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How to Win Competitions and Influence People

THERE ARE MANY ways to crash and burn at a networking event for a competition you need to win. Getting people’s names wrong. Being overly aggressive. Making inappropriate jokes. Then there’s having everyone find out that you once barfed on the judge’s father. That’s just a category all by itself.

Oh, I wish I were kidding.

The day had started out so well, too: perfect outfit (suit in a responsible dark blue, sensible low-heeled shoes, hair pulled back in a stylish ponytail); practice questions written on notecards in my pocket; and extra copies of my résumé in my purse. All the reasons I was the best candidate to win the Asian Americans in Business Competition—aka the AABC—memorized and practiced under mock stressful conditions (i.e., my younger sister, Hattie, giving her best impression of our mom’s Duck Cleaver Death Glare while I practiced). Text messages to my partner, Eric Lin, reminding him of the location and time of the event. Texts that he, of course, didn’t answer.

Partnering with Eric had been my mom’s idea. He perfectly fulfilled my mom’s criteria: he, like me, was also Taiwanese and a senior in high school, was on the straight path to the Ivies and then to business school, and was Taiwanese.

Did I mention he’s Taiwanese?

Plus, Eric’s siblings had already gone to Yale and Wharton, respectively, and his family was firmly and benignly on top of the social tree. Unlike ours, which had suffered a spectacular fall due to my older sister, Bella.

Thus came Gèi Wéi, aka the Master Strategy. You know how the rising tide lifts all boats and all that? To my mom, latching myself to Eric’s incandescent star was the first step toward our triumphant return back into society. My mom had been isolating herself from everyone—and their judgment—since Bella had gotten pregnant in medical school and had dropped out. I had seen how she had to sit on the couch by herself at parties, in the early days, her carefully pressed dress pooling around her. How the other parents would chat about their kids, and my mother would have to focus on her meal, her chopsticks slowly picking up small pieces of rice. It was bad enough that she was alone since my father’s death. But there was a different kind of awkward after Bella. Silence may be a virtue in America, but it meant shame for my mom and her friends.

But my mom’s self-imposed solitude didn’t mean that she had stopped plotting. Like Napoleon in exile, she was constantly searching for a way back in.

The only problem with Gèi Wéi was that I, you know, had to work with Eric Lin. I had to go up to him at school, even though we were not friends, and ask him to partner with me. He had not responded at first, and I could almost see his calculations: on the one hand, he knew from our shared membership in the Student Business Association that I was smart and hardworking. A win in this competition—which was super prestigious—could help both of us with our college applications. On the other hand, his mom might give him grief about partnering with me since I was part of a family that already had one rebellious daughter. Mrs. Lin thought I could also be a loose cannon, firing into the sky of Failure. The silence between Eric and me stretched to downright awkwardness, but he had finally agreed before scuttling off with his friends.

But since then, even though I had been diligently researching all the past challenges and winners, he had not done a thing. I had seen his mom picking him up after school, and I had tried to wave at them both. She refused to make eye contact with me, then pulled Eric away.

I’m sure it would be fine. He would get his act together, then we could go and crush this thing. I looked for him as I walked into the chilly lobby of the Esher Convention Center. Today was the kickoff party for the AABC, before registration opened in two days and everything officially began. I remember when these networking events used to be held in the gym of our local high school or in a small room at the cultural center in Old Taipei. I was really young then, sneaking free snacks from the potluck tables and trying not to get in trouble along with Bella and Hattie. I never could have imagined the competition would have grown to be so big and fancy by the time I was old enough to compete; winners now got a prize package that included a prestigious line on their college applications and—thanks to corporate sponsors—a full scholarship to the college of their choice. But as the AABC grew, so did the number of competitors.

I checked in my coat and then went over to a table with a silver-colored tablecloth, which had name tags neatly lined up on top. There were a lot of name tags. More than I had expected. I recognized some of the people, like Rhonda Naidu, who had started a nonprofit to provide medical services to countries devastated by natural disasters. She had given one of the student keynote speeches at the state Student Business Association conference last year. Crap. Was she also applying? I recognized some of the other names, people who had recently won the Mayfield and the Gillford competitions. Were they all here?

