaming of taking prom photos with Brock Fernandez, getting hundreds of likes. After that
            day, those dreams were just embarrassing.
         

         
         So yeah, it’s not like Moline is unbearable. I don’t dream of dismantling the cheerleaders, or papering the walls with the photocopied pages of my Burn Book. But living there kind of feels like being a lion in a zoo. People have ideas about you from books or TV; they expect you to do one or two lion things—roar, show your teeth, tear up your hunk of meat—and that’s it. If you try to do something else, no one sees it. It’s like it doesn’t count. 

         
         When I got picked to be on the show, I thought I’d finally gotten my chance to try out something different. Never mind my
            dreary origin story, I thought to myself. Going to a high school with a student body that was 2 percent Asian had stifled
            some of my shine, but it wouldn’t hold me down forever. In the Hotel California, I would finally break free.
         

         
         At least, that’s what I thought.

         
          

         Yoona, Mari, and I emerge from the girls’ room together. In the living room, the boys are high-fiving and doing that handshake-into-one-arm-hug
            thing that boys do to express affection while still upholding the laws of masculinity.
         

         
         “What are you guys so excited about?” Mari asks.

         
         “The Pack Pact,” Chris explains, grinning like he’s announcing a scientific breakthrough. “We’re going to meet in the mornings
            to do ab workouts. The girls are welcome, too.”
         

         
         “No thanks. I hate exercising,” Yoona says.

         
         “You know that’s, like, the douchiest thing ever, right?” Mari asks.

         
         Chris shrugs.

         
         Mari raises an eyebrow, but the corners of her lips are twitching into a smile. She’s clearly into Chris. I have to admit,
            I respect it. It takes a certain confidence to meet a guy as viscerally hot as he is and think, I’m into him, as opposed to, I know he’s out of my league, so, um, yeah, he’s not my type.
         

         
         “All right, that’s the last time we leave the boys alone,” Yoona says. “Clearly, they’re in need of adult supervision.”

         
         In the afternoon, we start to settle into the house. We play a few rounds of Super Smash Bros. in the playroom, then lounge by the pool under the afternoon sun. In the evening, we sit in the dining room to eat dinner
            together. There’s at least one perk of the new changes to the show: the speaker announces that we can order whatever takeout
            we want. We get sushi, even the eel rolls and the overpriced sea urchin. Bon appétit.
         

         
         “So why did you all decide to come on Hotel California?” Grant asks.
         

         
         “Asking the big questions,” Yoona says, raising an eyebrow.

         
         I know my answer to Grant’s question. But it would be pointless to keep bringing up the old version of the show. Yoona already
            said that I was moping; if I keep bringing it up, my housemates might start to realize that I’m the odd one out, the one person
            who got cast by the old rules.
         

         
         “We have to make the most out of our time here, right?” Grant adds. “I want to know what you guys are about. Danny, you first.”

         
         “What am I about?” Danny rubs his chin. “I’m just about that life, I guess.”

         
         He sounds so earnest that I let out a chuckle. Grant, too, is looking at him with an expression like, Seriously, dude?

         
         “That life? Anything in particular?” he asks.

         
         “You know. That life. Being great. Doing me,” Danny says, as if it’s perfectly clear. His eyes snap onto mine, and for a brief
            second we’re making eye contact. Boy, does he have nice eyes. I realize that I might have a thing for eyes. I feel my face
            warming up, and I quickly look away.
         

         
         “It could be about working out, or school, or whatever. It’s a mindset,” Danny continues.

         
         Grant looks slightly bemused, as if he’s realizing this is the wrong audience for this question.

         
         “I’m about those moments of transcendent humanity,” Mari says. “There’s this emotion that I get sometimes, where I suddenly
            feel so full, and so human. Like this one time, I was at the National Museum in Tokyo. I was looking at an ancient vase from prehistoric times. The
            placard said that the vase was used to store water, so it was purely functional. But on the surface of the vase were these
            patterns of lines and triangles. Just for decoration. And I thought, This is what humans do. Ever since we showed up on this earth, we’ve had this instinct to create beauty.”
         

         
         Yeah, I was totally right about the artsy thing.

         
         There’s a moment of silence as we all take in this verbose answer. It’s a hard one to follow up. Danny nods and says, “Damn, that’s deep.” 

         
         “What about you, Chris?” Mari asks. She takes the opportunity to gently tap him on the arm.

         
         Chris scratches his chin. “I’m not sure. To be honest, it feels like there’s a lot of pressure on me. This is the first time
            I’ve ever been able to book a TV role. A lot of people only ever get one shot at that. I have to find a way to prove myself,
            or I might not get another one. So I really want this to work out for me. I guess I’m not supposed to admit that, though.”
         

         
         He sounds unsure of himself, just like he did during that moment of self-consciousness that he had after telling me about
            his movie. I make a note to remember this about him, even though it’s causing me serious cognitive dissonance.
         

         
         “That’s what I’m talking about,” Grant says, nodding his approval. “Everyone has their thing. Even being ‘about that life’
            is a thing. The question is, what’s going to happen when you put those things together?”
         

         
         “I want to hear Sabine’s answer,” Danny says.

         
         Everyone looks at me. The room suddenly falls silent as they wait for my response.

