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For Kaia, whose bottomless well

of creativity inspires me every day.
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Chapter

1

I DECIDED TO NAME THE hot dog Oscar. I mean, how clever is that? Oscar as in Oscar Mayer, the meat company. Get it? Hilarious, if I do say so myself. Even if hot dogs aren’t exactly a common dish in the Li household.

Unfortunately, a funny name was the only good idea my brain had last night. Because after I stitched through the tail end of the yarn and tucked it into Oscar’s stuffing, I popped him into my backpack so I could bring him to school. With his little beaded eyes and slightly crooked smile, my newest crochet creation was just too adorable to keep to myself.

I didn’t mean to sew his smile that way. I counted the number of stitches between his eyes wrong and ended up with an even number, which made centering his smile impossible. But I liked the way his crooked smile made it look like he knew something no one else did. And that yellow stripe I stitched onto his body for mustard . . . Oscar was a true masterpiece!

Priya and Cindy, my two best friends, would love him. I had to take him on a field trip to Lynbrook Middle School.

What a mistake.

Fast-forward to now. The sound we’d been waiting for all day had finally rung, and just like that, sixth grade was over. Summer had officially started!

I couldn’t wait to get out of the most boring computer skills class ever. I scooped up what was on the desk and grabbed my backpack to shove everything in . . .

And out tumbled Oscar.

After a few somersaults, he bumped up next to the crisp, clean white sneaker of Miss Perfect herself, Kendall Stewart.

I lunged forward. But before I could get him back to safety, Kendall had Oscar in her manicured hands.

“What’s this?” She turned him around to get a better look. “Aren’t we a little old to be playing with dolls, Pearl?”

My cheeks burned. But against my tan skin, I knew it wouldn’t show. My mom liked to remind me that it was a good thing to not have your emotions show on your face. That way, you could hide them better. But sometimes, I wished they could do the talking for me. Maybe people wouldn’t be so quick to look past me if they knew what I was really feeling.

Or if I had the guts to tell them.

I’m not playing with dolls, I wanted to shout. I’m definitely too old for that. But making them with your own two hands? That’s not easy!

Did I say what I was thinking, though? Of course not. My mouth liked to stop working whenever I had to confront someone, especially someone like Kendall Stewart. She always looked like she just stepped out of a movie, shining with that energy only beautiful, confident people have. Even the plastic charms on her bracelet matched the swirly pattern of the sundress she was wearing.

“Hey, give that back!” Priya leapt to my rescue, her eyes flashing and her long hair whipping forward like a bolt of black lightning. She snatched Oscar from Kendall, shoved him back into my hands, and pulled me out of the classroom in a huff.

When we got outside, I sighed with relief and threw my arm around her.

“You’re my knight in shining armor, as usual.” I laughed.

She flashed me a smile as big and bright as her oversized red sweater. “And you’re my damsel in distress,” she quipped back, slinging her own arm around my neck.

That was our running joke ever since we became best friends in third grade. Even then, Priya was a fierce defender of the meek. The other kids always teased me for how small I was. But it was the day that a boy called me a “ching chong with glasses” that our friendship really took off. She shoved the boy so hard into the mud that he had to find another pair of pants from the lost and found.

Then we bonded over our love of crafts when I shyly presented her with a rainbow clay lump covered with mounds of glitter as a thank-you. As we’d gotten older, I could still count on her to be my voice when it wouldn’t come out on its own.

“Now that you’ve been rescued, let me see!” She held out her hand, flipping her hair back in that dramatic way she always did. I tossed her Oscar.

“I love it!” she cooed, turning him around. “Very pop art.”

“I finally finished him last night.” I pushed my glasses back up my nose. Charm bracelets weren’t my thing, but a fun collection of glasses was! The last day of sixth grade deserved a little extra flair, so I had picked out my bright red cat-eyed pair this morning. “See, I even sewed on mustard with this single crochet strand.”

A jingling sound approached us from behind. Priya and I looked at each other and grinned. Without turning around, we both called out, “Hey, Cindy!”

