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Chapter 1 - Miss Z Arrives
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Miss Z's real name was Zheng Yan. Whether that was her true name was impossible to verify after so many years. 

Later, she was called all sorts of things—Yan, Yanny, Yan Yan, even Yanny Banany. However strange the nicknames, they all referred to her. The reasons behind these odd titles would be explained in time. 

A native of China, she had been "lured" to the United States two years earlier by her boyfriend. To be with him, she gave up a prestigious offer in her own field and instead enrolled in a second-tier school he jokingly called his "backyard." There she pursued a completely unrelated engineering degree. 

By the time she graduated with her master's, the U. S. economy had fallen into the financial crisis. Job boards overflowed with despair about the worst job market in years. At that moment, her boyfriend suggested: "If nothing works, we can just get married. You'll switch to an F2 visa, at least you can stay."

The F2 visa allowed spouses of students to live in the U. S. , but it prohibited employment. Working illegally carried the risk of deportation. 

She valued love, but she refused to marry for such a pragmatic reason. Instead, she resolved to find work through her own effort. If not, she would start a PhD from scratch. With that in mind, she felt no fear. 

No matter how bad the job market, there were always openings. Miss Z was lucky enough to land one. She joined the California state government—earning the title of "American civil servant."

She hadn't realized beforehand that the position was so coveted. She only applied because a friend's Indian roommate's boyfriend had joined the same office after his PhD, and they encouraged her to try. She was casting a wide net, so she submitted the application. 

When the unit called her for an interview, she was still polishing her résumé. She had no expectations, especially since her boyfriend often reminded her: "On average, you send out fifty applications for one interview, and ten interviews for one job."

She treated it as the first stop of a long march. A trial run. 

Before the interview, there was a episode. 

While waiting in the lounge, she saw the next candidate arrive early. He was tall, fit, in a sharp navy suit, clearly someone who worked out. His accent and manners suggested European heritage. As someone who adored uniforms and good looks, she couldn't help feeling a little starstruck. 

They struck up a casual chat about schools, conferences, papers—academic talk. 

He was impressive. Compared to him, she felt utterly inferior. His school was better. He was trained in the field, while she was a latecomer. He had interned at multiple institutions and even completed an MBA on the side. When she mentioned being chair of a student engineering chapter, he outranked her. 

The scene was obvious: one person brimming with confidence, the other outwardly calm but inwardly shrinking, wishing to disappear into a corner. 

On the flight back after the interview, she reflected. How had he managed so much during graduate school, while hers felt so uneventful? 

Later, while reading about "last-minute comebacks," she recalled this very moment. 

Ironically, when she received the offer, her first thought was regret that she hadn't asked for the European candidate's number. Otherwise, she could have called him just to boast, with the line rehearsed in her head: 
"Well, you know that interview? Did they call you yet? Oh, they didn't? Sorry, maybe I took your spot. I got the offer today."
And then she would hang up dramatically, savoring the thrill of defeating someone far stronger. That triumph felt better than the success itself. 

Her boyfriend kept her grounded, reminding her that sometimes rejection comes from being "overqualified," and that talent is talent regardless. But none of that could dampen her joy. 

And so, against all odds, Miss Z carved a path and became a colleague of Schwarzenegger himself. 

The process was chaotic. Because she was a foreigner on a student visa, her supervisor had to scramble to sort out the paperwork. She still hadn't completed her credits, so she had to register for an internship course. Then came sudden news that the position might be cut due to budget crises. Within days, she packed up and moved 1, 500 miles across four states, her belongings rattling in tow. She finally started the job, shaken but safe. 

After so many twists, Miss Z was well on her way to becoming the department's "Rising Star." Those stories would come later. 

For now, let's meet the other main characters. 
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Chapter 2 - The Unexpected "Big Brother"
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David was the first among the group who came over to greet me. He claimed he was Chinese, but the only phrase he could say was a not-so-standard "Ni Hao Ma." He boasted he knew three Chinese phrases: "Hao," "Ni Hao," and "Ni Hao Ma."

Once, I saw him teaching our big boss Chinese in the hallway. Pointing to his knee, he said "knee," then made a circle with his hand for "how," and confidently announced, "Knee How Ma means 'how are you' in Chinese." No wonder his pronunciation sounded so strange—he was using English words to mimic Chinese sounds, just like we once scribbled odd symbols when first learning English. 

David had a mixed background. Born in Laos, he was of Chinese descent, but moved with his parents to Los Angeles as a child. His face and hair showed Chinese blood, but his body, diet, and mindset were entirely Western. A textbook "banana"—yellow on the outside, white inside. 