         
         “Well, I actually watch this show,” I begin. “There aren’t many Asians in my hometown, so I’ve never been around a group of
            just Asians before. Or no, I guess I have, when we sit alphabetically for assemblies, and I’m with the other Xs and Ys and Zs. Point is, there’s not that many of us in Moline. So anyways, I thought it would be nice to, like . . . well . . . People at my school are—I mean, it’s not like I have a problem with anyone at school, but . . .” 

         
         “Spit it out; you’re among friends,” Yoona says.

         
         “I wanted to stand out more,” I say quickly. “Not just for being Asian, which I already do. But for other stuff, too. I sometimes
            feel like people don’t really see me.”
         

         
         I feel flustered, like I’ve been pushed into exposing a secret that I wasn’t quite ready to share. Grant nods politely, like
            he’s taking my answer and filing it away with the others: Mari, the floofy dreamer; Chris, the oldest child under pressure;
            and me, the girl from the Midwest with a boatload of insecurities.
         

         
         After dinner, we clean up the table and start to wind down for the evening. I’m in the kitchen by myself, loading up the dishwasher,
            stewing a little bit over the way Yoona told me to “spit it out.” She didn’t make fun of Mari’s answer, even though it was
            way more extra than mine. I would have been able to come up with something more eloquent if I hadn’t been put on the spot.
            I know I’m being oversensitive, but a part of me still resents being called out.
         

         
         “Hey.”

         
         The voice startles me, and I flinch. It’s Danny. He chuckles at my reaction.

         
         “Oh. Hi,” I reply.

         
         Danny comes into the kitchen to help me with the dishwasher.

         
         “That was a cool answer you gave to Grant’s question.”

         
         “Thanks,” I say. I liked it when he said that he wanted to hear my answer. Between that and the handshake, at least there’s one person who makes me feel comfortable. “Why did you want to hear what I had to say?” 

         
         He smiles. It’s a cocky smile, the kind where the eyes look sly, like he’s up to something. “You said you were from Illinois,
            right? I’ve never met an Asian person from the Midwest.”
         

         
         He’s close enough that I can smell him. His scent is unexpectedly sweet, angelic: peaches and vanilla. I pour the dishwasher
            fluid into the dishwasher, and I have to focus hard not to accidentally spill any.
         

         
         “My high school is like yours,” he continues. “I go to a boarding school in New Hampshire. Two centuries of tradition, super
            Waspy.”
         

         
         “Sounds fun.”

         
         He laughs. “It’s not that bad. I like the people. But there aren’t many other brown dudes. So that thing you said, about standing
            out but not standing out? I felt that.”
         

         
         I’m tongue-tied, so I just nod and smile.

         
         I turn on the dishwasher, and we go back out to the living room to rejoin our other housemates. Even though Danny and I were
            only together for about thirty seconds, I feel like he saw me the way I wanted to be seen. A halo of triumph ignites around
            my head. Finally, something at this house has gone right.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Yoona

         
         I’m upstairs, about to go brush my teeth, when my mom calls. I silence the ring and let her go to voice mail: I told her that
            I didn’t want to call her on my first night in the house. But then she calls again, and I can practically picture her on the
            other end of the line, gripping the phone, tapping her fingers on the table. I pick up.
         

         
         “Hang on a second, let me find a quiet place to take this,” I say.

         
         “Bae Yoona, do you know what you did? You threw your apple core away in the bathroom! When I went in to wash my face: fruit
            flies, everywhere! I don’t think you’re ready to live with roommates if you can’t be clean.”
         

         
         Not even a How’s it going? I rush out of the girls’ room and search around the second floor for some privacy.
         

         
         “I am clean! And I’m a very good roommate!”

         
         “You didn’t even make your bed before you left. You call that clean? And what about your dirty clothes? Are you throwing them
            on the floor?”
         

         
         “That’s different! I do that stuff at home because it’s my own room. Here, we have little laundry hampers that we can use. And I help with the dishes. I even wiped down the sink this evening after everyone else had already gone upstairs.” 

         
         I finally end up in the supply closet at the end of the hall. I turn the light on, shut the door, and smoosh myself onto the
            floor next to the vacuum.
         

         
         “Well, you better keep doing it,” my mom says. “How is everything in the house? Do they have healthy food? You better not
            eat those Inside Out burgers every meal. You remember the Hwangs, the ones who moved from California? Their son always talked
            about that place.”
         

         
         I give my mom a terse update about the house, including the weekly challenges. I conveniently leave out the part about dating.
            No need to share everything.
         

         
         After I hang up, I linger in the closet for a few moments to gather myself, let my heart rate settle back down. My mom always
            does this—acts like I need to watch myself, like I’m a burden on others.
         

         
         One time, when I was eight, I got in trouble at church. Winnie Jung was making fun of me for speaking English with an accent,
            so I poured Coca-Cola in her hair. She started crying and went to her mom, begging her to get me punished somehow. Luckily,
            I got off easy, because I was two years younger than she was, but I still remember what she said to my mom: Yoona is so mean; you can’t keep letting her get away with it. My mom was really mad. She said that by being bad, I made her look like a bad parent.
         

         
         Everyone at church liked Winnie. They all thought she was
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