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            Eliza Park’s Recipe for Senior Year

         
         
            Ingredients:

            
               	1 try-hard salutatorian

               	1 annoying and (annoyingly) cute boy

               	A handful of Korean recipes (measure with your heart)

               	The spice of competition, to taste

            

         

         Mix until well combined. If mixture becomes too tough and you think you’re doing something wrong, you probably are. Keep going
            and hope for the best! You’ll know things turned out right when final product is sweet, spicy, and tastes like home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         I wake up to the smell of miyeokguk.

         
         The direct translation is seaweed soup, which is technically accurate, but contextually bereft. Seawood soup prompts the image of slimy kelp floating around in
            a bowl, like you dipped a dish into murky seawater and set it on a place mat. Bon appétit.
         

         
         Miyeokguk is a soup of tradition, a symbol of celebration, and although today marks the first day of my senior year, that’s
            not the type of celebration that warrants my mom making miyeokguk this morning. Especially lately. She hasn’t been doing much
            of anything since June.
         

         
         But when I roll out of bed, I forget to wonder what the celebration today might be. I’m too focused on letting my nose lead
            me down the stairs and into the kitchen. The unmistakable aroma of savory broth and tangy mussels wakes up my stomach. My
            mom has always been the best cook I know—something I’m reminded of when my stomach cramps with craving, a Pavlovian response
            to hearing my mother clink around downstairs.
         

         
         It’s been a long time since she’s really cooked for us. She must spend some amount of time in the kitchen because she keeps
            the banchan, or side dishes, in our fridge stocked, but the kitchen has essentially spent a season without her.
         

         
         That’s why the image of my mom standing behind the stove, gently stirring the miyeokguk with a slim wooden spoon, is almost startling now. Her hair is cropped at her chin and pulled back with a thin headband, highlighting the gray hairs at her temple. I used to pluck them out for her, but now they battle the black for majority. Ever since I started high school, she would say she doesn’t know what makes her older: her gray hair or the fact that she can’t sleep past six a.m. anymore. Meanwhile, my dad, who mainly teaches long seminar classes in the evening, rolls out of bed once the sun has already made its way halfway across the sky. 

         
         “Smells good,” I say. The sleep in my mouth makes the words come out sticky.

         
         She glances up at me. Or in my direction, more accurately. I can’t remember the last time my mother looked directly at me.
            That’s something I never thought I’d take note of. “You have drool on your chin, Yeji-yah,” she says in Korean.
         

         
         My defense comes in English. “It’s toothpaste,” I reply, raising the back of my hand to wipe off the crust that is very clearly
            drool. This is the unspoken agreement between us—she speaks to me in her native tongue, I speak to her in mine. I know from
            years of her demanding my enrollment in Korean school on Saturdays, she thinks that in an ideal world, I would speak only
            Korean at home. But there’s a feeling of suffocation that comes with needing to simplify my thoughts into the limited vocabulary
            I know, a dull pang of shame when I can’t arrive at the correct formal conjugation. So I continue to use English and she’ll
            continue to ask me not to.
         

         
         My mom shakes her head, her hair brushing along her jaw. For a moment, I think there’s a flicker of something written across
            her brow, but her expression instantly returns to indifference.
         

         
         “Is . . .” I clear my throat before trying again. “Is something wrong?” It’s unnerving to ask a parent this, like a marked subversion of human nature, and it makes me feel suddenly much more awake. Part of me wonders whether it’s a question even worth asking. Have I had a conversation with my mom that lasted more than a few minutes? Certainly not since June. We used to spend entire afternoons together, getting reflexology massages, then buying the week’s groceries at H Mart, then debating whether to take a hot bath or a nap. It’s not like that anymore. 

         
         This is why I’m surprised when, after a moment’s hesitation, she says, “You know it’s tradition to make miyeokguk on someone’s
            birthday?”
         

         
         I do know this. “It’s someone’s birthday?” I comb over dates in my head. My dad’s birthday is in February, mine is in April,
            and my mom’s is in December. Who am I forgetting?
         

         
         “Did I ever tell you why miyeokguk is eaten on birthdays?”

         
         Something faint pulses in my memory. “It’s good for pregnant women, right? Lots of calcium or something in the miyeok.” Miyeok
            is the seaweed that serves as the entire identity of the soup. My mom swears that the quality of the seaweed and where you
            buy it from makes all the difference, which is maybe what she says to justify shipping hers all the way from Korea.
         

         
         “Yes, but more importantly, after pregnancy, the mom has just gone through something very difficult and lost lots of her nutrients.
            Eating miyeokguk on birthdays is not really about whose birthday it is. It actually comes from taking care of the mother.”
            This last part is almost pushed out, and that’s something new about her, too. The way she sometimes ends her sentences like
            an additional word would cause her to collapse.
         

         
         And that’s what it takes for me to finally understand. “It’s Halmeoni’s birthday?”

         
         My mother meets my eyes. They’re misty, and my instinct is to look away, like I’m not supposed to see her like this. We both pretend that it’s from the steam of the soup. My mom murmurs, “She would be eighty-three.” 