I scanned the letter L name tags, and Eric’s was missing. At least he had showed up. Which was . . . something.

The ballroom was beautifully decorated with my dad’s favorite colors, silver and green. Oh, the other thing about this competition? It had been started, years ago, by my father. He had the idea for it the year he died, when I was eleven. He had wanted to give back to the community and to encourage Asian Americans to enter the world of business. In his will, my father had left the administration of the AABC and some of his other business assets to his friend, Mr. Lee. Five years ago, it had been taken over by Mr. Lee’s son, James.

I had seen the AABC since its conception, scribbled on a small napkin on a table over my father’s hospital bed. He had written a broad outline with a leaky rollerball and had later detailed it more thoroughly in his will. As I grew up, I had gone to every award ceremony, stood on the side with my mom and my sisters, and watched teen after teen take the trophy emblazoned with my father’s name. I had seen person after person intern at the Lee Corporation and go on to Harvard or Yale, where my father went. Where I needed to go.

By the door was the large plaque that they had made the first year of the competition. Every winner had their name engraved on it, along with the year of their victory. There was a blank new silver plate for this year. And a space. For my name.

If winning this thing meant I had to partner with Eric Lin, so be it.

I finally found Eric in a corner talking to Albert Goda, who was in the Student Business Association with us. Albert was a computing genius and also loved street art and graffiti. He had started an app where people could upload pictures of their favorite murals and add their own drawings. I wondered who his partner was. I didn’t see anyone else from our school. Maybe he was pairing with someone from another city?

As I marched up to them, they abruptly stopped talking. Eric had the nerve to give me a small wave, like he hadn’t been ghosting me for the past week.

“Did you get my texts?” I asked, then remembered my manners. “Hi, Albert.”

He glanced at Eric but didn’t say anything. Eric was the personification of uncomfortable.

“Juliana,” he said. “You made it.”

I wasn’t the one who was ghosting here, Eric. Of course I had showed up.

I was about to ask Eric what his deal was when he suddenly straightened. I turned, and there was James Lee, our judge. A few feet behind him, talking to some of the other contestants, was his father.

Oh God. I had my résumé in my purse, right? Networking questions memorized?

I inhaled for exactly five seconds and pictured a large balloon filling, then deflating. This was going to be fine. Totally fine.

James (Harvard Class of 2001, Harvard Business School ’04, CEO of the Lee Corporation, a tech company now worth millions) was in his forties and was legendary in the Taiwanese American community. He was basically who I wanted to be when I grew up. I didn’t know him super well since he was much older than me, and my family hadn’t seen many people since our social plummet, aka The Fall. There had been rumors of some kind of rift between our fathers a long time ago, but it must have all worked out since Dad had left Mr. Lee all of those things in his will.

James walked toward us, and I tried to figure out if he seemed more friendly to us than the others.

Aaaand . . . no.

“Juliana Zhao.” His tone was formal. “Nice to see you again.”

I tried to appear confident yet humble, a combination that, unfortunately, made my face spasm. We made small talk for a bit, then he said, “I’m not surprised to see you here. You, of course, want to go into business? Like your dad?”

Focus. I had practiced this. “Yes, I believe business is the ideal major for people who are self-starters and provides a perfect foundation for financial success.”

James tilted his head. “But which part are you interested in? There are many aspects of business and many reasons why people want to pursue it. Why do you want to go to business school? Specifically?”

Specifically? I had already given him my whole answer. It was the sentence I had perfected over weeks of drafting. I specifically wanted to win this competition and go to Yale.

He waited. But when I didn’t say anything further, he said, “I suggest you figure that out before you register, Ms. Zhao.”

Eric stepped forward. “I am interested in venture capitalism, much like you are.” He started a private conversation with James, but I didn’t care. I was still thinking about what he had said. Why wasn’t my answer good enough?

Next to us, James’s father, Mr. Lee, was walking slowly, shaking everyone’s hands. When he got to me, he smiled warmly.

“Juliana Zhao!” He was always so nice every time I saw him, even after The Fall.

Oh, wait.

Oh no.