“Aww, how adorable!” Sure enough, it was Cindy, our other best friend. The long earrings dangling below her cropped haircut and the key chain collection hanging from her backpack always announced her arrival. She was like a cat with a bell on its collar.

“Wanna know what his name is?” I paused for dramatic effect. “It’s Oscar!”

Priya burst out laughing. But Cindy cocked her head and frowned. “Oscar? I don’t get it.”

“Oh, sorry. Oscar Mayer is this huge meat company that makes hot dogs and ham and other stuff like that in the US,” I explained. Cindy was new to Sunnydale and had moved here from Hong Kong at the beginning of the school year. Sometimes these types of jokes went over her head.

Her English was perfect, though, at least to my ear. But the principal was still making her take an ESL, or English as a Second Language, class, just because she mixed and matched words in a funny way and had an accent that made her sound British sometimes.

But Cindy didn’t complain. “It’s an easy A,” she’d say.

“Now that we’re seventh graders, what should we do in our first few hours of summer vacation?” I led my two best friends down the building steps and toward the bike racks in front of the school.

Suddenly, my pocket buzzed. I pulled out my phone

Incoming text from Mom.

Uh-oh. I had a feeling I knew what the message was going to say.

I swiped at it anyway.

Congrats on finishing sixth grade! So sorry, but Dad and I have to work late today. Rain check on dinner at A&J’s? I put $20 in your account. Treat yourself to delivery tonight.

My heart sank. They had to work late again? My parents had promised that they’d take me to my favorite restaurant tonight to celebrate the end of the school year. The beef noodle soup at A&J’s was amazing. It had exactly the right amount of spice, with the most tender beef chunks and chewy, thick noodles. Yum.

It’d also be the first time this week I’d get to sit down and have a nice, relaxing dinner with my very busy family. Or so I had hoped.

Forget it. Like they care I’m an official seventh grader now.

I closed my eyes and pictured the sad feeling sliding off my body and out through my arms, like I’d learned from the meditation app our teachers made us download for Life Skills class.

My phone buzzed again: $20 has been deposited to your account.

Ugh. Who wants to eat cold, sad delivery food by themselves in an empty house on the first day of summer vacation? Even if my older sister, Jade, happened to be home, she’d be holed up in her room tip-tapping away at her computer and ignoring me anyway.

No, thank you. I knew what I wanted to do with this consolation prize of a family dinner.

“How about a drink at Boba Time? My treat! You can get as many toppings as you want—even double scoops of pudding.” I jabbed at Cindy playfully with my elbow and waggled my eyebrows at Priya.

“You know I can’t say no to that!” Cindy shouted, her earrings swinging up and down. “Zǒu ba!” Cindy always slipped into Mandarin Chinese when she got excited, and I loved hearing it. It was like sharing a secret that only the two of us knew.

Cindy was right: Let’s go!

It was time to kick off the summer. And the best way to do that was a visit to my favorite place in town—Boba Time.
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Chapter

2

WE BIKED TO EASTRIDGE VILLAGE and locked up by the racks in front of the barbershop with the neon “Open” sign that always buzzed and flickered when you walked by. It was kind of a sad shop, actually. The red-white-and-blue pole was broken and no longer spinning in the cheerful way it had been when I first started coming to Boba Time.

In fact, there was nothing interesting about Eastridge Village. It was like all the other egg-colored, brown-roofed strip malls that linked together in a never-ending chain along Sunnydale’s main road.

But tucked away in the corner, with its pale blue awning and shiny metal round table out front, was Boba Time. It was the best boba shop in town, hands down.

The bells hanging on the front door jangled as Priya swung it open. The smell of tea and herbs and honey immediately floated over us.

“Hello?” I called out. The shop was empty, like it was a lot these days. But cheerful Chinese pop music filled the air, and the shelves were stocked full with shiny golden jars and colorful boxes like Lego bricks, all filled with loose-leaf teas and Chinese herbs. A red Crock-Pot with tea eggs inside bubbled on the counter.

“Auntie Cha?” I called out again.