         
         My grandmother on my mom’s side passed away earlier this year, in the middle of June, which coincided exactly with when my
            mother takes her annual trip to South Korea. It all happened suddenly, like reading a book and skipping pages at a time. A
            nasty blood clot that traveled to Halmeoni’s lungs. The pure luck that my mom was there for Halmeoni’s hospitalization. My
            father and I flying out to meet her for the funeral. Next chapter. After only a couple of days, I returned by myself so I
            could take my SAT. My father had insisted it wasn’t worth rescheduling. Shortly after, my dad returned, too, for work, and
            then eventually, weeks later, my mom returned on her own. Although it’s deep into August now, and although my mother doesn’t
            lock herself in the master bedroom after dinner anymore, I know she’s always one memory away from unraveling again.
         

         
         I don’t know what to say to my mother’s mistiness. What is there to say to your own parent about something like that? Sorry for your loss? Do you want to talk about it? In no world can I imagine opening that type of conversation with her. I’m her daughter, not a licensed counselor, and we
            hardly even speak the same language sometimes. The whole thing would feel feigned anyway. It wouldn’t help to tell her that
            the woman she’s grieving is someone I felt like I barely knew. I would see my halmeoni once every few years, and our time
            spent together was usually limited by my broken Korean and her insistence that I need to lose more weight. Nonetheless, I
            try to think of something comforting to say before too much time has passed.
         

         
         It’s like my mom can sense my awkwardness. She gives herself a small shrug, a tight roll of her shoulders, and asks why I’m up so early. 

         
         I check the time on the microwave clock. It’s almost seven thirty a.m. If anything, I should already be getting ready. “I
            have school today,” I say.
         

         
         She looks up at me with wide eyes. “Today?”

         
         “First day of senior year,” I remind her.

         
         “Eomeo,” she says, which is essentially the Korean version of oh my God. In this instance, the real translation is, I totally forgot school was starting again. I’m sure in her head, it’s still June. Time stopped in a Korean hospital. “I didn’t pack your lunch.”
         

         
         “I packed one last night.” The truth is that I knew this would be a possibility. It’s not like the hints of the upcoming school
            year weren’t there. We bought the few school supplies I needed at an H-E-B trip a couple of weekends back. I also asked for
            a pair of new white sneakers to wear to school and even went to the Korean salon to get my annual haircut. My mom was there
            for all those things, but only literally.
         

         
         Once upon a time, my mother would have had a lunch packed with a handwritten good luck note stuck onto a Tupperware of thoughtfully
            sliced fruit. She would have asked me yesterday what I was planning on wearing for my last first day of school, so she could
            give her nod of approval. She would have reminded me to set my alarm especially early for this morning so I wouldn’t miss
            picking up my schedule before the school day starts. But those are all remnants of a lifetime ago, a version of my mom lost
            to me now.
         

         
         “Oh, Yeji-yah,” my mom says, stirring the miyeokguk, “mianhae.” I’m sorry. Her voice sounds brittle.
         

         
         I give her a lighthearted shrug. “I’m going to get ready.”

         
         After a crawling summer of SAT studying and tutoring middle schoolers, senior year has taken its sweet time to finally arrive. On the first day of the semester, all the students come to school early to pick up our printed schedule cards from our designated school counselor. If you ask me, I would’ve transitioned to an online model years ago and allowed everyone to get that extra thirty minutes of sleep, but the sleep schedule of Eliza Park does not seem to be on Highland Hills’ priority list. The in-person schedule pickup is sort of a tradition at Highland Hills anyway, and I’m pretty sure it’s only so that our counselors see our faces for a quick check-in before the school year starts. 

         
         I understand the intention. Highland Hills is undoubtedly one of the wealthier schools in Austin, and the parents in the zoning
            district expect the administration to use that money to properly care for their children. I’m pretty sure this school is the
            whole reason my dad decided to buy a house in our neighborhood, even though it’s considerably the smallest place on the block.
            Just to clarify, I’m not too dense to recognize that I’m lucky to go to such a good school, especially one that brought me
            to Kareena and Meredith. But to wait in line for however long just to have a two-minute-long chat and grab cardstock printed
            with my class schedule? Seems a little exhausting.
         

         
         Admittedly, my annoyance this year is compounded by the fact that I haven’t seen my guidance counselor, Mrs. Porter, since
            I informed her that my halmeoni died. After months of ignoring her well-meaning, but overly frequent emails checking in on
            me, I don’t exactly feel thrilled to slide back into her office. It’d be easier to ghost someone if you weren’t assigned to
            meet with them throughout the school year.
         

         
         I’m kicking myself for not realizing that ahead of time as I wait in line for last names N through R. When I hear my name called, it still feels too soon.
         

         
         Mrs. Porter smiles at me. Her coral lipstick is pristine. “Elizabeth Park!”

         
         “Eliza,” I correct, taking a seat across from her. As usual, her desk is threateningly neat, like if I moved one sticky note
            out of place, she’d smack away my hand out of instinct before apologizing.
         

         
         “Right, I know that!” she trills. “It always throws me off to see ‘Elizabeth’ on all the paperwork. But yes, Eliza, how are
            you?”
         

         
         “Fine. How are you?” I just want to grab my schedule and be out the door, but I force myself to engage politely.

