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Ringing in the Lunar New Year


Chapter 1
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Instead of working on my Calculus problem set, I scroll through my phone and get a serious case of FOMO when I see my younger sister Gabrielle’s most recent Instagram post. It’s a video of her and my parents watching the annual lion dance at my favorite Chinese restaurant back in Chicago—back home.

I sigh, longing for my family and dim sum. For the first time, I’m not spending Chinese New Year with my parents and Gabrielle. If I wasn’t studying mathematics at Middleson University, I would be devouring shrimp dumplings and receiving red envelopes from my relatives right now.

“Something wrong, Simone?”

Will stares at me with concern in his chocolate-brown eyes. A smile tugs at my lips. At least my best friend is with me. By some stroke of luck, we both ended up at the same college. During our senior year of high school, I was so scared that we would have to go our separate ways after graduation. Will’s grades and test scores were perfect, so I thought he was destined for somewhere like Yale or Harvard. But shockingly, all of the major Ivies rejected him. They really must be impossible schools to get into if even perfect Will Higa couldn’t get accepted. He had it all: a 4.5 GPA, a 36 on the ACT, rich parents, and a basketball state championship. What else did Harvard want him to do? Win a freaking Nobel Prize for bringing peace to Israel and Palestine?

“Nothing,” I say.

Before I can react, Will snatches my phone from my hand.

“Hey!” I protest.

His face softens. “Missing home?”

Ignoring his question, I take my phone back. “You’re lucky I don’t smack you.”

He shakes his head, as if he’s a teacher and I’m a student who got an extremely obvious question wrong. “You’re addicted to your phone.”

“Yeah, so what?”

“Can you go for an hour without playing that stupid cat game?”

“That amazing cat game is called Neko Atsume and no, I can’t go for an hour without playing it and I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

He rolls his eyes. “You’re ridiculous. Do you know how much you could get accomplished if you weren’t on your phone all the time?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’d win the Fields Medal or whatever.”

The look in his eyes turns tender. “I’ll take you out to celebrate Chinese New Year tomorrow night.”

“You don’t have to. Besides, don’t you have some big biology exam to study for?”

With an irritating grin, he says, “I don’t need to study.”

Right, Mr. Photographic Memory. Thanks to it, he never had to take a single page of notes in high school. Maddeningly, this hasn’t changed in college, though he’s in pre-med and supposed to be having one of the most stressful times of his life. “I’m just a little homesick,” I say. “I’ll get over it.”

“I still think we should go out tomorrow night.” He twirls a piece of my hair around his finger. “Come on, I’ll plan everything.”

My breath catches a bit. Suddenly, I’m hyper-aware that we’re in my single and sitting on my twin bed, our bodies very close to one another. I would be lying if I said I haven’t thought about becoming more than friends before. Will is handsome. I mean, I have a working pair of eyes. He has those intense chocolate-brown eyes, full lips that look as soft and inviting as luxurious pillows, a golden complexion that of course has never known a zit or blackhead, and naturally wavy and silky black hair. Plus I’ve seen him without a shirt on. And let me tell you, it. Is. Amazing. And sometimes, I wonder if there is a reason why neither of us have dated anyone yet. Sure, our parents forbade us from dating throughout middle school and high school because they wanted Will and me to focus on our studies, but it’s been several months since we started college and we still haven’t hooked up with anyone.

Mentally, I slap myself back to reality. We’re best friends, nothing more. And honestly, Will - being attractive and rich and smart - could have anyone he wants. I doubt we would’ve become friends if we met each other at 18 and not in kindergarten, when we bonded over being the only Asian kids in our school and Will had yet to become almost insufferably cool. 

“Okay,” I say with a smile. “Thank you.”

“Anything for you, Simone.”
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“You guys need to bang,” Laurie declares.

Steve nods. “I 100% agree.”

I lift my eyebrows at my friends. “Who are you talking about?” During my first semester at Middleson University, I thought Will would end up being my only friend here. I tried starting up conversations with random people in my dorm and classes, but they were always painfully awkward. We could never get beyond the “Where are you from?” and “What are you thinking of majoring in?” and “What made you decide to come to Middleson University?” small talk; and while we talked, they were always looking around the room, as if searching for someone more witty and cooler to talk to. But then second semester came around, and Laurie and Steve moved in across the hall. I was sitting alone in my single, debating whether or not to ask Will to hang out for the sixth time that week, when Laurie and Steve burst into my room and declared that my Aggretsuko’s Den of Rage poster was “the best fucking thing ever.” Needless to say, it was the start of a glorious friendship.

Laurie rolls her eyes like I’m being completely dense. “You and Will, duh.”

“We’re best friends,” I say, paying no mind to the quickening beat of my heart.

“Right,” Steve drawls, his Texan accent coming out. “Like Harry and Sally were best friends.”

“Will’s not interested in me.” But you wish he was, don’t you? a wicked little voice in my head whispers.

Laurie snorts. “And I’m a virgin.” Within ten minutes of meeting me, she bragged that she’d slept with ten people during orientation week. I, the innocent little flower that I was, dropped my jaw, thinking ten people was more than enough for a lifetime, let alone seven days. “You know you’re the only friend he has.”

“He has other friends,” I say. Wait, does he? He never talks about them. And now that I think about it, he is always free when I ask him to hang out. “Well, he’s friends with you and Steve.”

Laurie shakes her head. “He’s only hung out with us when you’re around.”

“And when he does hang out with us, he barely acknowledges us,” Steve says. In a sugar-loaded voice, he adds, “Because he only has eyes for you.”

“You’re ridiculous,” I mutter even as my heart flutters. Could Will have feelings for me? Jesus, I should stop this train of thought before I get my hopes up. More to myself than to Laurie and Steve, I insist, “He only likes me as a friend. He’s too perfect for me anyway.”

Steve scoffs. “He’s not perfect. His social skills make you look like the queen of high society.” Quickly, he adds, “No offense.”

“None taken,” I grumble.

At that moment, Will emerges from the crowd of buzzed college students with a Corona for himself and a hard lemonade for me. “These frat guys can’t hold their liquor. I saw two of them puke into the kitchen sink.” He grimaces at the Lil Pump song that comes on the stereo, handing me my drink. “Why did you want to go to this party, Simone?” Will wanted to watch a documentary on Netflix, but when I saw Laurie’s text about the party, I convinced him to come with me to the frat house. “I have a fake ID, you know. If you wanted to drink, I could’ve gotten us some nice champagne and we could’ve drunk that back at the dorm.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Laurie mouth to Steve, Do we even exist?

Existence is a social construct, Steve replies.

Of course Will is wholly oblivious to this exchange.

“Every college student needs to attend at least one frat party,” I say before taking a sip of the hard lemonade. “Thanks for the drink.”

“Every college student needs to attend a frat party like a fish needs to learn how to start a fire.” Will sips his Corona, then purses his lips. “Lukewarm.”

“Hey dude, I need to show you something,” Steve says, throwing an arm over Will’s shoulders. 

“Show me what?” Suspicion drips from Will’s voice.

“Something cool.”

“Isn’t Simone coming with-?”

“See you later, ladies!” Steve shouts, disappearing into the throng with Will.

“What was that?” I ask.

“A ruse,” Laurie answers, her gray eyes sparking with merriment.

“What?” Puzzlement
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