He told me his Chinese name was "Great Dragon," repeating it in mangled Chinese that no one could understand. He insisted the characters were too complicated, so he had never learned to write them. Later, he brought a piece of paper from home with "偉龍" written in traditional script. At last I understood—indeed, it was a bit much for our American friends. 

Trying to uphold my duty to promote Chinese culture, I patiently taught him the simplified characters. He never remembered them. He even defended himself: "Chinese is just countless little sticks put together. How could anyone remember where all the sticks go?"

My only comment: "Hopeless."

David also had a way of distancing himself whenever he wanted to tease me. He would joke, "You Asians. . ." as if that made him completely separate. 

I would play along, threatening to kick him out of the "Chinese Club." He would then quickly plead, claiming he was proud to be Chinese—though usually ending with a pout and an eye-roll. We repeated this childish game over and over, never tired of it. 

David's forceful personality showed the day he gave me his phone number. 

When I first started working, I lived in a nearby condo community. Upon hearing that, David appeared at my cubicle and said, "Give me your phone."

Though confused, I handed it over. He dialed a number, let it ring twice, and passed it back. "There. That's my number. I live in the same community. If you need anything, just call. I've got your back."

I quickly saved it. 

Then he added, "I've got a shotgun, a crossbow, and if necessary, my crescent blade. If burglars ever break in, I can take them out in seconds!"

He swung an imaginary weapon, making sound effects like "yaah" and "hiyah."

Pleased with himself, he concluded, "I can also defeat them with Chinese Kung Fu. I'm a real ninja."

I couldn't help correcting him: "Actually, ninjas are Japanese. There's no ninjutsu in Chinese martial arts."

He snapped back with his trump card: "All you Asians look the same anyway!" and walked off. 

This phrase had roots in something I once said absentmindedly: "Black people don't have much facial variety. Aside from body shape, they all look the same, don't they?"

David and the others teased me for it as blatant racism. After that, whenever he lost an argument, he would mimic me: "You Asians all look the same!"

Like most Americans, David loved kung fu movies. Whenever Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan came up, he would strike poses as if he, too, had deadly moves. 

I never took his clumsy kung fu seriously, but I did appreciate his promise of looking out for me. Living alone in a new place, it was comforting to know someone nearby would step up in an emergency. 

David's wife was of Indonesian descent, so their daughter looked entirely Asian—slender, slightly dark-skinned, and quick-witted. 

Sometimes, when a group of us went out for dinner after work, "super-dad" David would bring her along. Everyone doted on her, but for some reason she stuck to me. David explained that she must have mistaken me for her aunt, and once again teased, "Well, you Asians all look the same!"

One holiday, I ran into David in the elevator. He tapped my shoulder and greeted me in butchered Chinese: "Mei" (though it sounded more like "Shao Mei," embarrassingly close to "burning coal"). I played along and called him "Big Brother."

He understood perfectly and announced to the whole group that I was his "little sister," playing the role of a gang boss with his underlings. 

Of course, being "Big Brother" didn't stop him from teasing me whenever he could. Only when he needed a favor would he grin and say, "We are family!"
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Chapter 3 - The Quiet but Flashy Heartthrob, Felipe
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By all accounts, Felipe was probably the most handsome guy in our department, maybe even the entire office. He stood about 175-180 cm—tall enough, but not so towering like many Americans that you had to crane your neck to look at him. His neat short hair, carefully trimmed mustache, and sharp features gave him a clean, polished look. His wardrobe rarely varied: plaid shirt, khaki pants, canvas sneakers. Simple, but refreshing. 

His personality was reserved. He always seemed calm, almost detached. Conversation with him could be described as "words are precious." You could ask several questions and get no more than two syllables in response—or perhaps just a faint smile. 

Handsome, yes. But his charm carried too much distance. That was my first impression of Felipe. 

Despite being a devoted fan of good looks, I never really connected with him. For two or three months we hardly interacted, except for one but unforgettable embarrassment. 

His name, Felipe, sounded similar to "Philips," like the electronics brand. I had grown up seeing Philips razor ads, so every time I saw him I nearly blurted out "Philips." I often had to wrestle internally before awkwardly pronouncing his real name. Each time, I caught that faint, teasing smile tugging at the corner of his lips. 

After several failed attempts, I gave up on asking him directly about pronunciation. One morning, I ran into him in the office kitchen. I mumbled a greeting and made a quick escape. Back at my cubicle, I asked a colleague for help. After some practice, I learned that the "p" was actually pronounced like a "b."