         
         I don’t want to give the wrong impression of Mrs. Porter. I genuinely used to enjoy my chats with her. She’s always been a
            supportive and enthusiastic school counselor. But she was also the faculty adviser for the school’s summer tutoring program,
            where Highland Hills students tutor kids from the local middle schools. I had to request a leave to go to South Korea for
            the funeral, and I couldn’t get approved for it without letting Mrs. Porter know what was going on. I still remember her reaction
            when I told her. The gaping mouth and the hint of tears welling in her lined eyes. The hot stab of shame, seeing how my guidance
            counselor had a bigger reaction to my grandmother’s death than I did. I couldn’t look at her without feeling guilty about
            my own nonchalance, so I successfully avoided interacting with her the rest of the summer. Until now, of course.
         

         
         Mrs. Porter tucks her hair behind her ear, or more so does the motion of it but doesn’t seem to realize that it was already
            neatly tucked. “Listen, Eliza. I want to . . . I’m really worried about you.”
         

         
         “Oh, please don’t be. I’m doing great,” I say, with what I hope is convincing enthusiasm.

         
         “Well, you didn’t respond to my emails from the summer after you left for your grandmother’s funeral. Maybe you didn’t receive
            them,” she says generously. I morph my face to suggest that this is totally a possibility. “I wasn’t sure if you were okay.”
         

         
         “I still made all my tutoring sessions,” I say, trying to erase the defensiveness I fear is already there. I actually took
            on more sessions than any of the other tutors in the last half of the summer, but I don’t need to mention it, because if there’s
            one person who would know that, it would be Mrs. Porter. I did more than my share of work, and I did it well. What can she
            fault me for?
         

         
         “Right, and I’m proud of you for doing that. You had some of the best reviews from the students I’ve seen in a while. But
            I also want you to know that I’m here for you. All of us at Highland Hills are here for you, okay?” Mrs. Porter looks at me
            with pleading eyes, like she’s desperately waiting for me to crack open into a vulnerable display of emotion I don’t feel.
         

         
         When it’s clear that I’m not close to crying anytime soon, Mrs. Porter sighs quietly. “You know, if this affects your academics
            or your extracurriculars, just let us know and—”
         

         
         “It won’t,” I interrupt.

         
         “Of course. We know you’re such a good student, Eliza. Still hanging in there as our projected salutatorian, it looks like. Which is why I especially want to check in with you. You’ve worked very hard and when events like this happen in the family, sometimes students do better when they take school a little easier. Also, as your counselor, I am all too familiar with the fact that some students have a very hard time reaching out for help when they’re going through difficult times. Especially our high achievers.” 

         
         I find myself gritting my teeth. I release my jaw and say, “Thank you, Mrs. Porter. May I have my schedule?”

         
         Mrs. Porter pinches the card, and I notice the beginnings of a frown as she slowly hands it over to me. “Now, I do want to
            bring to your attention—”
         

         
         “Culinary Arts?” I say in disbelief, looking at the square cardstock in my hands. Whoever printed these made a huge mistake
            because, there, in the last slot of my schedule, is a class I certainly did not rank, nor is it something I even knew Highland
            Hills offered. Whose idea was it to turn a hobby into an academic course? “This is a mistake. I signed up for AP Physics.”
         

         
         “Right. But unfortunately, there’s only one section of AP Physics and it conflicts with you taking AP Calculus BC, which is
            also only offered fourth period. When you ranked your classes last semester, you put calculus above physics, so this is how
            things worked out.” Mrs. Porter’s expression is guarded, like she knows I’d react this way.
         

         
         “But Culinary Arts isn’t weighted.” I say it softly, just to subvert her expectations.

         
         “Right.”

         
         “And AP Physics is.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         “So my GPA is going to drop.”

         
         Mrs. Porter purses her lips. “That’s not true. It won’t drop, unless you do poorly in the class. If you get an A—which, given your record, I’m sure you will—then your GPA will stay the
            same. It just won’t get that extra weighted boost.”
         

         
         “But other people are going to be taking all weighted classes,” I say. “I won’t be salutatorian.”

         
         She stares at the schedule in my hands like she wishes she could take it back. “Now, Elizabeth, let’s not—”

         
         “Eliza. What are the other eighth-period options?”

         
         “Band and orchestra are the other electives. AP Chemistry is also offered, but it looks like you took that junior year.”

         
         I slump back in my seat. “So there’s nothing I can do?”

         
         “I think you’ll enjoy Culinary Arts a lot, actually. Mr. Treviño is probably one of the most beloved faculty we have, and
            a lot of students want to make this elective work into their schedule, but can’t! So really, it’s a little bit lucky, Eliza.”
         

         
         “I feel really lucky,” I mutter. Then I squeeze my eyes shut. “Sorry, Mrs. Porter. I don’t mean to be . . . well, you know.”
            I don’t know how to finish the sentence, so I don’t.
         

         
         Mrs. Porter gives me a gracious nod. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll change the subject. Something else we’re asked to discuss
            with our seniors is plans for college. It’s time to start thinking about your personal statement, who to ask for letters of
            recommendation, and which schools you might want to apply to. Have you thought about these things?”
         

         
         I nod. “I’d really love to go to MIT. Study computer science. My dad’s an engineer.”

         
         “Great!” Mrs. Porter says. “Well, I’d love to see a draft of your personal statement pretty soon, okay? No rush, but it should
            be something to be working on in the background. And I’d also love to see a list of schools you’re planning on applying to,
            just so I can make sure there’s a good balance of competitiveness. MIT can be the goal, but we have to round out the list,
            too.”
         

