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Prologue
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Long before anyone called it Vampire Lake, the water already knew how to listen.

The elders never agreed on what to call the lake.

Some claimed it had once been blessed.

Others refused to speak of it at all.

The oldest among them would simply lower their voices whenever its shoreline entered a conversation, as though names carried farther than echoes.

Children learned early that there were places where laughter belonged and places where silence did.

The lake belonged to silence.
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Jian Li had never been afraid of it.

He had grown up climbing the hills that overlooked the water, skipping stones across its glassy surface, and racing Lan through the pine forests that surrounded it. Every autumn, the peach trees scattered pale blossoms into the wind, covering the trails like forgotten snow.

The adults always called them back before sunset.

No one ever explained why.

Now, at sixteen years old, Jian assumed it was only another superstition.

Adults always found reasons to fear what children loved.

But grief had changed the shape of certainty.

Eight months had passed since his mother's funeral.

Eight months since the house had forgotten how to sound alive.

His father had packed away nearly everything that belonged to her.

The embroidered blanket she kept on the sofa.

The teacups she insisted on using for ordinary mornings.

The little ceramic bell hanging beside the kitchen window.

Even her favorite records had disappeared into boxes stacked neatly inside the attic.

Only one thing remained untouched.

An old silver Walkman rested on Jian's dresser.

Its headphones lay neatly coiled beside it.

The batteries had leaked months ago.

It hadn't worked since the day his mother died.

Still...

He couldn't bring himself to throw it away.

Tonight, rain tapped gently against the bedroom window.

Wind whispered through the bamboo outside.

Jian lay awake, staring at the ceiling.

Sleep had become difficult these past months.

Whenever he closed his eyes, he remembered the hospital.

Her hand growing colder.

Her voice becoming quieter.

The final promise he'd never had the chance to answer.

I'll always find you.

The clock beside his bed read 11:47.

The house creaked softly.

His father was already asleep.

Silence settled over everything.

Then

Click.

Jian sat upright.

His eyes moved toward the dresser.

The Walkman.

Its cassette wheels turned slowly.

Impossible.

There were no batteries.

No power.

Another click.

The tape began to spin.

Not quickly.

Patiently.

Like someone taking a careful breath.

Static filled the room.

A faint hiss.

Then...

"...Jian..."

His heart stopped.

The voice was barely louder than a whisper.

Warm.

Gentle.

Exactly the way he remembered.

His mother's voice.

He climbed out of bed without realizing he had moved.

His bare feet touched the cold wooden floor.

"...Mama?"

Silence.

The tape continued spinning.

He reached for the headphones with trembling hands.

The moment they covered his ears

"...You've grown..."

His knees nearly gave way.

It wasn't a recording.

It couldn't be.

Her voice carried all the little imperfections he knew by heart.

The tiny laugh hidden inside certain words.

The softness she used only when speaking to him.

"...I've missed you..."

Tears blurred his vision.

"Mama..."

"...Come outside."

He swallowed hard.

"What?"

"...I've been waiting..."

His pulse hammered.

Outside?

Another soft hiss.

"...Come find me."

The tape stopped.

The room fell silent once more.

Jian stared at the Walkman.

His hands shook so violently he nearly dropped it.

Reason told him he was dreaming.

Grief told him miracles existed.

Hope whispered louder than either.

Within moments he had slipped into his shoes, thrown on a jacket, and eased the front door closed behind him.

The village slept beneath a blanket of mist.

Moonlight painted the narrow streets silver.

Not a single dog barked.

Not a single cricket sang.

Even the wind seemed to be listening.

The Walkman clicked again.

"...This way..."

Without thinking, Jian followed.

Past the empty marketplace.

Past the old shrine where incense had long since burned away.

Into the forest.

The familiar path felt different tonight.

Branches bent lower.

Shadows stretched farther.

The smell of damp earth mixed with the faint sweetness of peach blossoms carried on the wind.

Somewhere deeper among the trees...

A bell rang.

One clear note.

Then nothing.

Jian stopped.

The sound hadn't come from the village.

No temple stood anywhere near these woods.

He turned slowly.

Nothing.

Only darkness between the trunks.

"...Jian..."

His mother's voice drifted ahead once more.

He walked faster.

Roots twisted across the trail like sleeping serpents.

The farther he went, the quieter the forest became.

No insects.

No birds.

Not even the rustle of leaves.

Silence so complete that he could hear his own heartbeat.