Mr. Lee was always so nice, but he always told the same story whenever he saw me. The exact same story, which was innocuous enough when I was with my mother but not when I was in front of Eric Lin, Albert Goda, and our competitors.

“Juliana, I remember when you were a baby—”

Oh God.

“—you must have been only a few months old!”

Could I stop this somehow? Pull a fire alarm? Pretend to faint?

“You remember? And your dad let me pick you up, and you—”

Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

“—spit up right all over me! So much throw up! Do you remember?”

I smiled, weakly. Eric seemed like he wanted to step into a giant sinkhole and vanish.

Mr. Lee patted my arm. “So good to see you. Are you really old enough to compete now?”

“Yes, sir.” I tried to project confidence instead of, you know, looking like a person who couldn’t keep down baby solids.

“And are you doing well in school?”

I said yes with what was hopefully the proper amount of modesty.

“Good! Good.” He leaned on his cane. “Your father would have been proud.”

I knew he meant to be kind. He had no way of knowing I had spent the morning in my dad’s office, going through his old books and photos. Didn’t know that I had pictured this moment for so many years, but in my dream, my father was alive. Good luck, he would say. Speak slowly but confidently. And remember . . .

And remember? I would say.

He would hug me. You’ll do fine.

The legacy of him in my imagined other life was as large as my memory of him in our real one. What could he have been, if he had lived? What else could he have created? What could our family have been? I had read the half-finished notes in his desk, full of mysterious ideas and charts, but they were indecipherable to me. That’s why I needed to go to Yale, to follow in his footsteps. I could complete his legacy.

But the first step, the necessary stamp of my legitimacy, was winning his competition. He had left these white pebbles in the forest for me, and it was my job to pick them up and follow them.

The prickling came then, an unexpected grip of grief. I was used to it, these sudden waves of emotion, and knew what to do. I’d had a lot of practice crating my feelings—boxing them, weighing them down, and letting them sink into the dark water. But I didn’t do it quickly enough.

Eric, horrified, stepped forward as I gathered myself together and focused on the competition. “It must be so nice to see your son take over things so successfully, Mr. Lee.”

When Mr. Lee had been in charge of the AABC, it had been more in line with what my father had envisioned: a networking event and a competition that were more about teaching the contestants to navigate and succeed in the corporate world. He had challenges that helped contestants become more comfortable with promoting their own work and encouraged them to think creatively.

Since James had taken over, though, the AABC had become more results oriented. The hypotheticals began to focus more on how to make and launch products. James had started a savvy marketing campaign and had made the AABC into an influential component of college applications for undergrad business majors.

Mr. Lee was also Taiwanese, so he, like my own mother, seemed to be allergic to complimenting his own child. It was seen as boasting and, thus, a huge no-no.

“Jimmy tries so hard. But he could still make the challenges more educational,” he said.

James was almost twice my age, but I could recognize all too well the suppressed eye roll. “Generating revenue is the most important thing in business. They should learn early, Dad. As I had to.”

A silence fell between them, and it was downright awkward.

Mr. Lee said, in Taiwanese, “Enough. It’s all in the past.”

It didn’t look like it was in the past. What was James talking about? Eric glanced at me, but I had no clue. I was going to ask, but Mr. Lee had already left to talk to the next bunch of contestants, and James left with him.

Two girls came up to us—Kelly Nguyen and her cousin Linda Tham. I had met them both at the state SBA conference. Kelly had helped me when I had gotten lost and we had all bonded over the difficulties women in leadership positions faced. They were a formidable duo. Kelly had a strong programming background and was into innovative tech solutions. Linda’s father was an entrepreneur and had helped her to launch several micro start-ups in the fashion arena. I had bought one of her sweaters, and it was easily one of my favorites.

They said hi, and Eric acted uncomfortable, like I was fraternizing with the enemy. But Albert was staring at Linda like he had just seen the sun emerge from a cloud. Hmm. Linda’s fashions had more of a free-form edge, and she might like Albert’s art. Also, she was, as far as I knew, single.

I introduced them to each other with a proper hook and I saw them both brighten. I subtly pulled Kelly aside and took Eric with us.

Kelly stifled a laugh. “It’s not only at the SBA,” she said. “You do this all the time?”