         
         I nod again. I am half listening, because mainly I’m still hung up on the fact that my GPA might drop and I won’t graduate salutatorian and what have I even worked for these past three years if I can’t finish strong? The difference between rank two and rank three feels insurmountable. One has a title, and the other doesn’t. One gives a speech, and the other doesn’t. 

         
         Mrs. Porter reads my expression, and something there makes her give a small sigh. “I know senior year can be stressful, even
            without family matters.”
         

         
         Ah. She’s mistaken my silence for grief. Maybe a reasonable assumption for anyone other than me. “I’ll be fine. I promise,”
            I say.
         

         
         I can’t explain to this woman that my grandmother’s death affected me like a stranger’s, that the only time I cried during
            the funeral was when I saw my mother fall into her brother’s arms like a dropped doll. Saying these things out loud would
            make me sound like a villain, and I desperately want to believe I’m not one.
         

         
         “Listen, Eliza. We really want you to succeed. So don’t be afraid to take it easy.”

         
         Now is not the time to take things easy, I want to say. I can take things easy when I have a college acceptance in hand and have given my salutatorian speech at
            graduation to a room of weepy eyes and all the work I’ve invested throughout the last three years has finally turned into
            something real. But of course, I don’t say these things. Instead, I give her a wide, warm smile and sling my backpack over
            my shoulder as I get up. “Thanks, Mrs. Porter. Have a good day.”
         

         
         I leave her office before she can tell me once more that she’s always here for me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         At least my homeroom selection went according to plan and I get to reunite with Kareena and Meredith. The two of them are
            already sitting in the front row, comparing their schedule cards. I guess they weren’t delayed by awkward dead grandmother
            talk with their counselors. They look up when I join them.
         

         
         “Hey,” I say dejectedly.

         
         Kareena already has her hand out for my schedule. I surrender it without a fight.

         
         “Culinary Arts?” she says with possibly even more disbelief than I had. “What the hell?”

         
         Meredith and Kareena’s schedules are identical. They have been for the past three years. I look at their eighth-period slot:
            AP Chemistry.
         

         
         “I asked for AP Physics,” I say. “But apparently that’s only offered fourth period, which is when we have calc.”

         
         “So they put you in Culinary Arts?” Meredith says. Her blond hair has remnants of the electric-blue dye she used over the summer from when she worked at some
            young senators camp. Unnatural hair colors are technically against Highland Hills’ dress code, but I doubt the administrators
            would do anything to Meredith, who easily is in the top ten of our class and takes the school’s mock trial team to state every
            year.
         

         
         “Can you cook?” Kareena asks.

         
         Meredith rolls her eyes. “Come on, Kareena, be serious. When has Eliza ever brought something she cooked to the picnic?”

         
         Every year, starting from middle school, Kareena, Meredith, and I would have a picnic in Zilker Park after the first week
            of classes. It started when we were too young to have our licenses and we had to get our parents to drop us off. We used to
            bring whatever we had at home—lone packets of Gushers, reheated samosas, Nutella sandwiches. It didn’t really matter what
            we brought to eat. It was just a way to squeeze in some last-minute relaxation before the work of the school year consumed
            us.
         

         
         “Oh, so you two will be making something gourmet for this weekend, then?” I say with a raised brow.

         
         Kareena shrugs. “I feel like I could if I tried, is the difference.”

         
         “I’m not completely inept. Like, I know Bagel Bites taste far superior in the oven than in the microwave.”

         
         “Okay.” Meredith draws the word out into an impressive number of syllables. “So you’ll be learning.”

         
         I sigh. “This is unfair.”

         
         “Worried about salutatorian?” Meredith asks.

         
         “Don’t tease me.”

         
         Kareena puts her hand on mine. She is the projected valedictorian, as she has been since our freshman year, and it’s obvious
            why. She’s the kind of student who is effortlessly smart and seems to have been born knowing everything about everything.
            Not to say she doesn’t have excellent work ethic, because she has that, too. Ever since the start of high school, we’ve planned
            on giving our graduation speeches together, and I know that we’re both thinking about that right now.
         

         
         To any other two nerds, of which Highland Hills has plenty, giving a speech at graduation probably isn’t that much of an incentive to grind for valedictorian or salutatorian. But for Kareena and me specifically, it’s been a small dream of ours, with more details added each passing year—us standing in front of a podium, thanking our immigrant parents in a way that is both public and embarrassingly sentimental. An undeniable confirmation that their sacrifices have amounted to something, that in this white and wealthy school district, the children of parents who left their home countries with very little still came out on top. If it sounds too dramatic, it’s probably because it is, but when you’ve let a dream grow for three years and counting, it feels bigger than yourself. We both want this so badly, have pictured it for years, and I refuse to let my chance go at the eleventh hour. 

         
         Kareena squeezes my hand and says, “It’ll be okay. One class isn’t going to tip things too much.”

         
         I try not to huff, because even I know I’m being obnoxious. It’s probably true that one unweighted class isn’t going to kill
            the dream Kareena and I have, but does it have to be a class I have absolutely no interest in taking? They could’ve chosen
            any science or foreign language and I would’ve happily made do. But despite my mother being one of the best cooks I know,
            I have never really spent much time in the kitchen. It’s also occurring to me that I’ve never tried to remedy that.
         