A tangled mop of jet-black hair peppered with a few gray strands and piled high in a loose bun rose from behind the counter. Auntie Cha’s eyes crinkled when she recognized me, a big smile breaking across her face. She blew away escaped strands of hair and wiped her hands on the black apron tied around her waist, then came around to our side of the counter. She swept me up in a big whirlwind of a hug, her long skirt swirling around our feet.

“Pearl! Welcome!” she exclaimed in Taiwanese. “Congratulations on finishing sixth grade!”

“Xièxie, Chá āyí,” I replied in Mandarin, returning her hug with a big one of my own. Auntie Cha, the owner of Boba Time, always made me laugh. The energy she gave off made the air buzz with positive vibes. Even her body flowed with soothing movement, her arms fluttering like a butterfly from the silk blouses she wore as she bustled around the shop making tea for customers.

Most Taiwanese and Chinese aunties in Sunnydale were so serious and proper and only ever wanted to talk about my grades and what my older sister, Jade, was up to. But Auntie Cha was different. She didn’t care what anyone else thought and just did her thing, which was run her tea shop.

“Nǐ hǎo, Chá āyí,” Cindy chimed in, also greeting her in Mandarin.

The first time we brought Cindy to Boba Time, Priya told me she was surprised to hear Cindy call Auntie Cha “āyí,” or “auntie,” in Chinese, too.

“I always thought Auntie Cha was your real aunt! You two seem so close,” she protested when I broke into giggles.

“No, no, I call her that to be polite. It’s a way for Chinese kids to show respect to adults.” I laughed. “Her last name isn’t Chá, either. It’s Yáng. ‘Chá’ means ‘tea’ in Mandarin, and everyone calls her that.”

“Ooh,” Priya had replied, nodding her head. “My parents make me call their Indian friends ‘Auntie’ and ‘Uncle,’ too.” Like me, Priya was born here in the States, although both her parents were from Mumbai.

Then she chewed nervously on her lower lip. “So, should I call her Auntie Cha, too? Or Mrs. Cha?”

I shrugged back. “Whatever you want. It doesn’t matter so much for you because you’re not Chinese.”

Since then, I don’t think I’d ever heard Priya call Auntie Cha anything in particular. Which was a little weird, if you asked me.

As Cindy and I greeted Auntie Cha, Priya hung back, shuffling her feet awkwardly. Then she turned around and wandered off to the other side of the store.

“You are all seventh graders now! How does it feel?” Auntie Cha continued in Mandarin. She took her place behind the counter.

I beamed. “It feels great! Now I have all summer to keep working on my amigurumi.”

“And I made it through my first year of school here in Sunnydale.” Cindy blew out a sigh of relief. “I could keep up with everyone after all.”

“Of course you could, silly.” I poked her in the ribs, making her laugh. “I told you that you had nothing to worry about.”

“My parents still signed me up for extra English classes over the summer, though.” Cindy shrugged. “Guess it doesn’t hurt to get perfect.”

“You’ll probably end up with better English than me.” I giggled.

“If only getting used to living here was just about language. I’m glad I’ve got you and Priya to show me the ropes.” Cindy waved in Priya’s direction.

“The three of you are such smart, thoughtful girls. I had no doubt they’d help you.” Auntie Cha wiped down the counter with a washcloth. “Speaking of your amigurumi, Pearl, have you made anything new lately?”

While I rummaged through my backpack for Oscar, Cindy joined Priya at a table in the corner. Priya already had a jumble of colored pencils out and was doodling away in her sketchbook.

I handed the hot dog to Auntie Cha. She clapped her hands with delight.

“Tsiok kóo-tsui-neh!” she exclaimed, switching back to Taiwanese.

“I know, he’s so cute!” I replied, sticking to Mandarin. “It took me a while to sew the meat and bun together, but I managed okay.”

When it was just the two of us, Auntie Cha usually spoke in Taiwanese, and I responded in Mandarin Chinese. Most people who grow up in Taiwan learn both, like Mom and Dad. But my parents thought that it’d be more helpful for me and Jade to learn Mandarin because more people spoke it, like the billion plus people in mainland China. So they spoke to me and Jade in Mandarin and asked that we respond that way, too.