Once my colleague left, I stood at the doorway, repeating softly to myself: "Fe-li-be, Fe-li-be. . ."

And then—perfect timing—Felipe walked past, stopping right next to me. He had just come back from the kitchen. 

I froze mid-syllable. My voice caught between "Fe-li—" and I forced out a final "be." Time slowed. His mouth curved into that same faint, knowing smile. 

I scrambled for an explanation but found no words. He simply looked calm as ever, said a quiet "Hi," and walked off. 

But we had already said hello in the kitchen. What was this second "Hi" supposed to mean? For days afterward, I couldn't look at him without feeling mortified. Fortunately, he stuck mostly to his area, and since we weren't in the same team, I rarely saw him. 

Aside from that awkward episode, Felipe remained a kind of untouchable figure in my mind. Clean-cut, quiet, his smile strangely serene. In a workplace full of construction managers who had to yell at workers to command respect, where even women toughened up to survive, his existence seemed almost unreal. 

Among colleagues, he got along well with Ruhe, and somewhat with David. But with Joey—the resident social butterfly—he was distant. Joey claimed it was "pretty-boy rivalry," since they were both competing for attention. Personally, I thought Joey's nonstop chatter would clash with Felipe's silence. Felipe seemed like the perfect antidote to Joey's antics. 

I could already imagine Joey's outrage if he ever saw me write this chapter, ranking Felipe as the most handsome. He would probably read it through a translation app while sharpening his knife. 

Back to Felipe. 

If you think his quiet, cool demeanor was all there was to him, you'd be very wrong. I learned the true meaning of "quietly flamboyant" from him. 

One day, while chatting, Ruhe sighed, "No dating, no boyfriend. . . I'm so frustrated!"

I teased, "But you and Felipe are close, right? He's single. Why not give it a try?"

She only smiled and shook her head. 

David, in a mock-wise tone, said, "Felipe? Not someone Ruhe could handle."

I thought: He looked so pure, like the very definition of a wholesome young man. Not a trace of romance. 

"Oh no! Don't tell me. . . he's gay?"

David laughed hard. "Gay? Of all people, not Felipe. Women would riot!"

Joey casually pulled up Felipe's Facebook on his phone and shoved it in front of me. That's when I realized how naïve I was—completely blinded by appearances. 

His recent posts read like this: 

	



"DJing tonight at Club XX, 10 PM. My turf. Come support, brothers!"


	

	



"Last night was insane. I had a blast. Did you? Let's rock again!"


	

	



"Can't live without music. Who's with me? Let's go!"


	


And under each post were countless comments from stunning, glamorous women: 

	



"DJ Felipe, I'm so excited!"


	

	



"Of course I'll come support you, kisses~"


	

	



"You're so hot, I love you! !"


	


Scrolling further, photos appeared. In one, he stood behind a DJ booth at a nightclub, plaid shirt unbuttoned a few notches to reveal muscle, black headphones hanging around his neck, cap tilted sideways. One hand on the turntable, one on the mixer, his body caught mid-motion, clearly lost in the beat. 

In another, he was surrounded by young women in skimpy outfits, holding beer bottles, dancing close. 

I stared in disbelief. "This. . . wild DJ. . . is the same Felipe who sits quietly in his cubicle like he wouldn't even protest if someone stepped on his foot?"

David smirked. "Don't trust your eyes. That's the real Felipe."

Joey added, sulking, "Plenty of women chase him. All kinds of sexy goddesses."

Then, with a dramatic flourish: "Yan, his job here is just a side gig. Nighttime is when his real life begins."

It felt like thunder out of a clear sky. I swore never again to trust my first impressions. 
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Chapter 4 - Joey the Prankster
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Joey was obsessed with being noticed. Originally, I had planned to save him for later, but if he knew so many people were introduced before him, he'd throw a fit. So let me just record a few of his "crimes" first. 

He was a Jordanian-American, born and raised in the U. S. Aside from slightly brown hair, he looked like any other white American kid. Growing up, he blended easily with the white kids at school and picked on immigrant children—forcing them to drink toilet water, locking them in lockers. The bullying scenes you see in American school movies? He lived them, often worse. 

Beyond those childhood cruelties, Joey spent his youth perfecting silly tricks others thought beneath them. 

One morning, he dashed to my cubicle door like he had treasure to show off. "Yan, quick, look at this!"

He held out his left hand, carefully tugged at his index finger with his right, and—miraculously—pulled half the finger off. 

I was stunned. "Joey! What happened to your finger? Was it always fake?"