Then another voice.

"Jian!"

He spun around.

Lan emerged from between the pines carrying a lantern.

She looked out of breath.

"I knew I'd find you."

He frowned.

"What are you doing here?"

"I woke up."

She looked at the Walkman in his hands.

"And then I heard the bell."

Jian stared.

"What bell?"

"The mountain bell."

She looked frightened.

"It hasn't rung since my grandmother was a little girl."

He almost laughed.

"Lan"

Then the headphones crackled.

She heard them.

Her eyes widened.

"...Jian..."

The voice floated through the speakers.

Lan's face drained of color.

She hadn't heard his mother.

She had only heard his name.

"Take those off."

"It's my mom."

"No."

"It is."

She grabbed his wrist.

"Jian..."

The voice became sweeter.

"...Please..."

Lan stepped backward.

"There shouldn't be any batteries."

"There aren't."

"Then who is talking?"

Neither of them answered.

A cold breeze stirred the peach blossoms overhead.

One pale petal drifted slowly through the air.

It landed on the Walkman.

For a single heartbeat...

The blossom turned crimson.

Then white again.

Lan whispered, "We need Yue Fen."

Before Jian could answer...

The tape clicked.

Not once.

Twice.

As if someone had turned it over.

The voice disappeared.

In its place came only breathing.

Slow.

Patient.

Waiting.

From somewhere beyond the trees...

The water rippled.

Only once.

Yet somehow...

Both teenagers knew the sound had not come from the lake.

It had come from something beneath it.
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The Arrival

The first thing Benjamin Qiang noticed about Beijing was the heat.

It followed him through the airport doors like something alive, wrapping itself around his throat and slipping beneath his clothes. Within seconds, the back of his shirt clung to his skin. The air smelled of car exhaust, unfamiliar food, and rain that had not fallen yet.

Beside him, his father wiped his forehead with a folded handkerchief.

Benjamin stared.

In all his fifteen years, he had never seen his father sweat like that.

His father caught him looking. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Benjamin lowered his eyes and turned up the volume on his Walkman.

The opening strings of “Bitter Sweet Symphony” filled his ears as the three of them moved through the crowd. His mother walked close beside him, holding tightly to the strap of her purse. His father led the way, pulling two suitcases and speaking rapidly to a driver waiting near the curb.

Benjamin understood only fragments.

A street name.

The word for luggage.

Something about traffic.

He knew enough Mandarin to recognize when people were talking about him, but not enough to answer without sounding like a child. Back in New Jersey, his father had always insisted Benjamin would pick up the language naturally.

“You’ll learn when you’re surrounded by it,” he had said.

Now Benjamin was surrounded by it.

Every announcement, argument, greeting, and joke rushed past him before he could catch hold of it.

The city blurred beyond the taxi window.

Bicycles crowded the roads. Buses groaned through intersections. Buildings stretched in every direction, some new and shining, others stained by age. People moved along the sidewalks in waves, carrying bags, pushing carts, and holding umbrellas against a sun that seemed determined to burn through everything.

Benjamin rested his forehead against the glass.

New Jersey already felt impossibly far away.

His best friend Carlos had promised to write. They had made plans before the move—camping, late-night movies, maybe sneaking into the city after Carlos’s older brother got his license.

They had talked about everything they would do as though Benjamin weren’t leaving.

As though pretending hard enough might stop it from happening.

His father turned around from the front seat and tapped Benjamin’s knee.

“Take those off.”

Benjamin slid one headphone away from his ear. “What?”

“Your headphones. Look around. This is your home now.”

Benjamin looked out the window again.

The taxi passed another row of gray buildings.

“It doesn’t feel like home.”

His father’s expression tightened.

“Give it time,” his mother said softly.

She reached across the seat and squeezed Benjamin’s hand.

He didn’t pull away, but he didn’t answer either.
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The apartment belonged to his father’s uncle, at least until Benjamin’s parents found a place of their own.

Great-Uncle Jian was a small, cheerful man whose thin gray hair seemed to float around his head. His wife, Auntie Lihua, hugged Benjamin the moment he entered, speaking so quickly that he understood almost nothing.

He smiled anyway.

That had become his safest response.

Smile when he didn’t understand.

Nod when people expected an answer.

Stay quiet until someone changed the subject.

The apartment was smaller than their house in New Jersey. The rooms were crowded with dark wooden furniture, framed family photographs, and shelves filled with porcelain figures. A standing fan pushed warm air from one side of the living room to the other without cooling anything.