         
         Meredith grins. “You know, it’s actually a blessing in disguise. You see, young one, cooking is an essential life skill. As
            women, we need to learn how to cook so that we can keep our future husbands’ bellies full every night. Pretty sure I’m quoting
            this straight from the Code of Hammurabi.”
         

         
         Kareena gags.

         
         Meredith, who would rather have her toes cut off than marry a man, raises her eyebrows in mock innocence. “You should enroll in midwifery next. Cooking and childbirth—what else are women good for, right?” 

         
         “I promise you are not as funny as you think you are,” I say.

         
         “Honestly, this is punishment for you not taking AP Biology with us last year and choosing chem instead,” Kareena says. “If
            you’d just stuck with us, your schedule would be fine!”
         

         
         Meredith nods in agreement.

         
         “If I wanted to be lectured on my poor decisions, I would just let my internal psyche be a little louder, okay?” I say. At
            the time, the decision made sense. The AP Chemistry teacher, Mrs. Pearson, is also the faculty adviser for Science Bowl, which
            I’ve been a part of since freshman year. I wanted to make sure I had an actual class with her before I asked her for a letter
            of recommendation this semester. But now, with my cursed schedule in hand, all the logic of last year has dissolved into simmering
            frustration.
         

         
         “Maybe Culinary Arts will give you a great anecdote to write about for your personal statement,” Kareena suggests. She started
            writing hers at the end of summer and already has three separate drafts, none of which she’s let me read yet under the excuse
            that they’re in too poor a state for any respectable eyes. Her words, obviously. Based on what little she’s said about it,
            I get the sense that volunteering at the hospital over the summer was her writing muse. Not entirely surprising considering
            Kareena has had her sights set on medical school since sophomore year.
         

         
         “This is like High School Musical,” Meredith says suddenly, like she’s been grappling with this thesis in her head and things have finally clicked together. “People think you’re just a go-getter nerd archetype, but then you’re going to whip out some crème brûlée by the end of the semester, and the nonsense of you being a multidimensional person with several hobbies is going to make the rest of us spontaneously burst into song and dance.”
         

         
         Kareena and I blink at her.

         
         Then, Kareena says, “Eliza’s right. You’re not as funny as you think you are.”

         
         “Am I Zeke or Gabriella in this situation?” I ask.

         
         “Both, obviously,” Meredith says. “Like I said. Multidimensional.”
         

         
          

         The rest of the day goes smoothly, especially with Kareena and Meredith in all my classes. There’s a different energy this
            year, with all of us being seniors and college applications being right around the corner. It’s like we’re letting ourselves
            go on autopilot, finally doing things by muscle memory.
         

         
         That is, of course, until eighth period rolls around.

         
         The location on my schedule card simply says Culinary Kitchen. There’s not even a room number to go off, and I’m left clueless,
            like I haven’t been going to this school for the past three years. I speedwalk to the cafeteria because my first instinct
            is that maybe kitchens are next to other kitchens. But the cafeteria is empty with the exception of one lunch lady who is
            wiping down a table.
         

         
         “Hi, do you know where the student culinary kitchen is?” I ask her.

         
         She looks at the schedule in my hand. “I think that’s in one building over.”

         
         “There’s a separate building?”

         
         She nods. She tells me to walk across the courtyard and look for a small green building. I thank her and leave, just as the tardy bell rings. I sigh. Making a bad impression on a new teacher by walking in late on the first day is something I once had a nightmare about, I’m pretty sure. 

         
         I finally manage to find the promised green building. A tiny tin placard on the side of the door reads Culinary Kitchen. Who
            knew this place even existed? Helpful lunch ladies excluded, I mean. I open the door, interrupting the teacher, who has already
            started his spiel. He’s a Latino man with a little bit of a belly and curly salt-and-pepper hair.
         

         
         The entire class stares at me when I walk in. Okay, so apparently, everyone else knew this place existed. There aren’t too
            many students, maybe a dozen or so, and I realize the class size is probably restricted due to cooking equipment. But even
            so, having a dozen pairs of eyes on me as I walk in late is not my ideal way to start the semester. All the students have
            already found a place to sit around the large aluminum countertop that takes up the center of the room. Along the perimeter
            of the kitchen are what look like individual workstations with stovetops and ovens and sinks. There’s only one empty seat
            left at the center table and I awkwardly shuffle toward it.
         

         
         The teacher looks at his attendance sheet. “Elizabeth Park?” he asks.

         
         “Eliza. I’m so sorry, I had trouble finding this place.”

         
         “No worries, that’s what the first day is for. Glad you found us.” He claps his hands together and resumes, “As I was saying, I’m Mr. Treviño and this is an introductory class to culinary arts. In this class, we’ll not only learn to prepare and cook food, but I’ll also be testing you all on topics like equipment, nutrition, and sanitation. But I want to assure you, this class will be more Great British Bake Off than Hell’s Kitchen.”
         

         
         The class laughs. I smile, even though I’m not sure what the joke is.

         
         “Now, how many of you would say you have cooking experience?” Mr. Treviño asks.

         
         My stomach drops as the entirety of the class raises their hands. My hands feel like lead in my lap, but for a second, I wonder
            if I should put one up, too, just so I don’t call attention to myself.
         