Mom and Dad still used Taiwanese with each other, though. So while I understood Taiwanese pretty well, Mandarin flowed off my tongue faster.

Auntie Cha inspected Oscar carefully, softly stroking his stitching. “Pearl, this strand of yellow mustard is a nice touch. This looks like something you can buy in a store!”

I blushed. “Aw, you always say that. I’m not that good.”

Auntie Cha looked at me with her eyebrows raised high. “Have you shown this one to your mom?”

“No, Mom wouldn’t get it.” I stroked the stitches that made Oscar’s crooked smile. “She never does.”

Unlike Auntie Cha, my mom wasn’t thrilled about my amigurumi. She’d rather I do things like learn to code or tinker with robotics. “Are you sure you should be spending all your time crocheting?” she said once when she saw me with my yarn instead of working on my geometry homework. “There are lots of new things you could challenge yourself with, like engineering or programming. Don’t you want to expand your horizons and try the things that modern girls are finally empowered to do now?”

No, not really, I wanted to tell her. I wanted to do the things I liked because I liked them. Because they made me feel good. But I’d never say that to her face. That’d mean disagreeing with her, and the idea of doing that made my heart race.

“I guess so,” I had finally muttered in reply before tucking the yarn away and getting back to complementary angles.

I wondered sometimes if telling her would hurt less than seeing the little wrinkle that always appeared between her eyes whenever she saw me crocheting.

Auntie Cha, on the other hand, loved hearing about my art. She even kept a crochet teacup that I had made for her on the cash register for all her customers to see.

“Someone at school laughed at my hot dog today.” I tucked my hands into my jean pockets. “That didn’t feel very good.”

“Oh, Pearl.” Auntie Cha sighed. “You must remember that your art is for you, not for anyone else. What other people say about it doesn’t matter. It’s what it means to you that matters.”

Easier said than done. Of course I cared about what other people said. I mean, who wouldn’t?

I turned away from the counter and called out to Priya and Cindy, who were both giggling at something on Priya’s phone. “What do you two want?”

Priya shrugged her shoulders. “Just my usual, please.”

I groaned. “Aw, come on. It’s my treat today. And it’s the start of summer vacation! Try something new, like àiyù jelly or sago balls.”

Priya shook her head. “No, thanks. Black tea is good enough for me.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Priya, you have no idea what you’re missing. Cindy?”

Cindy jumped up from her seat and grabbed a menu off the counter. “You don’t need to ask me twice! I’m going to stuff mine with a ton of good stuff.”

“Now, that’s more like it!” I cheered. “Priya, you sure you don’t want to try anything new?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she mumbled back, then turned around to work on her drawing.

Oh well. I did my best.

While Cindy skimmed the menu, I ordered Priya’s usual unsweetened black milk tea, no boba. Cindy decided to stuff her Hong Kong–style milk tea with grass jelly, two scoops of egg pudding, and extra condensed milk. My favorite was Auntie Cha’s sparkling green tea with mango, which she made from scratch by pureeing real fruit. Today felt like a day for an extra scoop of boba, and I had her throw in a healthy chunk of almond tofu for good measure.

When I took out my phone to pay, the price on the reader flashed the same amount it usually did. But we had gotten loads of extra toppings. I opened my mouth to say something. The store was empty enough.

But then I caught Auntie Cha’s eye.

“Congratulations again, Pearl.” She winked and squeezed me on the shoulder. She handed Oscar to me, with him lying on the palms of her hands like she was giving me something precious.

I winked back.

Munching on chewy, sweet boba in a warm, cozy place surrounded by good friends and the smell of tea and honey . . .

Now this was what celebrating the end of sixth grade was supposed to feel like.
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Chapter

3

THE SUN WAS SETTING AS I coasted up our driveway and into the garage. The evening shadows stretched across the living room, and the house was super quiet. I knew Jade was home because I’d seen her car parked on the street. But she was probably holed up in her room like she always was, tapping away at her computer.