Before Benjamin had even finished carrying his bag upstairs, his father stopped him outside the bathroom.

“One important thing,” he said.

Benjamin waited.

“Do not flush the toilet paper.”

Benjamin stared at him.

“What?”

“Put it in the bin.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“That is how it is done here.”

“I’m not putting used toilet paper in a trash can.”

His father crossed his arms. “Then you will be the one fixing the toilet when it clogs.”

Benjamin looked toward his mother for help.

She covered her mouth, trying not to laugh.

“This place is insane,” he muttered.

“What did you say?” his father asked.

“Nothing.”

That evening, Auntie Lihua prepared enough food for twice the number of people seated around the table. Everyone talked over one another while Benjamin quietly pushed rice around his bowl.

His father translated when he remembered.

His mother understood more Mandarin than Benjamin did but answered carefully, embarrassed by her accent. Whenever she struggled to find a word, Benjamin’s father spoke for her.

He did the same for Benjamin.

“He likes music.”

“He is shy.”

“He misses America.”

“He will adjust.”

Each sentence made Benjamin feel less like a person and more like another piece of luggage his father was explaining to the family.

He wanted to say he wasn’t shy.

He was angry.

He wanted to say that missing America wasn’t the same as refusing to adjust.

He wanted to speak for himself.

But he didn’t have the words.

So he smiled when everyone looked at him.

Then he lowered his eyes and kept eating.
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His father spent the next several days taking them through the city.

They visited crowded shopping streets, historical buildings, temples, parks, and restaurants where Benjamin couldn’t read the menus. His father called it a tour.

Benjamin called it being dragged through the heat.

He listened to “Flagpole Sitta” while following his parents through another packed marketplace. Vendors shouted from behind tables piled with fruit, fish, fabric, watches, and objects Benjamin couldn’t identify.

People brushed past him without apologizing.

No one smiled at strangers.

No one made conversation while waiting in line.

Everyone seemed to know where they were going except him.

A woman bumped into Benjamin’s shoulder and continued walking.

“Excuse you,” he said, although she couldn’t hear him over his music.

His mother touched his arm. “Stay close.”

“I’m right here.”

“You wander.”

“I’m fifteen. I’m not going to get lost.”

His father glanced back. “Take the headphones off.”

Benjamin pretended not to hear him.

His father reached over and pulled one of the headphones away.

“I said take them off.”

“Why?”

“Because you are with your family.”

“I’ve been with my family every second since we got here.”

“Benjamin.”

“What? I don’t understand anything anyone is saying. What difference does it make?”

His father’s jaw tightened.

For a moment, Benjamin thought he might start yelling in the middle of the street. Instead, his father released the headphone.

“You will understand when you make an effort.”

Benjamin placed it back over his ear.

He watched his father walk ahead.

The song continued, but the music no longer helped.
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Two weeks after arriving in Beijing, Benjamin started school.

On the first morning, his mother carefully fixed his collar while his father reminded him to behave respectfully, listen to his teachers, and avoid embarrassing the family.

Benjamin wanted to ask how he was supposed to embarrass people he could barely speak to.

He kept the thought to himself.

The school building was larger than his old one, but the halls felt narrower because of the number of students moving through them. Heads turned as he passed.

Some students whispered.

Others stared openly.

His teacher introduced him to the class. Benjamin caught his name, America, New Jersey, and very little else.

When she asked him to say something, he stood beside her with his hands at his sides.

Every face in the room seemed to be waiting for him to fail.

“Hello,” Benjamin said in English. “My name is Benjamin.”

A few students laughed.

His face grew warm.

He attempted the same introduction in Mandarin. The words came out slowly and awkwardly.

More laughter followed.

The teacher silenced the class, but the damage had already been done.

Benjamin took an empty seat near the back.

For the rest of the morning, he copied whatever appeared on the board, even when he didn’t understand it. By lunchtime, he had a headache from concentrating.

He ate alone.

The next day was worse.

By the third day, several boys had found a name for him.

“Xiāngjiāo rén,” one of them said as Benjamin entered the classroom.

The others laughed.

Benjamin looked at them, uncertain.

The same boy pointed toward him and repeated it.

“Xiāngjiāo rén.”

Benjamin recognized the first word.

Banana.

He assumed it was some stupid joke and ignored them.

They called him the same thing for several days.