At state conference, I had noticed Chad Brickowski and Wayne Porter eyeing each other and trying to arrive at the cafeteria at the same time for every meal. I finally arranged a big group lunch and made sure they sat next to each other. The rest I left up to Cupid.

(Or me. I also made sure they sat next to each other during the closing ceremony and had each other’s contact information before the conference ended. I mean, Cupid is nice and all, but sometimes a girl’s got to take matters into her own hands.)

“What?” I was the epitome of innocence. “I merely wanted to let them know what they had in common.”

Kelly laughed, then carefully glanced around the room. She pulled me into an empty corner. Eric seemed nervous, but I motioned him over to join us.

“I heard something,” she said.

“Oh?”

“I think the challenge is going to have something to do with a website.”

I said, “What?” at the same time Eric blurted out, “How did you find out?”

Kelly looked at him curiously.

Wait. Eric didn’t say, “How do you know?” He said, “How did you find out?” He also wasn’t surprised at all. Had he somehow heard about this before and didn’t tell me?

“Did you know about this?” I asked. Is this why he was ghosting me?

“What? No. No, why would I know?” Here’s another thing Eric Lin could not do, in addition to returning texts: lie. His glance was guilty, sliding to the side of me.

Kelly glanced at me. This guy is your partner?

I know, Kelly. Really, I know.

I said to her, “Are you sure?”

Kelly leaned forward. “I overheard James and Mr. Lee talking to one of the organizers. They were making sure the servers had enough capacity to host a bunch of websites.”

If Kelly was right, this was a serious problem. I knew less than nothing about programming or web pages, and I was pretty sure Eric didn’t, either. Here was the extent of my computer knowledge: you turn on your laptop. It’s supposed to work. End of story.

“Do you know anything about tech or design?” I hissed to Eric.

He glanced at Kelly, like he didn’t want to talk in front of her. Which was totally rude, considering she had just given us a major hint. I smiled at Kelly, apologetically. I thanked her for her help and wished her luck on the competition. But by the time I had finished chatting with her, Eric had disappeared. And so had Albert.
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Everything Is All Good! All Good!

ERIC LIN WASN’T going to hose me, was he? He wouldn’t dare. He knew this competition required partners, so if he dropped me this late in the game—two days before registration opened—I would be totally and utterly screwed. Even Eric Lin wouldn’t be that ruthless, would he?

But I thought about him in our SBA meetings, how he was always driven and particularly fixated on college admissions. I had once asked him which school he wanted to go to, and to my surprise, he said Dartmouth. When I asked why, he said, “It’s an Ivy and it’s the farthest away.” I heard through the grapevine that if he didn’t get into an Ivy, his parents were going to make him stay in the tri-state area, where they could keep an eye on him until grad school.

I thought my mother was . . . motivated. But Mrs. Lin was at a whole other level. Even when we were little kids, Eric was always in extra math or science classes or at sports competitions. He was also the first to disappear or skip out on where he was supposed to be. His grades were still stellar, since he was kind of a genius, but I recently had seen him refuse to go to tennis practice and other social events. Giving his parents an attitude in public. I knew it was agonizing for Mrs. Lin, because we children were basically report cards on how good of a job that our parents have done.

My non-Taiwanese classmates might never understand how much of a currency the Ivy League was to my mom and her friends, but it was the world she had to survive in. The rest of America was different and confusing, with fast language and slang and values that she didn’t understand. So she had no choice but to swim in the Line gossip river, aka the Linevine. Hattie called it messed up, but that’s just how things were.

And I, now that I had come of age, was finally eligible to enter the competition. But since my mom had boasted about the prestige of the AABC for years, I had no choice. I had to get on that award plaque or die trying. Because it was about more than me or my mom. It was my father’s name on the line.

During our last dinner party, when I was fifteen, I remember one of the aunties had asked about Bella, right as the news of her unwed pregnancy was scorching up the Linevine. In other communities, this might have been a nonissue. But for my mom’s group, where even divorces were gossiped about, this was scandalous. Bella had been Mom’s ace, but now she was her biggest liability. Mom had offered a generic Grandkids are such a blessing, but the uncles and aunties knew. They all knew.