Jade was a junior in high school—actually, now a senior—and had made waves in Sunnydale a few months ago when she designed and developed a mobile game that sold really well in the Apple App Store. Jade was a true modern girl, as my mom would say.

I had just blown the last of my dinner money on two new balls of yarn from Uncommon Threads, the knitting store I stopped at on the way home from Boba Time. So I had to figure something out to satisfy my grumbling belly.

Luckily, the red light on the rice cooker was still on. I grabbed a bowl and scooped in some leftover rice from the night before. Then I rummaged through the pantry looking for something—anything—to make my dinner less depressingly boring.

A plastic jar with a white lid, red label, and what looked like tan-colored cotton candy inside caught my eye. It was a jar of ròusōng.

Score.

In the Li household, you could always rely on the shredded pork topping with the consistency of cotton candy to spice up a bowl of plain rice. The way that ròusōng dissolves in your mouth like a sweet and salty cloud . . .

Yum.

After scarfing down my dinner, I checked in with Jade with a knock on her bedroom door. She was sitting in the dark with her back to the door, hunched over the glowing light of her computer, a huge set of headphones perched on top of her pixie haircut. Streams of letters in different colors flashed on her screen like in that scene from The Matrix, an old movie that my whole family loved.

Well, everyone in my family except for me, that is.

“Hey, I’m home.”

“Have you eaten?” Jade didn’t take her eyes off the screen.

“Yeah.”

And that was that—a typical conversation between us sisters. Sometimes I wished Jade was more like those sisters you’d see in TV shows or movies who give you advice about boys and parents and growing up.

I left my own bedroom door open a crack like my parents always wanted us to. Then I patted down my bed, moving aside mounds of loose yarn in search of my buried laptop. I finally spotted the “LOVE” sticker that adorned the cover and pulled the computer out from under a tangle of flamingo-red thread.

That “LOVE” sticker was my absolute favorite of all the decals on my laptop. Priya bought me the sticker last summer at the Handmade Craft Fair, and it had letters of the word “love” stacked together in a square. But instead of an “O,” there was a pink ball of yarn.

And yarn really was my biggest love.

I discovered amigurumi last summer when my family went to Taipei, the capital of Taiwan and where my parents grew up. We had gone to visit my grandparents and our extended family, which included six pairs of real aunts and uncles, thirteen cousins, and a never-ending stream of distantly related relatives that I couldn’t even start to count, let alone name.

It was so hot that showering three times a day wasn’t enough to wash off all the sweat that poured out of my body every time I stepped out of an air-conditioned building and into the muggy urban air. Despite that, the trip was a blur of amazing food, bustling night markets, and nosy relatives, all oohing and aahing over how well Jade and I spoke Mandarin.

One day, we found ourselves with a whole afternoon to ourselves, just the four of us. Mom suggested we go shopping in the Xīméndīng district of Taipei, her favorite neighborhood when she was a kid like me and Jade. After a few hours wandering the streets, we needed a cool place to rest. I spotted a café with a couple tables inside that looked comfy.

Once we stepped inside, we saw right away that it wasn’t an ordinary café. The tables were workbenches, and the walls were covered in rainbow after rainbow of yarn skeins. There were more colors than I’d ever seen before in my life, all in one place.

But it wasn’t the cheerful yarn display that blew my mind. Stacked on the small tables in the center of the café was an array of the cutest crocheted dolls I’d ever seen. There were sea animals, zoo animals, robots, characters from books and movies, fruits and vegetables, even desserts like donuts and cupcakes. Each and every one of them had the same charming, innocent face made from two black beads or crescent-stitched eyes and teeny-tiny V-shaped mouths.

It was like stepping into a world where even the most everyday, boring things, like a coffee cup or an apple, had personality. I fell in love immediately.

“This place is adorable!” Mom had squealed like a kid, then started gushing over a display of crocheted avocado, eggplant, and corn, all smiling brightly back at us. The owner of the café must have heard her, because he came over and told us the dolls were called amigurumi, which was a mix of two Japanese words—ami, meaning crocheted or knitted, and kurumi, meaning wrapped.