In the hallway.

During lunch.

Behind him in class.

Banana.

Banana person.

Benjamin finally asked another student what it meant.

The boy hesitated before answering in broken English.

“Chinese outside,” he explained, pointing toward the skin of his arm. Then he gestured toward his chest. “White inside.”

Benjamin stared at him.

The boy looked uncomfortable. “Because you are American. You do not know China.”

Benjamin forced a laugh as though it didn’t bother him.

“Oh. That’s all?”

The boy shrugged.

Benjamin walked away before anyone could see his expression change.

He locked himself inside a bathroom stall and pressed both hands against his face.

Chinese outside.

White inside.

Too Chinese in New Jersey.

Not Chinese enough in Beijing.

He wondered where that left him.
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The teasing followed him for the rest of the week.

Benjamin tried ignoring it.

He tried laughing with them.

Once, he turned around and told one of the boys to shut up in English. They only laughed harder at the sound of his accent.

By Friday afternoon, he felt as though something inside him had been rubbed raw.

He walked home alone, gripping the straps of his book bag.

The sky had turned pale gray. The air was thick and still, promising a storm without giving any relief from the heat.

Benjamin imagined calling Carlos when he got home.

He would tell him that China was horrible.

That everyone hated him.

That his father had made the worst decision of their lives.

Maybe Carlos’s parents would let Benjamin stay with them. He could return to New Jersey, finish school, and find a job. He would repay them somehow.

The plan was unrealistic, but thinking about it made breathing easier.

Benjamin turned onto a quieter street.

That was when he saw the fish.

There were five of them lying in the road.

They were arranged side by side near the gutter, their silver bodies reflecting the dull afternoon light.

Benjamin slowed.

There was no market nearby.

No overturned bucket.

No trail of water leading toward them.

Just five fish lying on dry pavement.

He stepped closer.

Their eyes were cloudy. Their mouths hung open.

Dead.

Benjamin started to walk around them.

A wet gasp stopped him.

He looked down.

One of the fish moved.

Its mouth opened and closed, pulling in air with a loud, desperate breath.

Then another fish began to gasp.

Then all five.

Benjamin froze.

Their bodies remained stiff, but their mouths worked faster. The sound became louder—five broken, choking breaths scraping against the pavement.

Benjamin took a step backward.

Blood gathered in the corner of the first fish’s eye.

A dark red line slid across its scales.

The other fish began bleeding too.

From their eyes.

From their mouths.

The blood crawled toward Benjamin in thin streams.

He stumbled back, nearly falling over his own feet.

One of the fish turned its head.

Its cloudy eye fixed on him.

Benjamin ran.

His book bag slammed against his spine as he raced down the street. He made it halfway to the next corner before his fear collided with disbelief.

Fish could move after being taken out of water.

He knew that.

Maybe someone had dropped them.

Maybe the red liquid wasn’t blood.

Maybe the heat and his headache had made everything look worse than it was.

He stopped.

His chest rose and fell as he looked back.

The street was empty.

Benjamin stood there for several seconds, fighting the urge to keep running.

Then curiosity pulled him toward the gutter again.

He walked slowly, every muscle tight.

The fish were gone.

Benjamin searched the road.

No fish.

No blood.

Not even a wet mark on the pavement.

A sound moved through the gutter.

Not quite a voice.

Not quite water.

Benjamin leaned forward despite every part of him screaming not to.

Something whispered from inside the drain.

He couldn’t understand the words.

Then a car horn blared behind him.

Benjamin screamed and jumped away from the street.

The driver shouted something through the open window before speeding past.

Benjamin didn’t wait to see whether the whisper returned.

He ran all the way home.

His mother found him inside the apartment, struggling to remove his shoes with trembling hands.

“Benjamin?”

He looked up at her.

The concern in her face broke whatever strength he had left.

She opened her arms, and he fell against her.

For several minutes, neither of them spoke.

His mother held him the way she had when he was small, one hand resting against the back of his head. She didn’t demand an explanation. She didn’t tell him he was too old to cry.

She simply stayed.

“I hate it here,” he whispered.

“I know.”

“I want to go home.”

His mother’s arms tightened around him.

“I know.”

Benjamin pulled back enough to look at her. “Then why are we here?”

Sadness passed across her face.

“Because your father believes this can be good for us.”

“What do you believe?”

She brushed the damp hair from his forehead.

“I believe home can take time.”