Stephen, my neighbor, overheard and walked over. With one glance, he rolled his eyes. "Don't be fooled by his middle-school tricks, Yan. It's childish."

Joey immediately snapped at him. "Childish? Can you do it?"

Stephen waved him off. "Unlike you, I never wasted time learning parlor tricks. Only good for fooling naïve girls like Yan."

Joey pounced. "Oh, so you're calling Yan a middle schooler?"

Sensing a fight, I jumped in. "Hey, hey! If you want to fight, do it outside during break! For now, just explain the trick. My curiosity won't wait."

Stephen muttered, "It's a kid's trick. Watch it twice and you'll get it," and walked off. 

Joey stuck his tongue out at Stephen's back and returned to his performance. 

Once, I was shocked enough not to notice. The second time, I squinted closer. By the third, I caught it: he simply curled his finger and covered it, then positioned the other hand to fake the missing half. All sleight of hand. Simple when exposed, but convincing after lots of practice. 

Apparently, it was a common gimmick in American middle and high schools. Joey had spent hours practicing in front of a mirror, conning plenty of classmates. The day before, he tried it again, found he still had the knack, and decided to show off to me—the one colleague who hadn't gone to school in the U. S. 

And I was the perfect audience. Curious about everything unfamiliar, a bit nearsighted, and easy to fool. So Joey often tested his tricks on me. 

Once, he swaggered over and said, "Yan, I discovered this desk edge is made of special material. Watch, I can punch it and it doesn't hurt."

He slammed his fist down with a heavy thud. The sound alone made me wince. 

"See? Doesn't hurt!" he insisted, then lifted his hand higher and hit again, hard enough to rattle the pens on the desk. Still no reaction. "Try it. It won't hurt."

I tapped lightly. "Hmm, not too bad."

Joey grinned. "It's all about the angle. Like this—you can hit with full force and it still won't hurt."

I copied him, slamming my hand down. A dull crack rang out, followed by my stifled cry. 

From his seat, Stephen muttered, "This time you're in trouble, Joey. Better buy Yan lunch."

Tears welled in my eyes. 

Joey panicked. "Don't cry! I'll treat you. Ice cream, okay? And cake. At your favorite place. Eat as much as you want!"

Whenever Joey got into trouble, he became endlessly generous, bargaining like a street vendor until you accepted. Naturally, we never wasted the chance for a free feast. 

Later, at lunch, the truth came out. The trick was all about control—raising your hand dramatically but striking lightly, while your other hand secretly made the thudding sound. 

I was embarrassed to have fallen for it. Luckily, a lavish free meal soothed both pride and pain. 

After a few such pranks, Joey grew bolder. I, in turn, tried harder not to fall for them. 

One afternoon, I was happily munching an apple at my desk, flipping through papers. Joey sat diagonally across the aisle, close enough to hear, but the cubicle walls were nearly two meters tall, so we couldn't see each other. 

Suddenly—swish—a crumpled sticky note landed on my desk. 

Unfolding it, I found Joey's messy scrawl: "Dummy, can you eat an apple more quietly? You're making me hungry."

I rolled my eyes, scribbled "Whatever" in bold strokes, and tossed it back. Judging by his yelp, my aim was perfect. 

A moment later—swish—another note arrived, this time with a crude angry face drawn on it. 

I ignored it, tossing it into the trash. 

Another came. And another. First random scribbles, then empty scraps ripped off the cubicle wall. 

Finally, fed up, I grabbed half my apple, marched to his desk, and said, "Fine, you win! Here, take half."

He pouted. "I don't even like apples."

I nearly exploded. "Then what are you whining about?"

With a grin, he replied, "I just thought throwing notes was fun."

If violence weren't grounds for getting fired—or even ending up in court—I swear I would have smacked him right there. 
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Chapter 5 - Ruhe from the Saintly Constellation
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Before I arrived, Ruhe was the only young woman in the department—if you excluded Maria, of course. Maria, unmarried and unattached, should have counted, but since she always scolded us with lines like, "You young people. . . ," she was clearly disqualified from the "young" category. 

Maria herself was a character. We became close later, though plenty of friends warned me: "Careful, Maria might try to bend you!" That story deserves its own chapter. 

And to be precise, I should also exclude the "Butterfly Sisters"—two women in their late thirties, always fashionably dressed, constantly laughing in the deputy director's glass office. David couldn't stand them. They too deserve their own introduction later. 

Back to Ruhe. 