“Because Japan ruled Taiwan for a while in the early 1900s, there are a lot of Japanese influences on Taiwanese culture. That inspired me to open up this store. We also offer tea and snacks,” he explained, handing us a menu and motioning us to sit at an empty table.

Then Mom’s face stretched even wider when she discovered that they offered homemade pineapple cake with salted egg yolk.

“These were my absolute favorite as a kid,” she explained after a waiter placed a tray full of goodies on our table. “I haven’t had these in years. They aren’t as common as the regular kind with only pineapple.” Mom picked up a small, square-shaped cake and bit into its pale yellow, crumbly crust. Inside was a bright orange chunk of baked egg yolk surrounded by pineapple filling. “Yum. Sweet and salty. Here, try a bite.”

I scrunched up my nose. “Is it like the yolk in mooncakes? Um, I’m not really a fan.”

“I’ll try.” Jade took a bite, then made a face. “Uh, no, thanks. I prefer the normal fènglísū.”

Mom and Dad both burst into laughter.

“Ah, my all-American girls,” Dad chuckled. “Okay, my turn. Try this.” He held up what looked like a ball of squishiness sprinkled with sawdust and nestled inside a cup-shaped wrapper. “These are traditional Taiwanese peanut môa-chî.”

“Mochi? Isn’t that Japanese?” I poked at one with my finger.

“Well, yes, when a lot of people see a sticky rice cake like this, they think of Japanese mochi, which is usually filled with something. But we have our own version of rice cake in Taiwan, which is softer and stickier, without anything in it and served warm.” He blew gently and took a bite, the môa-chî stretching as he pulled his mouth away. A puff of peanut powder dusted onto the front collar of his blue polo shirt.

“Mmm. I used to get these all the time from the food vendors at the night market in my neighborhood.” Dad sighed, chewing slowly and licking off the crumbs that coated his lips.

Now it was Jade’s and my turn to burst out laughing. My parents were usually the ones telling us not to stuff our faces with too much sugar!

It was like we were kids that day, hanging out and snacking on sweets together while surrounded by cuteness in every corner. I drank so much tea that it took me forever to fall asleep that night.

It was worth it, though. That afternoon at the amigurumi café was the best day of the whole trip. I soaked up every second of it.

But then, when we got back from the trip, Mom started her own tech company, which had something to do with financial software. Dad quit his job and joined her a few months later to help with business development and sales. Now their company was the only thing they ever talked about.

That family trip to Taiwan felt like ages ago. Or what I called “BSU.”

Before the Start-Up.

After our trip, there were still a few weeks left before school started. To keep me busy and out of her hair, Mom was more than happy to buy me a few amigurumi books in English. But no matter how many books I studied or how many YouTube videos I watched, I couldn’t get the yarn to hook in the right way.

Then, a few days before the start of school, Mom and Dad were working in the living room, hunched over their laptops. I had no idea where Jade had gone off to, and Priya was still away at sleepover camp. And I hadn’t met Cindy yet.

Silence covered the Li house like a thick blanket. Frustrated with my amigurumi—and my absent family—I wanted to get out and do something. Anything.

Maybe something cool and refreshing would help. Even better if it was something like the yummy desserts I’d tasted on our trip. A quick online search of “Taiwanese dessert” on my phone popped up the listing for Boba Time. The most recent ones had comments like “This place just changed its name and is now serving boba and other desserts” and “More like a traditional tea shop than a hip Asian dessert place.” There was even mention of the “Owner who wouldn’t stop talking about tea.”

Looking closer at the listing, I was surprised to see how close Boba Time was to my house. I biked by that plaza all the time on my way home. But the shop had never stood out to me.

Now that it served boba, though . . .

I had to check it out.

When I stepped inside, the decorations, the smell, the boxes and jars of tea, the wooden furniture . . . Boba Time looked like the tea shops my family and I had explored together in Taipei. Even the woman behind the counter was dressed like a lot of the older women I’d seen in Taipei, with her flowery blouse, jade necklace, and long, rustling skirt.