That wasn’t an answer, but Benjamin could tell it was all she had.

He almost told her about the fish.

The words rose into his throat.

Five dead fish.

Breathing.

Bleeding.

Watching him.

He imagined how ridiculous it would sound. His mother was already worried about him. She would tell his father, and his father would say Benjamin was being dramatic again.

So Benjamin swallowed the words.

His mother touched his cheek.

“Come. I made your favorite.”

Dinner was meatballs with light brown gravy, rice, and sweet peas.

It wasn’t a Chinese meal.

That was the point.

His mother had searched several stores for the ingredients and altered the recipe to make it taste as close as possible to the version she cooked in New Jersey.

Benjamin smiled when he saw it.

A real smile this time.

During dinner, his father talked about work while Great-Uncle Jian complained about one of the neighbors. Benjamin didn’t understand most of the conversation, but for a little while he didn’t care.

The food tasted familiar.

His mother sat beside him.

For the first time since arriving, the apartment felt almost safe.

Almost.
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After dinner, Benjamin helped his mother wash the dishes.

She dried while he scrubbed.

Water rushed from the faucet, striking the metal sink with a steady hiss. Benjamin tried to concentrate on the warmth against his hands.

But the fish kept returning to his thoughts.

Their mouths opening.

Their eyes filling with blood.

The way one of them had turned to look at him.

He dropped a spoon.

It struck the bottom of the sink with a sharp clang.

His mother looked over. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah.”

“You are very quiet.”

“Just tired.”

She studied him for another moment before carrying a stack of dry plates toward the cupboard.

Benjamin stared into the drain.

Water spiraled into the darkness.

There had to be an explanation for what he had seen.

Maybe the fish had never been there.

Maybe the stress of the move was affecting him.

Maybe loneliness could make a person see things.

A faint scratching came from beneath the sink.

Benjamin stopped washing.

The sound disappeared beneath the running water.

He reached for the faucet and turned it off.

The kitchen became silent.

Benjamin waited.

Scratch.

His stomach tightened.

Scratch.

It sounded like a fingernail dragging along the inside of the pipe.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Benjamin leaned closer.

The sound climbed toward him.

Something was inside the drain.

His breath caught as the scratching became frantic. Nails scraped against metal, circling beneath the opening as though searching for a way out.

Then it stopped.

Benjamin stared into the darkness.

A whisper rose from the drain.

“Soon.”

The voice was soft, wet, and close enough to touch.

Benjamin couldn’t move.

A low growl followed the word.

It swelled inside the pipes, growing louder until the dishes began to tremble against the sink.

A hand landed on Benjamin’s shoulder.

He shouted and spun around.

His father stood behind him.

“What is wrong with you?”

Benjamin pressed himself against the counter.

His father frowned. “Are you daydreaming again?”

Benjamin looked toward the sink.

Nothing moved.

The water remained off.

The kitchen was silent.

“I heard something,” Benjamin said.

“What?”

Benjamin hesitated.

His father waited, already looking impatient.

“Nothing.”

His father shook his head. “Finish helping your mother. Then do your homework.”

He walked away.

Benjamin turned back toward the drain.

His reflection stared at him from the dark kitchen window above the sink.

He reached for the faucet.

Before his fingers touched it, a single drop of water fell from the spout.

Plink.

Benjamin jumped.

From the next room, his father called, “Stop daydreaming and finish your chores!”

Benjamin turned on the faucet and washed the dishes as quickly as he could.

He didn’t know whether the voice in the sink had been real.

His father’s voice definitely was.
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That night, Benjamin sat at his desk until his homework was finished.

The apartment grew quiet around him. Doors closed. Pipes groaned inside the walls.

Somewhere outside, a dog barked and was answered by another farther away.

Benjamin checked beneath his bed before climbing into it.

He felt foolish immediately.

Still, he left the lamp on.

He placed a cassette into his Walkman and pulled the headphones over his ears.

“Show Me Love” began to play.

Benjamin lay back and let the music fill the room inside his head.

At night, when everyone else was asleep, he could breathe differently.

He didn’t have to monitor the way he moved or spoke. He didn’t have to worry about his father catching him holding his hands too softly or standing with his weight resting on one hip.

Benjamin slipped out of bed.

Using a hairbrush as a microphone, he began to dance.

At first, his movements were small and cautious. Then the song carried him farther. He spun in front of the mirror, mimicking the singer’s confidence. His shoulders rolled. His hips moved with the beat.