She was born in Iran and immigrated to the U. S. with her parents when she was about two or three. At thirty-one, still single, she looked every bit the Middle Easterner, with a slightly fuller figure shaped by American food culture. Sometimes she would sigh, "Why does nobody ever ask me out?" But underneath, she carried herself with a cool, regal air, uninterested in the clumsy advances of young men at nightclubs. 

In the office, Ruhe was everyone's sweetheart. While most greetings flew across the cubicles as casual "Yo," "Sup?" or "What's up, dude?", Ruhe alone would stop beside you, smile, and say sweetly, "How are you doing, sweetie?"

When I first joined, my desk was next to hers. Determined as a newcomer to be punctual and eager, I usually arrived just before she did. Every morning, she would drop her bag and walk over to wish me good morning. 

Her voice was unusual—low, almost throaty, unlike the breezy tones of many American women. But it wasn't unpleasant. On the contrary, it made you unconsciously lower your own voice, softening your manner, speaking as if you, too, were gentler. 

Even after I grew close to the others, joking, gossiping, calling people "bro" and "dude," with Ruhe I always reverted to soft tones, girlish gestures, hugs when excited. David, whenever he passed us, would pretend to gag, showing his disdain. 

Eventually, he got used to it. He ignored the way I could whisper gently to Ruhe, then turn around and bark across the room, "Hey, dude, about that project—" without missing a beat. 

Like many young women, Ruhe loved clothes, makeup, handbags—anything that cost money but brought beauty. It gave us endless topics to share. 

A note here: in China, thirty-one and unmarried might brand a woman a "leftover." But in the U. S. —especially in an office where the average age hovered above fifty—she was firmly considered "young."

Ruhe's skin was porcelain pale, her eyes deep-set, always lined thick with black eyeliner all around, lashes brushed long and full like tiny fans. With just one glance, she exuded exotic allure. I, a novice in makeup, only began applying light cosmetics after reading a workplace guide that called it "basic respect for others." Naturally, I relied heavily on Ruhe's recommendations. 

Once, in a conversation about how Asians prized pale skin and big eyes, Ruhe dragged me to the restroom for a "makeover." A few minutes later, my lashes felt like they were fencing each other, casting shadows over my enlarged eyes. I looked ready to don a sari and nose ring to dance Bollywood. 

What cured me of chasing "big eyes" was David. That afternoon, he passed me several times, each time doubling back with an odd look. 

Joey grinned and said, "Yan, you look. . . different." That was all. 

Finally, David, usually so blunt, muttered, "Whatever trend you're chasing, maybe stop."

I fluttered my lashes. "Not pretty?"

Perhaps worried about offending, he softened. "Not bad." Which, in translation, meant not good. 

Then he added reluctantly, "It just doesn't really look like you."

I burst out laughing. "Don't worry, I agree!" I even admitted that for a moment in the restroom mirror, I hadn't recognized myself. That became instant fodder for David, who rushed to spread the story to Joey, Stephen, and the rest of the peanut gallery. 

The next day, I told Ruhe. She widened her naturally big eyes and said sincerely, "Really? I thought you looked beautiful that way too."

That was Ruhe. She never mocked anyone. Maria and I used to say she belonged to the Saintly Constellation—pure, radiant, made only of beauty and kindness. 
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Chapter 6 - Stephen, the Model Youth
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Stephen joined the department the very same day I did. Our arrival caused quite a stir. 

First, new hires were rare. The department had a policy of prioritizing internal transfers, so it had been years since any fresh faces appeared. Second, the vacancy itself came from a rather dramatic backstory. 

The previous occupant was close to retirement and hoped to coast a few more years for better benefits. Unfortunately, he developed a habit of falling asleep at work—once even snoring so loudly during office hours that it startled a visiting senior official. Combined with his consistent delays in delivering projects, management finally had no choice but to let him go. Getting fired from a U. S. government office is about as rare as winning the lottery, so this made waves. 

The man, of course, sued. We never learned the details of the court ruling, but during our first few months, our boss was constantly tied up with legal proceedings. Whenever the boss's calendar showed "Court," David would tease Stephen and me: "See? Your lawyer is fighting for you again!"

There was another reason for the buzz. Our office didn't cover travel or lodging for interviews, so each hiring round was cheap but grueling. Several rounds failed to produce the "perfect" candidate, so anticipation built about who might finally make the cut. 

In the end, the biggest surprise: the job was originally for one person. But that round produced two top candidates, and the boss didn't want to let either go. He went to another office, fought for an extra slot, and hired both of us. 

David never let me forget it. "Your only advantage is you're female—and Asian at that! Except for Ruhe, A, B, and C, this place hasn't seen a young woman in ages."