Then, when she handed me my sweetened jasmine milk green tea with tapioca balls, it was full of fresh, floral flavor—not too sweet, not too bitter. And the bouncy firmness of the boba was just right. Or, as we say in Taiwanese, the balls were perfectly “QQ.”

Drink in hand, I picked a table in the back of the shop and pulled out yarn, my crochet hook, and my pattern book from my bag. But after a few failed attempts, I threw the hook down and huffed out a big sigh of annoyance.

Suddenly, I heard a soft voice say in Taiwanese, “What are you making, young lady?”

Standing in front of me, with a dish towel in hand, was the woman who had made me my drink. But we had spoken in English at the counter.

“Um, I’m trying to learn how to make amigurumi,” I replied in Mandarin, pointing to the pattern book. “Āyí, how did you know I understood Taiwanese?”

She wiped her hands on her apron and pulled back the other chair at the table. “Mind if I sit?”

I shook my head and motioned for her to sit.

“You can call me Auntie Cha like everyone else,” she continued. “And after watching you for a few minutes, I had a feeling you were Taiwanese.” She gestured at the tangle of yarn. “Can I see?”

I handed her my crochet hook, and she scooted her chair in close and peered intently at my pattern book.

Auntie Cha studied the basic moves of amigurumi with me for the entire afternoon, only getting up to help the customers who walked through the door. Together, we worked through the instructions in my book, laughing at how awkward our fingers twisted and turned, and celebrating with tea and snacks when I got the stitches right.

Later that night, after Auntie closed up, I kept practicing the stitches in my room, until finally . . . I finished making my very first amigurumi doll! It was a little plump yellow duck, with two beady black eyes and tiny webbed feet, crooked stitches and all.

OMG. SO ADORBS.

And I had made it myself! I’d done a ton of crafts before, like painting and drawing and sculpting models with clay. But this was the first time I used something like crochet hooks to stitch something together.

Excited, I skipped down the stairs, two at a time, and barged into Mom’s office to show her my first-ever crocheted creation.

I remember how she jumped when I swung open the door. Then she turned to me with bleary eyes, blinking at the light that shone from the hallway into the dark room.

“Look, Mom! I made my first amigurumi!” I had boasted, hands outstretched.

“Ah, that’s great. Let me see.” Mom took the duck and smiled. “It’s cute, Pearl! Nice work.”

“Thanks!” I beamed back at her. “Doesn’t it look like those little key chains that that amigurumi café owner in Taipei was selling? Some of these stitches are a little uneven. With more practice, though, I bet I could make more that are just as good!”

Mom handed the duck back to me, then rubbed her eyes tiredly. “Oh, Pearl. I know how much you love making things like this. But maybe you could elevate them a bit and add something different so they’re not like what’s been done before.”

The air in my chest suddenly whooshed out of me, like a deflated whoopee cushion.

“What do you mean?” I tried to push down the disappointment that rose into my throat.

“Try to make them your own, so you’re not copying something someone else has designed and made. Add a modern twist that brings it to now, rather than having these dolls be a little . . . old-fashioned.” Her eyes filled with what looked like hope. Hope that I would do something, anything, to be more modern.

Or maybe it was just the reflection from her computer screen.

Whatever it was, I got the message. Amigurumi wasn’t something she thought was worth my time.

But when I looked at the cheerful face of my first-ever crochet creation, it made me so happy. It was too late to go back now. I was hooked.

Get it??

Actually, that’s the oldest pun in the crocheting world.

Since that day, I’d go to Boba Time to crochet, far away from Mom’s judging eyes. I’ve made a ton of amigurumi, playing around with different techniques and tweaking patterns I’d downloaded off the internet to add a Pearl Li touch. Turned out it was fun to personalize crochet designs, like Mom had suggested. But I didn’t do it to make them more “modern” or less “old-fashioned.” It was to make them more special, more me.

And even though I didn’t need Auntie Cha’s help anymore, she still asked me about my projects every single time I stepped into her shop.

Mom never asked me about amigurumi again.