         
         The boy sitting to the left of me turns to stare. “Not any?” His dark eyes are wide in surprise. I wonder where the surprise
            is rooted. The fact that I’m in this small class with other people who are clearly interested and experienced in the subject?
            Or that I’m a girl and naturally should have made a casserole or two at least once in my life?
         

         
         “Wesley, we’re not here to call anyone out,” Mr. Treviño chimes with a jovial chastising tone. “I promise this class is for
            all skill levels.”
         

         
         I give Mr. Treviño a half-hearted smile. I’m trying to convince myself that I’ll easily be able to find my footing. Isn’t
            cooking like science anyway? I’ve always been pretty good at science. I’m even serving as the cocaptain of the Science Bowl
            team this year, which reminds me that I need to notify them that we’re starting practice this Wednesday.
         

         
         Mr. Treviño passes out a quiz to all of us. “Don’t panic. It’s just a diagnostic, to see where you’re at. No grades today.”

         
         The boy next to me, Wesley, hands me the stack after he takes a quiz. He gives me a smile that can only be accurately described
            as a smirk. Why does this guy think he can smirk at me like that? “Good luck, salutatorian.”
         

         
         I take a quiz and pass the others to the next person before it occurs to me that he knows my rank. That must mean he’s a senior, too, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him before. At the very least, I’ve never had a class with him. I put this thought on pause as I take a look at the quiz and feel my body go cold. 

         
         Not to sound too obnoxious, but never have I ever been this lost looking at a school assessment. I know Mr. Treviño said it
            wouldn’t count for anything, but still, the concept of filling out a quiz and not acing it feels illegal. The quiz itself
            is technically straightforward. There are equipment-identification questions. I guess on them. There are technique questions.
            I guess on those, too. The only question I know for a fact I get right is the boiling temperature of water and that’s only
            because it’s a chemistry essential.
         

         
         When Mr. Treviño calls time, I put my pencil down and see Wesley steal a glance at my paper. If he’s looking to score a few
            points, he really chose the wrong class to sit next to me. But to my surprise, he cracks a grin. Smirk adjacent, but not quite
            there.
         

         
         “Number five is a mandoline.”

         
         I look down at what I’ve written. Grater. Like what he’s doing to my nerves. I narrow my eyes at him. “A mandolin is an instrument. Like a musical one, not a kitchen
            one.”
         

         
         He laughs like I’m making a joke. His round eyes crinkle when he does, making him look so youthful. Then his smile drops as
            he realizes I’m serious and I watch as disbelief visibly replaces his mirth.
         

         
         Mr. Treviño makes us self-grade our quizzes. He goes over each question and asks the class for the answer. I go down my paper, marking question after question as incorrect. Mr. Treviño announces that the equipment pictured for question number five is indeed a mandoline and my cheeks burn. I don’t have to look up to know that (a) Wesley is smirking smugly in my direction and (b) I’m doing the worst on this quiz out of the entire class. 

         
         I hate feeling incompetent, so I let the hate spill over to the boy next to me. I can’t believe he thinks he’s so much smarter
            than me. The only person who I’d allow to act this haughty is Kareena, and she fundamentally would never. So what if his quiz
            is barely marked up? Not that I’m looking. Really, I was just trying to confirm his name and my eyes snagged on how long it
            looked all written out. Wesley Ruengsomboon.
         

         
         After what feels like far too long, the bell rings to signal the end of the school day. I immediately stand up and make a
            beeline for the exit, glad to be done with the class. I could honestly switch into band or orchestra and have the same entry-level
            skill. It would even be more useful, I think, to pick up a new instrument. Maybe the cello could be fun. Maybe the mandolin.
         

         
         A shoulder brushes mine and I immediately jump.

         
         I turn and—of course. “Wesley, right?”

         
         His hair is short on the sides, but the top lifts up like it’s been intentionally tousled. He walks alongside me as if I’ve
            invited him to. “I was just curious. How does one get to be salutatorian of a school full of try-hards without knowing a single
            thing about an everyday subject?”
         

         
         “So you know what a mandoline is. Your Nobel is coming any day now.”

         
         He laughs, unfazed. “Eliza, I watched you grade your quiz. Let’s not pretend that’s the only thing you didn’t know.”

         
         I refuse to let shame flood my cheeks. “Stop looking at my paper, creep.”

         
         “All the red caught my eye.”

         
         I halt to face him, straightening my back to make myself feel taller, but he’s still got a head over me. “So it’s just coincidence
            that you know my rank and were looking at my paper?” I ask.
         

         
         He shakes his head and I watch his hair bounce. I want to tell him that we’re not in a shampoo commercial, but then it would
            expose me for paying too much attention to him in the first place. “Does everything revolve around rank to you?” There’s a
            marked shift in his tone, like it’s been drained of humor and replaced by wariness. It’s clear that he is not thinking about
            my role in a shampoo commercial.
         

         
         “That’s not what—”

         
         “No, I get it. You’re one of those kids where school is, like, your entire life. But you know what they say about being at
            the top.”
         

         
         Without my consent, I hear myself saying, “What?”