By then we were close enough that I just grinned back: "So tell me—are you jealous of my heritage, or my looks?"

For Stephen, David turned analytical. "Your ID number came before Yan's, even though alphabetically your name should come after. That means you're the one the boss pulled strings to keep. You must be special."

Stephen's background was solid but not flashy. He had a degree from a nearby university, studied in the field, did a few internships. A straightforward American kid. 

In time, I saw his strengths clearly: diligent, steady, detail-oriented, always eager to learn. His knowledge was broad, his work solid. For a homegrown American, his depth was rare. 

Since we were in the same group and started the same day, we were inseparable the first half-year: reporting to the boss together, eating lunch together, going on site visits together. 

Though young and a bit careless in daily life, Stephen was considerate. I had only just begun driving independently, nervous about highways, so he always drove us on field trips. He lived over an hour away at his mother's house, which meant waking at 5 or 6 a. m. On the way back, we took turns telling jokes to keep him awake. 

I tried a few Chinese jokes—like the "Big Bad Wolf and the Bunny" or "Buying Carrots"—but they confused him. What cracked him up was a line from American Ascent, which I delivered as a joke: 

Me: "What do you call someone who speaks three languages?"
Stephen: "Trilingual."
Me: "And two?"
Stephen: "Bilingual."
Me: "So what about one language?"
Stephen: "Single-lingual? One-lingual? . . ."
He kept inventing words, until I gave the punchline: "An American."

He burst out laughing, repeating, "Trilingual, bilingual, American!" over and over. Later, he tried telling it to his friends but admitted it never landed as well. He dubbed it "Yan's Classic."

Part of the humor came from context—we'd been discussing the differences in Chinese and American undergrad education, especially language requirements. I boasted that I'd studied English from middle school onward, and in college, many electives were Japanese or German. I even showed off a few words of Japanese. 

Truthfully, I'd only skimmed through the class, remembering just kana and some phrases picked up from anime: "I'm home," "You're back," "Where are you going?" My pronunciation was far from standard, but it impressed Stephen, who knew none. 

To push the effect, I tossed in a few lines of Korean and Thai. He marveled that Asians must have a special brain structure—good at math and languages. 

Stephen himself was mixed Chinese and Mexican, though by his generation the languages had already been lost. His parents, both second-generation immigrants, spoke only English. 

He'd studied Spanish briefly in high school, like many American kids, but never took it seriously. The only phrase he remembered was Hola. From his Italian-American girlfriend, he learned Ciao. And from David, "Knee How Ma." That was the full extent of his foreign vocabulary. 

His maternal grandfather was from Guilin, China. Stephen's attempt to pronounce the city was so mangled it was nearly unrecognizable, but when I pieced it together with his memory of bamboo rafting, I guessed correctly. He lit up when I said "Guilin."

The story went like this: his grandfather emigrated to Los Angeles as a young man, then returned home briefly in his late twenties to marry a woman he had never met—Stephen's grandmother—and brought her back to America. She never learned English, but lived in the U. S. for the rest of her life, visiting China only a few times, once with Stephen's mother and the young Stephen himself. 

Stephen clearly adored his grandmother but couldn't fathom arranged marriage. When I explained that some Chinese students today still meet spouses by family introduction and quickly marry before moving abroad, he was astonished. 

So I walked him through the history: arranged marriages in feudal times, modern taboos against early dating, and the imbalance of single men and women caused partly by the popularity of Asian women in the U. S. I even shared a few messy real-life stories. He shook his head, muttering, "Brainwashed. Totally brainwashed."
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Chapter 7 - A Graduation Trip Gone Wrong
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To introduce the next major character, I have to first tell the story of my so-called graduation trip. 

When I accepted the job, I hadn't officially graduated yet. My start date was mid-September, leaving time to wrap up school. The plan was perfect: take a summer course to finish my credits, complete the experimental part of my thesis, then spend two weeks on a graduation trip before starting work relaxed and refreshed. 

But plans never keep pace with reality. 

Less than a week after I accepted the offer, my new supervisor called: they wanted me to start early. A new fiscal year was about to begin, and with the economy in crisis, the position might be cut if I waited. Better to secure it before anything changed. 

I wasn't very familiar with U. S. politics, nor did I understand why their fiscal year started mid-year. But I knew one thing: a cooked duck could still fly away. Better to seize the chance. 

Suddenly, instead of a leisurely farewell, my life turned into a frantic dance. Within a week, I handled graduation paperwork, internship registration, thesis discussions, and final assignments. 