For three minutes, he wasn’t the American boy who couldn’t speak properly.

He wasn’t the banana everyone laughed at.

He wasn’t the disappointment he sometimes saw hiding behind his father’s eyes.

He was simply Benjamin.

Free.

A floorboard creaked outside his bedroom.

Benjamin froze.

The door handle moved.

He threw the hairbrush onto his desk and dove toward the bed just as the door opened.

His father looked inside.

Benjamin sat stiffly against the pillows, trying to appear as though he had been there all along.

His father glanced around the room.

“Why is the light still on?”

“I was listening to music.”

“You have school tomorrow.”

“I know.”

His father looked at him for a moment longer.

Benjamin wondered what he had seen.

What he suspected.

Then his father reached for the switch.

“Go to sleep.”

The room went dark.

The door closed.

Benjamin covered his mouth to keep from laughing, partly because he had nearly been caught and partly because fear had nowhere else to go.

He crawled beneath the blanket.

His father loved him.

Benjamin believed that.

But loving someone and accepting them were not always the same thing.

He didn’t yet have the words to explain who he was—not in English, not in Mandarin, not even to himself.

He only knew that some parts of him felt dangerous when exposed to light.

Benjamin closed his eyes and listened to the music.

As the song ended, the cassette continued to turn.

For several seconds, there was only static.

Then he heard water.

A slow ripple moved through the headphones.

Benjamin opened his eyes.

The Walkman rested beside him, its small wheels turning behind the plastic window.

The sound grew deeper.

It no longer resembled water moving through pipes.

It sounded like waves reaching a shore.

Benjamin lifted one headphone from his ear.

His bedroom was silent.

He placed it back.

The water remained.

Beneath it, something whispered.

Not soon this time.

His name.

“Benjamin...”

He ripped the headphones off.

The Walkman stopped.

Benjamin stared at it in the darkness, his heart pounding.

After several seconds, he reached for the lamp.

Before he could turn it on, a faint scratching moved through the wall behind his bed.

Once.

Twice.

Then silence.

Benjamin pulled the blanket over his head.

Far away—or perhaps somewhere much closer—water continued to move.
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Chapter Two
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The Day He Came into My Life

Benjamin dreamed about water.

He stood alone on the shore of a lake so blue it looked artificial, as though someone had poured the sky into a hole in the earth. The surface remained perfectly still despite the wind pressing against his back.

Five silver fish floated near the shore.

Their white bellies faced the sky.

Benjamin wanted to leave, but his shoes had sunk into the wet ground. Mud tightened around his ankles each time he tried to move.

A ripple appeared at the center of the lake.

Then another.

Something was swimming toward him.

Benjamin pulled harder, but the mud climbed above his shoes, cold fingers winding around his legs.

The dead fish opened their eyes.

All five turned their heads toward him.

“Benjamin...”

The voice came from beneath the water.

He woke with a gasp.

Morning light spilled through the curtains. His blanket was twisted around his legs, damp with sweat.

For a moment, Benjamin didn’t know where he was.

Then he saw the unfamiliar walls, the crowded desk, and the suitcase his parents still hadn’t found space to unpack.

Beijing.

The lake had been a dream.

There was no lake.

Benjamin sat up and rubbed both hands over his face.

His Walkman lay beside his pillow.

He stared at it.

The cassette door was open.

Benjamin couldn’t remember opening it.

He reached toward the machine, then stopped.

“Benjamin!” his father called from the hallway. “You will be late!”

Benjamin closed the cassette door and shoved the Walkman into his school bag.

There was a reasonable explanation.

There was always a reasonable explanation.

He just hadn’t found it yet.
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Physical education was the last class before lunch.

By then, Benjamin had already endured two whispered insults, one teacher correcting his pronunciation in front of everyone, and a boy asking whether Americans ate hamburgers every day.

Benjamin had told him yes.

He had also claimed that Americans received a free gun and a bald eagle on their thirteenth birthday.

The boy seemed unsure whether to believe him.

That had been the only enjoyable part of the morning.

Outside, the heat had turned the school’s athletic field into a giant frying pan. The teacher divided the students into teams for soccer and explained the rules as though none of them had ever played before.

Benjamin understood enough to know he had been assigned to the team that didn’t want him.

Several boys exchanged looks when he joined them.

One groaned loudly.

Benjamin pretended not to notice.