         
         “Only way left to go is down,” he says, and I don’t even need to see Wesley’s face to know his mouth is curled into the smirk
            I’m already coming to despise. “I hope you’re as good of a student as you think you are. Winning the cook-off won’t be fun
            without any real competition.” Then he easily rushes past me, sauntering off into the emptying hallway. In no time at all,
            he’s out of sight, and I realize he’d been slowing his pace to walk by my side. Cursed tall boys with their cursed long legs
            and equally cursed long stride.
         

         
         “Get over yourself,” I say, but he’s too far away to hear me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         By the time I get home, my mom has a student over for a lesson. She doesn’t normally have one at this time, but I can tell
            it’s a student because the notes of a staggered minuet reach me from the garage.
         

         
         My mother teaches private piano lessons to a dozen kids in my city. She didn’t always want to be a piano teacher. Her undergraduate
            degree in South Korea was for journalism. But then she and my dad moved to the United States, where her degree didn’t seem
            to matter and what used to be her best strength—her wield on language—became her largest hindrance. So she ended up settling
            on a more universal language: music. There were still some translations to be done, but the biggest victory was that private
            piano tutoring required no extra degrees or licenses.
         

         
         The student stumbles through the piece as I walk into the house. I heat up the pot of miyeokguk and check the rice cooker
            to see if there’s anything left in there. I’m blessed—it’s full. I scoop a heaping mound of sticky rice into a bowl and let
            my eyes scan the kitchen as I wait for the miyeokguk to warm. On the ledge of the countertop, a pile of papers is strewn around,
            like my mother didn’t have time to put them away before her lesson. I can’t help but inch closer to investigate.
         

         
         The papers are soft and yellow tinged, with the occasional tear in the corners. Faint stains and powdered fingerprints stamp across handwritten Korean in black ink. I can’t decide if the papers are old or have just been amply loved. Although my Korean reading comprehension stays generously at a third-grade level, I can easily tell that these are recipes. I pass them through my fingers as I look at one after another. Kimchi jjigae, dakdoritang, japchae . . . I recognize each dish as things my mom has made for me growing up. The handwriting prevents me from making out all the instructions. Reading Korean is difficult for me when it’s perfectly printed by a machine, let alone when it’s handwritten, but I think I can decipher the gist. I’m so absorbed in studying the different recipes that I don’t notice the piano stop and the front door close. 

         
         My mom walks into the kitchen, saying, “The miyeokguk is boiling. You need to take the lid off.” She turns the heat off and
            tilts the lid so that steam escapes. “Did you stir it at all? It smells like the miyeok might be burning.” Then she looks
            at me, and I know the exact moment she understands what I’ve been doing because she wilts, nearly imperceptibly if I weren’t
            watching her so closely. She walks over to me with her mouth pursed, like she’s holding her breath or biting her tongue, or
            maybe both.
         

         
         I start to feel like I’m trespassing. I stack the papers together, being careful not to crinkle the edges further.

         
         My mother’s voice interrupts me. “I was looking at them today because I missed her.”

         
         My hands still. “Halmeoni wrote these recipes?”

         
         “She wrote them for me when I told her I was moving to America. She said she would never forgive me if I forgot how to make
            the dishes she made me growing up. When I first moved here, I made these recipes so often, I knew them by heart within the
            first two months.”
         

         
         For some reason, I feel choked. A sudden guilt prickles at my skin like a wool coat when I realize that I have never shown interest in my mother’s cooking before. I never questioned where she learned her recipes, or whether I would ever learn them, too. And I never made the connection that what she made for me, in turn, might have been made for her when she was younger. 

         
         “In fact,” my mom continues, “your dad got sick of me making the same dozen dishes all the time. He would say, ‘We’re in America.
            Let’s experience American food! There’s McDonald’s on every corner and it’s so cheap!’ If he wanted to eat somewhere nice,
            we would go to Olive Garden.” She smiles as she says this, and I can’t help wondering what exactly she is remembering. “We
            gained a lot of weight,” she laughs. “Halmeoni hardly recognized me the first time she came to visit us here.”
         

         
         “That’s the real American experience,” I say.

         
         My mom nods in agreement. “These recipes are a great baseline, but even now, my taste has become Americanized. I’ll find myself
            adding more salt or more sugar than what your halmeoni wrote down.”
         

         
         I nod, mainly because, once again, I feel like I have nothing to contribute. In another life, maybe I’d have grown up learning
            these recipes from Halmeoni herself, in some kitchen in South Korea, wearing a public school uniform with Park Yeji stitched
            across the right chest, speaking Korean with a fluid tongue instead of a tied one. But in this life, these recipes are just
            markings on a page, remnants of a mother-daughter relationship I did not see and a grandmother-granddaughter relationship
            that did not exist.
         

         
         I want to hear my mom continue to talk because this is the loosest I’ve heard her in months, but I feel frozen. Ever since June, there’s been this unspoken but undeniable wall between us. Anytime it seems to be in the process of being deconstructed, one of us builds it back up again. I worry that maybe it’s me this time. 

         
         She suppresses a sigh and it’s like she senses my thoughts, knows that I feel like I’ve forgotten how to have a conversation
            with her. She takes the stack of recipes and places them in a clear folder, sliding it behind jars of flour and potato starch.
            “I have to get back for my next lesson. Your rice is probably cold.” Then she exits the kitchen to make her way back to the
            lesson room.
         