With no time to ship luggage, find housing, or buy a car in advance, my partner and I decided: we'd buy a car ourselves, drive cross-country, and call it a graduation trip. Maybe we'd even detour to the Grand Canyon. 

There was no time for emotional goodbyes. Many friends I never even saw again. We simply left for the unfamiliar city in the West. 

Looking back, I admire our fearlessness. My driving skills were terrible, our savings small. We bought a beat-up car from the '90s, a rattling machine that sounded like a tractor. We didn't consider that such an wreck wasn't fit for long-distance travel. We realized soon enough, once we were out of town. 

The American Midwest and South are mostly desert outside the cities. It was midsummer, 35-40°C at noon, sun blazing. My partner, having done some research, insisted we avoid air conditioning—too much strain on the engine. 

So we sweated through the highway in brutal heat. Turning on the AC for even five minutes felt like a luxury. Most of the time we cooled ourselves with bags of ice from gas stations. How we endured three days and two nights of this, I'll never know. 

Later, my partner said I had untapped potential. The harsher the environment, the stronger I became. Pampered in comfort, but resilient when tested. 

The best proof was my driving. I used to hate being behind the wheel. But when my partner was on the verge of collapse, I slid into the driver's seat. Before long, I was pushing 70-80 mph, steady as if I'd driven all my life. Each successful overtake boosted my confidence, proving most obstacles existed only in my head. 

But good times don't last. Just as my partner relaxed, adjusted the seat, turned on the radio, ready to reflect on the past and dream about the future—black smoke billowed from the hood. The temperature gauge shot to the top. 

We pulled over immediately. The trunk and back seat were crammed with my must-keep belongings. I'd also pushed the car to 100 mph earlier. No wonder the poor thing gave out. 

Cautious as ever, my partner searched online before touching anything. The verdict: the engine was overheated. Only cooling it down would help. 

It was Saturday. We still had more than a day's journey, and Monday was the last chance to finish onboarding before the fiscal year closed. 

My mind raced. If the car couldn't be fixed, I'd hitch a ride to the next city, catch the earliest flight, and complete the paperwork myself. My partner could bring the car later—or sell it and rent a U-Haul. Complicated, but doable. 

Miraculously, just ahead on the empty desert road was an auto shop. After our improvised fixes, we crawled there. 

The mechanic confirmed our diagnosis: poor radiator cooling. He warned us, "Never open the radiator cap when it's overheating. The boiling water will shoot straight at your face. If you're lucky, you'll only be burned. If not, you'll be scarred for life."

A chill ran down my back. 

They flushed the radiator repeatedly. The first round came out like mud, to our embarrassment. When they heard we'd driven all the way from the South, they shook their heads: "Young people, fearless because they don't know better."

Replacement parts would take days, so after cleaning, we decided to continue. Evening brought cooler air and renewed determination. We skipped the safer plan of stopping in the next city and headed straight toward our destination. 

I say "headed" because we crawled at 60 mph to spare the engine. On wide empty highways, it took serious discipline to stay that slow while cars and even freight trucks roared past. My partner hummed tunes, unfazed, sometimes blasting hot air from the vents as if to enjoy it, shouting, "Let the heat come stronger!"

To avoid the worst of the sun, we drove late into the night. That's when we learned an unspoken rule of nighttime driving. Highways between cities had no streetlights, so most people used high beams. But every oncoming driver courteously switched to low beams when passing. We soon picked up the habit. 

A side note: once back in China, I was driving a rural road at night. Out of habit, I dimmed my lights for an oncoming motorcycle. To my surprise, he dimmed his too. I laughed out loud—without headlights, how could he even see? 

Back to the trip. After another long day, we rose before dawn, napped through the midday heat, then pressed on. Finally, late at night, we reached our destination—or at least, a motel near it. 
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Chapter 8 - Miss Z's "Other Half"
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He Jia-kai was my boyfriend at the time—technically, my freshly minted fiancé. Until now I had always referred to him vaguely as "someone," a placeholder stick figure. But it's time for a proper introduction. 

We were among the few Chinese in our circle without English names. Mine was easy: "Yan" was short and simple, no need for another alias. But Jia-kai struggled. Friends first suggested "Jack," close in sound, but it felt wrong. He tried "Jason" for a while, but it didn't feel like him either. Finally, I suggested "JK"—short, light, and easy to remember. It stuck. 

On my phone, though, he stayed "Jason," because English names worked better with voice recognition. Siri, however, once threw me a curveball. After I set his number under "He Jia-kai," I tried to add a relationship tag. Siri replied in English: "Who? Sorry, I don't recognize this person. Please confirm your relationship."