He had played soccer in elementary school, although he had never been especially good at it. He liked running more than competing. There was something comforting about pushing his body until his thoughts became quiet.

The whistle blew.

Everyone moved at once.

Benjamin chased the ball across the field, trying to follow the other players’ calls. They shouted instructions too quickly for him to understand. Every time he chose one direction, someone yelled that he should have gone another way.

A pass came toward him.

Benjamin trapped the ball badly but managed to keep it from rolling out of bounds. He turned and ran.

For several glorious seconds, no one laughed.

He was faster than most of them.

Then one of the boys called out behind him.

“Look at the way he runs!”

Another boy laughed. “Like a girl!”

Benjamin’s stride faltered.

The first boy exaggerated his movements, swinging his hips and arms as he ran. The others joined in, shouting and laughing.

Benjamin stopped.

The ball rolled away.

His face burned hotter than the afternoon sun.

The boys had mocked his accent before. They had called him banana. They had laughed whenever he misunderstood an assignment.

This felt different.

This felt like they had reached inside him and grabbed something he kept hidden.

“Go ahead,” one of them said. “Run again.”

Benjamin looked toward the teacher.

The man was arguing with two students on the other side of the field.

No help was coming.

Benjamin lowered his eyes and started walking toward the sideline.

“Where are you going?” the boy called. “Don’t cry!”

A shadow fell across the ground in front of Benjamin.

Someone stepped between him and the others.

The newcomer was tall—taller than almost everyone in their class—with broad shoulders and a lean, athletic build. His black hair fell across his forehead, damp with sweat.

Benjamin had seen him in the hallways before but had never learned his name.

The tall boy faced the others.

“That was supposed to be funny?” he asked.

The boys stopped laughing.

One of them shrugged. “We were only joking.”

“Then explain it.”

“What?”

“Explain the joke.” The tall boy folded his arms. “Maybe I’m too stupid to understand.”

The boy’s smile weakened. “He runs like a girl.”

“And?”

“And it looks funny.”

“Why?”

The group fell silent.

The tall boy stepped closer.

“So girls running is funny? Or Benjamin running is funny because you’ve decided he’s different?”

Hearing his name startled Benjamin.

The boy knew who he was.

One of the others muttered something beneath his breath.

The tall boy tilted his head. “Say it louder.”

No one did.

“Leave him alone.”

The first boy scoffed, but he looked away.

“You his girlfriend now?”

The tall boy smiled.

It wasn’t a friendly smile.

“Keep talking and we can find out how fast you run.”

That ended the conversation.

The boys moved away, suddenly interested in returning to the game.

The tall student watched until they were gone.

Then he turned toward Benjamin.

“You okay?”

Up close, he was even more intimidating.

And more attractive.

Benjamin immediately hated himself for noticing.

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“That’s just my face.”

The boy stared at him for a second.

Then he laughed.

It wasn’t cruel or forced. It was warm, loud, and completely unexpected.

Benjamin smiled despite himself.

“I’m Haoran,” the boy said.

“Benjamin.”

“I know.”

“That’s not creepy at all.”

Haoran laughed again. “Everyone knows who you are. You’re the American.”

“Wonderful.”

“The banana thing is stupid.”

Benjamin’s smile disappeared.

Haoran noticed.

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. Apparently, I’m yellow on the outside and white on the inside.”

“You don’t look very white.”

Benjamin glanced down at his arms. “Thank you for confirming that.”

“I meant inside.”

“That somehow sounds worse.”

Haoran shook his head, grinning. Two shallow dimples appeared in his cheeks.

Benjamin forgot what he had been about to say.

Haoran looked toward the game.

“You want to go back?”

“Not really.”

“Good. Neither do I.”

“What about the teacher?”

“He’ll survive.”

Haoran started walking toward the far side of the field.

Benjamin followed.

“You always abandon class when things become inconvenient?” Benjamin asked.

“Only when I have a good reason.”

“And I’m a good reason?”

Haoran glanced at him.

“Yes.”

The answer came so easily that Benjamin didn’t know what to do with it.

They stopped beneath the shade of a tree near the edge of the athletic field. Haoran leaned back against the trunk.

Benjamin remained standing.

“You can sit,” Haoran said. “I’m not going to attack you.”

“You threatened those boys thirty seconds ago.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

“They deserved it.”

Benjamin sat on the grass, leaving more space between them than necessary.

Haoran noticed but didn’t comment.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Across the field, the soccer game continued without them.