That was when my mom retreated. She put away her fancy clothes, wrapped up the last of her dignity, and hid. She couldn’t bear to have the same conversation, to have to fall on her sword at every meal after humble bragging about Bella for years. There was schadenfreude, and then there was Linevine schadenfreude, which was basically the electricity the whole system ran on. We stopped going to events. No more parties, except for the huge ones.

Until this year, when we had attended one of our rare social functions, a big potluck. Mom and I had gone to the bathroom before it had started. We were both about to leave our stalls when an auntie’s voice floated through the bathroom.

“There was another article about the AABC in the paper.” She was speaking in Taiwanese. “It’s starting soon.”

Another auntie said, “It’s so big now. So famous.” I felt a happy warmth, like finding a dollar in your pocket. People still remembered my dad, remembered what he had done.

“Is your son in it?”

“Ai-yo, he wants to be a doctor, like his dad.” The other auntie tried to sound like it was a burden.

“Oh, like Jùnhóng’s older daughter. Such a shame about what happened to her.”

Was she talking about Bella? In the stall next to me, my mom’s shoe shifted ever so slightly. But she didn’t say a word. Neither did I.

“And the youngest one, always wearing the wild clothes.” The auntie tsked.

“Is the middle one going to try?”

There was the sound of water running. “Did you hear she tried to do early admission to Yale but didn’t get in?”

The cold spikes of shame skewered me. I had gotten the letter in December. It was the other reason I needed to win the competition, the reason I couldn’t talk about. I had been kicked to the general admission pile, so I had one last shot to get into Yale. A victory in the AABC could give me a huge advantage.

The auntie said, “I don’t see how she can do well. She hasn’t done any of the other competitions, either, or interned anywhere. Poor Jùnhóng. Sùyīn isn’t paying enough attention to those kids. He would have been so upset. All of them, such—” There was more water running, then the aunties left.

It was silent for a long moment. Then I heard my mom’s quick and precise footsteps walking toward the sink. When I got there, her hands were on the counter and her head was bowed. Then she unclasped the latch of her black Chanel purse, pulled out her reddest lipstick, and carefully applied it. She faced me, and we were in total agreement. It was on. She dusted off her fancy clothes and began to plot. And I started researching the competition in earnest and reading all of my dad’s old business books.

After all that, I wasn’t going to be derailed by a slacker partner. I searched around the ballroom, but Eric and Albert weren’t there. Whatever. I spent the rest of the evening networking my little heart out, chatting with people I had seen at the SBA state conference or meeting new people who I had not talked to before. It was rather exciting to see all these Asian Americans in one place, all ready to break the ceilings of corporate America. Dad would have been proud.

I happened to be next to some of the competition organizers at the end of the event. They were quietly gossiping about the huge donation from Mrs. Lin and how it was helping them run the tech side of things. Is that how Eric had found out this year’s challenge had something to do with a website?

I pulled out my phone and texted him: Where are you?

No answer.
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Would We Call This Being Hosed?

I WOKE UP and there was still nothing from Eric. I texted him one more time: We have to finalize the registration. Please send me your details ASAP.

I tried—and failed—to practice my meditative breathing as I dashed to my Saturday morning activity, Chinese class. One of the problems with a highly efficient schedule is that it doesn’t allow much time for unplanned challenges. It would be okay, though. I was used to balancing a lot of things at once, and I hadn’t dropped a plate.

Yet.

Unfortunately, the bad in my day got exponentially worse when Garrett Tsai entered the classroom. Garrett and I had grown up together and kind of hung out when we were little kids, before The Fall. We had both gone to Taiwanese culture camp in New Hampshire between our sophomore and junior years, when we were fifteen. But now I saw him only at Chinese class every week. Which was perfectly acceptable to me.

He strolled in as I was collecting homework packets from the younger kids. I had planned on sitting down before class and reviewing the past competition challenges, but our teacher, Anna Lǎoshī, had asked for my help and I would have felt bad about saying no.

Garrett had been growing his hair out since the summer, and it made him seem even more like a stranger. Today it was loose, brushing his neck and cheekbones. He strolled over as I was lining up all the little kids and asking them to put their homework in a basket.