         
         I realize belatedly that the miyeokguk does smell a bit burned The frustration burns inside my chest like an open flame. I
            can’t even heat up a premade soup without messing something up. Am I that pathetic?
         

         
         I’m eating alone at the dining table when my dad gets home. He comes in with his suit jacket tucked underneath his arm. He’s
            a professor at the local university where he teaches classes in electrical engineering, mainly to graduate students. Most
            of the courses are in the evening, so I don’t see him for dinner that often. My dad is one of those people who are steeped
            deeply in the minutiae of academia. It takes a special kind of person to spend years in school and decide, oh yeah, they would
            like to spend the rest of their careers in school, too. I mean, I like school as much as the next nerd, but choosing academia
            for the rest of my life sounds like too much for even me.
         

         
         “Hi, Appa,” I say with a mouthful of soupy rice.

         
         “Hey, Yeji-yah. How was school?” he asks. He speaks to me in English most of the time. Part of me thinks it’s because he’s
            always in professor mode.
         

         
         “Fine,” I say. I’m about to tell him about my shitty day in Culinary Arts, but I stop myself. If there’s anyone who would be more upset than me about not being in AP Physics, it would be my dad. 

         
         The relationship between Appa and me is simple math. He loves school. I am good at school. By the transitive property of immigrant
            familial dynamics, we get along great. This has been the foundation of our kinship since elementary school, when my first-grade
            teacher read aloud my book report to the class as an example of what to do. When he found out I was ranked second in my class
            at Highland Hills, a school known to send dozens of kids to top-twenty schools every year, he insisted on calling me salutorian the whole day. He has trouble saying the word salutatorian, and in his defense, the word probably does have too many syllables.
         

         
         This is all to say that, although my father and I are close—maybe even closer now that my mother is barely a part of our family—I
            can’t find it in myself to volunteer information that he most certainly will interpret as my rank being in jeopardy. Instead,
            I let my eyes fall to the table as I ask, “How was school for you?”
         

         
         “Great,” he says, walking into the kitchen and scooping himself miyeokguk as well. He spoons rice and pulls out different
            banchan dishes from the fridge, stacking the Tupperwares like Jenga pieces. Kimchi, bean sprouts, spinach—a tower of things
            my mom somehow still makes for us despite never being seen in the kitchen anymore. I consider my dad to be a smart and capable
            man, but I wonder what he would do for himself if my mom truly dropped all her chores on us.
         

         
         My dad sits at the dining table with me. “Where’s your eomma?”

         
         “Piano room. I think she has a lesson soon,” I answer.

         
         “How is she?” he asks as he begins eating his dinner. As he chews, the corners of his mouth turn down. “Did she burn the miyeokguk?”

         
         If I’ve been scared to talk to my mom since Halmeoni’s death, then my dad has been absolutely terrified. He’s hardly interacted
            with her since she came back from Korea, letting her have her alone time, tiptoeing around conversations, and never asking
            her a direct question. I mean, not that I’ve been much better, but isn’t there a different responsibility when it’s your spouse?
            I can’t imagine my dad feels as awkward around my mom as I do. I think he believes space can reset everything, but in the
            meantime, he asks me to connect the bridge between them. I obviously have not been doing a very good job at it.
         

         
         “She’s definitely not herself today,” I say. “It would’ve been Halmeoni’s birthday. But she’s trying her best.” I don’t know
            what compels me to skip over the recipes I found. Given that my mother made them frequently enough that my dad would ask for
            McDonald’s instead, I’m sure he would recognize what I’m talking about. But remembering the ease of my mom’s speech when she
            was reminiscing in the kitchen, the relaxation in her shoulders . . . part of me wants to hold on to that just for myself.
         

         
         My dad nods, tossing cubes of kkakdugi, or radish kimchi, into his mouth. “She always does. And so do you. That’s why I’m
            proud of you. That’s why you’re salutorian.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Appa,” I say, getting up from the dining table and going to wash my dishes.

         
         When I go upstairs to my bedroom, I consider reading the Culinary Arts syllabus to prepare myself for tomorrow. But the idea
            is so exhausting that I end up falling asleep without even unpacking my backpack.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Culinary Arts the next day is an absolute shit show. Even reading the syllabus would not have helped my ineptitude.

         
         I come to class, actually on time, but people have made a pattern of the first day and sit exactly where they sat yesterday,
            giving me no choice but to take my seat next to Wesley Ruengsomboon again. We both sit in silence, staring straight ahead
            and very pointedly not looking at each other.
         

         
         Mr. Treviño takes his place at the front of the classroom when the tardy bell rings and flashes us all an impish grin. “I
            forgot to mention this yesterday in class, but one of your classmates—who is already keeping me on my toes—asked me about
            it today after seeing it on the online syllabus. We do something a little bit different for the end of the semester here in
            Culinary Arts. No paper exams from this guy,” he says with a hearty laugh. There is something weirdly joyous about him, like
            he genuinely wants to be here with us. “What we like to do instead is block off an evening where everyone is free, which shouldn’t
            be hard with this small a class size, and have a cook-off! Throughout the semester, everyone is expected to come up with three
            original recipes for an appetizer, an entrée, and a dessert, and then cook this three-course meal during the cook-off.” Then
            Mr. Treviño drops his voice conspiratorially and wags his bushy eyebrows
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