“I know what it’s like,” Haoran said.

“To run like a girl?”

“To feel like everyone has already decided who you are.”

Benjamin looked at him.

Haoran picked at a loose thread on one of the dark wristbands he wore.

“My mother is Korean. My father is Chinese.”

Benjamin waited for the problem.

Haoran must have seen the confusion in his face.

“When I was younger, people made jokes. Some said I wasn’t really Chinese. Others said I wasn’t really Korean.” He shrugged. “It depended on which part of me they wanted to dislike that day.”

Benjamin looked toward the field.

“Sounds familiar.”

“I thought it might.”

“At least you speak the language.”

“Both of them.”

Benjamin sighed. “Now I dislike you.”

Haoran smiled. “You’ll recover.”

Benjamin wanted to ask how Haoran had learned his name. He wanted to ask why he had been watching closely enough to notice the bullying.

Instead, he asked, “Did it stop?”

“The teasing?”

Benjamin nodded.

“Mostly.”

“How?”

“I got taller.”

Benjamin laughed.

Haoran smiled, but his expression soon turned serious.

“I also stopped acting ashamed.”

Benjamin picked at the grass between his shoes.

“What if you are ashamed?”

“Then you pretend you aren’t until it becomes true.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It probably is.”

Benjamin looked at him again.

Haoran’s eyes were dark and steady.

“Being different isn’t the same as being wrong,” Haoran said.

The words settled between them.

Benjamin wondered whether Haoran was still talking about being half Korean.

Something in his voice suggested he wasn’t.

Before Benjamin could ask, the whistle blew.

The teacher shouted in their direction.

Haoran stood.

“I think he noticed us.”

“Impressive. Only took him ten minutes.”

Haoran offered Benjamin his hand.

Benjamin stared at it.

“You planning to stay there?” Haoran asked.

Benjamin took his hand.

Haoran pulled him to his feet with enough force that Benjamin nearly collided with his chest.

For half a second, they stood too close.

Benjamin felt the heat coming from Haoran’s skin.

Haoran released him.

“Lunch is next,” he said. “Come sit with us.”

“Us?”

“My friends.”

Benjamin hesitated.

The last group of students who had invited him anywhere had done so to make fun of his accent.

Haoran seemed to understand.

“You can leave whenever you want.”

Benjamin looked across the field at the boys who had been mocking him.

Then he looked back at Haoran.

“Okay.”

––––––––
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The cafeteria was loud enough to make Benjamin’s head ache.

Metal trays struck tables. Chairs scraped against the floor. Hundreds of conversations collided beneath the high ceiling.

Haoran moved through the crowd as though it parted naturally for him.

Benjamin followed close behind.

They approached a table near the windows where five students were already sitting.

Two boys were arguing.

Not talking loudly.

Arguing.

“There is no comparison,” the first boy said. “Star Wars changed everything.”

The second boy adjusted his glasses. “Star Trek had already been exploring complex philosophical ideas for years.”

“Star Trek is people sitting in chairs talking.”

“Star Wars is people with family problems swinging glowing sticks.”

“That is an offensive simplification.”

“It is also accurate.”

Haoran set his tray down.

“You two have the same argument every week.”

The first boy pointed across the table. “Because he refuses to accept the truth.”

“The truth is not determined by which franchise sells more toys,” the boy with glasses replied.

“It helps.”

Haoran nodded toward Benjamin.

“This is Benjamin.”

The argument stopped.

Five faces turned toward him.

Benjamin resisted the urge to step backward.

The first boy grinned.

“The American.”

Benjamin looked at Haoran.

“I told you,” Haoran said. “Everyone knows.”

“I’m famous for all the wrong reasons.”

The grinning boy moved his bag from the bench.

“Sit down. I’m Bo.”

Benjamin sat beside him.

Bo spoke quickly, but his English was good enough that Benjamin could follow most of it.

“I like Star Wars, Jackie Chan, comic books, and Mariah Carey.”

The boy with glasses sighed. “No one asked for your entire biography.”

“I’m being welcoming.”

“You’re overwhelming him.”

Bo pointed across the table. “That is Wei. He loves Star Trek because he was born without joy.”

Wei pushed his glasses higher on his nose.

“I enjoy many things.”

“Name three.”

“Star Trek, comic books, and proving you wrong.”

Haoran sat across from Benjamin.

“Bo and Wei have been friends since they were
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