“You know, there are teachers who can collect those,” he said.

“Nice job, Amy!” I said, ignoring him.

All the little kids were cute, but Amy, who was super shy, might be my special favorite. She also happened to be Garrett’s younger sister. How two people could be so opposite—one adorable and sunny and one off-the-charts prickly and cynical—was genetics at its most mysterious.

Fine, it was true that, when Garrett and I had gone to camp two summers ago, we had almost become . . . friends. But after he cut me off on the last day, I was forced to acknowledge that our time together had been this oasis away from reality. An outlier. Garrett and I were total opposites. And it was better to keep our interactions to a minimum.

Amy looked at the ground, her little pigtails swinging. I knelt down to give her a hug. “Is gymnastics going well?” I asked.

She nodded. I patted her head and sent her along with the other kids to the classroom next door. I understood her shyness. When I was younger, I had let Bella answer all my questions for me since she was almost eight years older and was everything I wanted to be: brave, brilliant, unstoppable. She had graduated from high school early, blazing a path so bright that her teachers still talked about her light, even today. She always spoke for Hattie and me and took care of us while our parents were at work. It wasn’t until our father died, and Bella left in a fury of slammed doors and shouting, that I had to learn to speak up. Mom was too busy keeping the company together and Hattie was too young. I was the last one left, so it had to be me.

Garrett swung into his usual seat, the one behind mine, and pulled out his tablet. No How is school going? Or Any news about college? You know, the questions other people might be polite enough to ask.

I whirled away from him and grabbed the papers from the basket. I tapped them on the desk, straightening the edges. Suddenly there was a worksheet in my face.

“Amy forgot a page,” Garrett said.

Oh, His Royal Crankiness deigned to speak to me. What an honor.

I plucked it from his hands, found her sheet, and stapled them together. “Thank you.” I would take the high road. Model good behavior.

He was still standing there, watching me collect the last of the worksheets. “You know, the kids can turn those in by themselves.”

“Some of us are helpful,” I said, in Taiwanese.

“Some of us don’t need to say yes to everything all the time,” he muttered, also in Taiwanese.

Taiwanese is an entirely different language than Mandarin Chinese. Since it’s not the official language of Taiwan, it’s like a secret language spoken at home, passed down from parent to child. Some of our friends understood it pretty well from listening to their parents, but only a few of us spoke it. Garrett and I both had grandparents who had lived with us when we were younger, so we were both fairly fluent. He also spoke Mandarin annoyingly well and only took these classes to learn how to read and write.

What he was saying somehow sounded even worse in Taiwanese. Did he call me a doormat? Unbelievable. Just because Garrett Tsai refused to worry about college and academics didn’t mean it wasn’t important to the rest of us. He was into digital art and graphic design and had been working on a webtoon on the side. Things like the Ivy League weren’t as vital to him as his digital art apps. His older brother, Patrick, was on track to achieve the mythical Harvard Hat Trick (undergraduate and joint law/business degree). Amy was also clearly an academic prodigy. So I guess the pressure was off Garrett. Must be nice. I allowed myself to think for a second about what it would be like to click any college application I wanted, to go anywhere I wanted. California, Washington, DC, maybe even London. What would it be like if I didn’t have to stay home and pull our family together?

I couldn’t even imagine; that wasn’t the world I lived in. Which is why I needed to pay attention, stat, since my Mandarin was spotty at best. Unlike Garrett. But all I could think about was the competition. Where was Eric?

I sneakily pulled out my phone and sent him a quick text: Hello, registration is tomorrow. Where are you? Nothing.

Anna Lǎoshī gave me the stink eye. I quickly shoved my phone under the desk.

“Zhuāxīn,” Anna Lǎoshī said. Pay attention.

I waited until she turned around and then pulled out my phone again. No new messages.

During break, I was texting Eric again when I was pulled aside by my friend Emily Yao.

She flashed a quick smile at Lewis Guo, a fellow junior like her, then yanked me into the hall. “Juliana.” She clutched my arm.