David and the others never let me live it down. "Yan and JK," they joked, "a relationship even ISO systems can't recognize!"

Jia-kai was resilient, determined, and resourceful—qualities that carried us through many turning points, including the chaotic move I described earlier. 

During his first year in the U. S. , he became famous among Chinese students as a brilliant cook. At potlucks, his dishes were the highlight—people lined up to grab a taste. This amused me, since back home he had been the classic spoiled son: meals served, clothes washed. But his skill in the kitchen won me over. People say the way to a woman's heart is through her stomach. For a foodie like me, it worked perfectly. 

It was one reason I turned down offers from better schools and went to a smaller one in Houston, just to be near him. 

By then, he was riding high. He had convinced me to come, earned a full scholarship at a stronger nearby university thanks to his soccer connections, and even bought the first car among our classmates. He seemed unstoppable. 

But like many couples—one on a master's track, the other on a Ph. D. —our brief time together quickly gave way to long separations. 

When I first received my job offer, I didn't accept immediately. It felt too easy, too sudden, almost suspicious. Like many, I wondered: maybe the next job would be even better? And deep down, I doubted a long-distance relationship. Texas to California was 1, 500 miles and two time zones apart. Our daily lives would grow increasingly different, like so many breakup stories on Chinese forums. 

But Jia-kai stayed calm. Romance could be set aside when reality called. "This kind of luck won't come twice," he said firmly. That settled it. I took the offer. 

Friends like Xiang Hu worried aloud about our future. But Jia-kai only quoted poetry: "If love is true, does it matter whether we see each other every day?" His calm front didn't fool me—his private proposal before my departure showed he, too, had thought long and hard. 

He liked to boast later that thanks to him, I never suffered as other international students did. "Think about it," he said. "You've never once slept on the floor. Never once relied on the bus."

He wasn't wrong. Most students relied on senior classmates or church members for airport pickups and temporary housing, often sleeping on sofas or bare floors until they could buy mattresses. Many endured long, sweaty bike rides in Houston heat before they could afford cars. Air-conditioned classrooms made the transition from sweltering outdoors to freezing indoors brutal, and sudden downpours often turned cyclists into drowned rats. 

But not me. I couldn't even ride a bike. My classmates loved teasing me for that. "Yan, you don't ride a bicycle and you don't drink tea. How can you call yourself Chinese?" In their minds, China was all tea, chess under the trees, and endless bicycles. 

Soccer was Jia-kai's passion. In Houston, he quickly joined a local league of mixed-age Chinese teams. Soccer isn't huge in the U. S. , but in Houston it thrived. Teams competed for promotion and fought relegation each year. Among Chinese students, the tournament was nicknamed the "Southern U. S. Cup"—Mei Nan Bei in Chinese. 

The first time he mentioned it, I misheard. Mei Nan Bei sounded like "Handsome Men's Cup." My eyes lit up. "So it's all gorgeous guys? Do winners get crowned as heartthrobs?"

Jia-kai nearly collapsed. He had to spell out the English before I stopped imagining a pageant of handsome athletes. 

Turns out I wasn't the only one. Plenty of girls thought the same the first time they heard it. Some even spread the "Handsome Men's Cup" title before anyone could explain. Jia-kai never knew whether to feel proud of playing in it—or embarrassed by our imaginations. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 9 - First Days on the Job
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Monday. California. The last day of the fiscal year. 

After days of travel, I woke up in a motel, disoriented, unsure where I was. It took a moment to realize: this was the first day of my working life. 

When I arrived, the boss was already waiting downstairs. After a brief greeting, he took me straight to HR on the top floor to complete the paperwork. 

The forms were overwhelming. They read like legal contracts, full of obscure words I'd never learned. I couldn't tell how many "indenture contracts" I signed or how many forms I filled, but at last I was officially in, no longer afraid my offer might vanish. 

Like in most offices, the first day was light on actual work. Stephen and I, both new hires, were paraded around to meet colleagues, then parked at our desks with employee handbooks. 

That afternoon, people kept stopping by—those who'd missed the introductions, folks from other departments, or enthusiastic matchmakers eager to connect me with anyone remotely Asian. 

"On the 11th floor in Project Management, there's a strong Chinese-American woman. She might still speak Chinese."

"Ninth floor, Design. There's a guy with a Chinese wife who knows a little. East side, row X, seat X."

"There's an Asian girl in the west wing. Forgot her name, but check their team board—you'll recognize it's Asian. You two should talk; her country's near China."

On and on. 

I pride myself on a good memory, but even I was overloaded. Names
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