Emily and Lewis had been completely unaware they were perfect for each other. That is, until I had figuratively kicked Emily in the tush and convinced her to ask Lewis to a new restaurant in town. They were both major foodies and had separately mentioned how much they wanted to try it. What could be better than trying it together?

I mean, was it hard to be right all the time? Really, it was.

“What’s up?” I glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes left in break, and there was still so much to do: finish researching the other competitors, make a list of what I thought the challenge might be this year. Hunt down Eric Lin and roast his ghosting little entrails in the middle of the school parking lot.

I needed to get to work, but I loved Emily dearly and hated to let her down. I just hoped her question was quick.

Emily thrust her phone at me. On the screen was an emoji from Lewis—a brown heart.

“This is from Lewis? The Lewis who we saw two seconds ago?” I said.

“It’s brown!” she wailed. “I thought he liked me.”

“It’s still a heart. Besides, you guys already did the kissy face last night, did you not?”

Emily’s parents had forbidden her to date until college, but such a small technicality had never stopped her. Her parents thought she had joined every extracurricular under the sun. There was actually only one: Club Romance.

She shoved me. “Brown. With no other text. What does it mean?”

“Brown hearts are sometimes used in the social justice context? Were you talking about that?”

“No,” she said. “He only said, ‘see you soon.’ Then brown heart.”

“Does he like the color, maybe?” I asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Oh! Maybe he was using it as a substitute for something brown? Like how people say, ‘I orange heart’ to mean they love oranges?”

“Okay, okay. What’s brown?” She grabbed my arm. “Porcupines? Is he saying I’m prickly? Or poop? Poop is also brown. Is he sending me a poop heart? Is he trying to break up with me?”

I peeked into the classroom. Lewis immediately looked over, then seemed disappointed it was only me. I ducked back into the hall. “Nope, he’s still totally into you.”

“THEN WHY THE POOP HEART, JULIANA?” Emily said.

A brown heart in this context was admittedly a little . . . unusual. I mean, yellow: friendship. Red: true love, obviously. Pink: cute, puppy love. This was a bit of a mystery, but there was only one way to find out what was going on.

I dragged Emily past Garrett, who was watching us, arms crossed. Whatever. He had never believed in love and romance, not like I did. Garrett had done his seventh-grade English project on death in eighteenth-century literature, was currently drawing a webtoon about betrayal and the end of the world, and had told me once, unironically, that “love is for fools and divorce attorneys.” For him, the glass wasn’t half empty. It was half empty and contained carcinogens that would directly cause a prolonged and painful death.

He was super fun at parties, Garrett.

I brought Emily toward Lewis. I swear, the guy turned into a walking heart-eye emoji at the sight of her.

“Lewis,” I said.

“Hi, Juliana. Emily.” Lewis blushed, which was adorable. (Clearly Emily thought so, too, because she beamed.)

I had to get this train back on track because I had a competition to research and break was almost over.

“So, I have a quick favor to ask,” I said to Lewis. “I am doing a word association project and I need your help.”

“Okay?”

“Let’s go.” I glanced at the clock. Seven minutes left. “Shoe.”

“Sneaker.”

“Ice cream.”

“Butter pecan.”

“Oh, my favorite!” Emily said. They smiled at each other.

Was this too much, even for me? Maybe.

“Brown,” I said.

“Chocolate.”

Emily made a noise. “Chocolate? Not . . . I mean . . . not . . .”

Lewis finally looked at her. “I sent you a— Maybe you didn’t have a chance to see it yet? Remember we were talking about our favorite chocolate places? Last night?”

I practically saw Emily start to glow. “Chocolate,” she said. “I do remember.”

I discreetly nudged her in his direction and then dashed to an empty corner. Love preserved, yes! Time for research. But then Garrett came up to me.

“Another match successfully saved?” He made it seem like a crime.

“You’re just jealous I can promote real human connections. Unlike you.”

“Sure, they seem happy now,” he said. “They’ll probably have a few good weeks until their scarring breakup and months of recovery.”

“What. Is. Wrong. With. You.” I didn’t understand how he could possibly be so negative all the time. Especially about love. My dad had always believed in it—the alchemy between people. Even after he died, whenever I saw people in love, it was like a reminder of him. He had that magic with my mom and had never wanted us to forget it. Don’t settle for less, girls.

Garrett said, “You’re just setting people up for inevitable pain. It’s best to not even start.” Someone else might say this as a joke. Had we been at camp, years ago, Garrett might have said it lightly, teasingly. But now he wasn’t kidding.

My phone beeped. Finally! I turned away from Garrett without responding and checked my messages.

Eric: We need to talk.

We need to talk? Sometimes people said that before good news, right? Like, we need to talk—you won the lottery! We need to talk—you got into Yale!

Or not.

I checked the clock. Two minutes left before break ended. I rushed into the hall and called him.

I didn’t want to hear it. I knew what he was going to say. But when the words actually came out, it was like a stab.

“I don’t think we’re going to work out.” Eric didn’t bother with the small talk, and I didn’t want it. “We should find different partners.”

“Are you kidding me right now? Are you, what—doing the competition with Albert?”

“I wish you the best of luck.” He had the nerve to sound genuinely regretful.

“Are you ditching me for Albert?” I shouted.

There was a long pause. “Listen, my mom—”

“Don’t try to blame this on your mother.”

“My mom’s not the problem.” There was no cruelty in his voice, though there could have been. “It’s yours.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“My mom thinks . . .” He didn’t have to say it. We were a bad influence. Her son shouldn’t get close to me, due to our Fall. I was not a good enough partner to vault her precious Eric to victory.

I was hot with the peeling feeling of shame. It was like we were toxins and Mrs. Lin wanted to make sure we were as far away from Eric as possible.

He said, “Goodbye, Juliana.” To his credit, he did sound regretful. But it was way outweighed by the fact that he still did a shitty thing.

I shoved my phone into my purse, then stood alone in the hall, stunned.

I was royally, epically screwed.
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Yes, We Would Call This Being Hosed

IT WAS ABSOLUTELY, 100 percent not time to panic.

Okay, my dad’s favorite book, How to Be Your Best Entrepreneur, would say to break each problem down into manageable components. Then create a clear strategy and execute it with small, clearly defined steps.

Inhale organization. Exhale organization. Ahhh.

There was no time to find someone who wanted to do this competition with me. I had already reviewed all the other potential candidates before I had talked to Eric, and everyone I knew either had no time or wasn’t interested. Okay, maybe I should find someone who could partner with me in name only. Surely I could find someone and offer to help them with homework or something in exchange for registering with me. Yes. Yes! Okay, this was workable. I could take care of the rest of the competition on my own and still win. Or at least beat that weasel Eric Lin.

I quickly Googled “how long does it take to learn to design a professional website?” while Anna Lǎoshī was writing something on the whiteboard.

Google answers:

FIVE TO SIX MONTHS

TWENTY WEEKS

THREE HUNDRED HOURS??

I shoved my phone back into my purse. Wrapped my hand around the key chain Dad had given to me when I was a kid, a jade pig, since I was born during the Year of the Pig. I pictured my meditation balloon puffing and narrowing.

Maybe I could use one of those sites that had premade templates? You pay a fee, pick one and voilà! Website! I quickly pulled up the most famous company and scanned some examples. Perfect. It could work.

Anna Lǎoshī rapped on the whiteboard. “Juliana.”

I smiled. Everything would be fine.

Everything was not fine.

When I got home, I did a deep dive on one of those builder sites as a kind of practice run. Dad always said that early preparation is the best preparation. So I signed up for a free trial on WeBuilder.com, picked out a template, and used a free graphic design program to create a logo. So far, so good!

I found a photo I liked, pasted, and then . . . huh. Why was it so large? How could I make it smaller? I tried clicking on a few buttons, but it somehow moved to a side column and I couldn’t figure out how to move it back.

Argh!

This was a problem. My earlier idea to get someone in name only might not cut it. What I really needed to do was find someone who knew how to do web design. I went through my contacts again. Jonah from the Student Business Association dabbled in it, but his site was worse than mine. Mariah Jones might have the expertise, but she wasn’t Asian American, so she couldn’t compete. I was prohibited from hiring a professional designer, so that was out. I suppose I could partner with someone in name only and then sneakily hire someone on
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