And now it was the start of another summer. Oscar was done, and I needed a new project. I’d seen a crochet pattern for an adorable set of sushi a few days ago that I had a feeling Auntie Cha would love.

I flipped open my laptop and pulled up Craftsee, this online marketplace where you could buy and sell all sorts of fun crafts stuff. I found the sushi pattern under “My Favorites” and clicked on the download button. Then I started up Netflix and hit the play button on the Chinese TV show I’d been watching.

I wrapped one end of the yarn around two fingers on my left hand, then picked up the crochet hook with my right. I used it to loop, twist, and pull the yarn tight to make a magic ring, the first step in any amigurumi project.

Then I checked the pattern for what was next.

Loop, loop, pull it tight.

Loop, loop, pull it tight.

My hands flew into the rhythm of making stitches while my attention sunk into the story unfolding on screen. Mind and body focused on two different things, but still working in perfect sync.

Loop, loop, pull it tight.

Loop, loop, pull it tight.

Knock, knock.

Startled, my hands jerked and dropped the stitch. I blinked my eyes as they shifted from the bright screen to the darkness of the bedroom. It was later than I expected.

Mom’s silhouette stood in the doorway. The light from the hallway was bright enough that I could tell that her eyes were red and her shoulders hunched in a way that usually meant she’d been sitting at a desk for a long time. But her computer bag was still strapped across her chest. She must have had more work to do; otherwise she would have left it downstairs in the study.

“How was the last day of school?” She quickly surveyed the state of my room. When her eyes landed on my crocheting, that little wrinkle appeared on her forehead.

“Fine, nothing special.” I pulled my crochet hook and yarn into my lap, as if hiding it was going to magically turn me into someone she actually approved of.

She opened up her mouth like she was about to say something, then closed it quickly. “Sorry about dinner tonight. One of the engineers found a bug that would have delayed the pilot. I had to stick around to help the team fix it. How about breakfast tomorrow at Mama Yang’s Kitchen?”

Ooh, Mama Yang’s Kitchen! My mouth watered thinking about their sticky rice rolls with crispy dough inside.

But I was still mad at Mom for flaking on dinner.

I feigned an “I don’t care” shrug of my shoulders that hopefully hid my excitement. “Sure, I guess that’d be okay.”

Mom sighed. She looked pointedly at the yarn in my lap.

“Pearl, you’re going to be in seventh grade soon. It’s about time you started to think more seriously about your future.” She cast one last long look at the yarn and turned away.

“Good night, don’t stay up too late . . .” she said as she shut the door behind her.

“Too late making your silly dolls” was what she really meant, I could tell. Her disapproval practically lingered in the air, like a cloud of ròusōng.

I flopped backward and curled around my pillow.

But my art was serious.
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Chapter

4

THE MOMENT I BIT INTO one of Mama Yang’s crispy, flaky yóutiáos, my annoyance from the night before melted away.

It was bustling at Mama Yang’s Kitchen as usual on Saturday mornings. We’d timed our arrival to beat the morning rush, so our table was already covered in a sea of white plates stacked with green onion pancakes, plastic-wrapped rice rolls, and a pile of long, crispy yóutiáo, or fried Chinese savory donuts.

“At first, we thought it was a binding error,” Mom explained, wiping her mouth with a napkin and taking a small sip of tea. “The team chased that for a while until someone figured out a junior developer had used the same name for a module as one in the Python library.”

“Common mistake.” Jade shook her head. “You should be programming in Unity. It’s so much more scalable.”

My dad dipped a piece of yóutiáo into his bowl of soy milk. “We don’t need that type of graphic treatment in the app. Scalability isn’t an issue yet. What we need is to get some pilot users first.”

You know that phrase “It’s all Greek to me”? I always think of that saying whenever my family gets into these techy conversations about coding and programming. They literally speak in a different language. I concentrated on chewing.

A waiter dumped a steaming basket of xiǎolóngbāo on our table before dashing away to serve other guests. With my chopsticks, I carefully peeled a bun off the sticky paper lining the bottom of the basket, then quickly stuck my soup spoon underneath. As juice dripped onto my waiting spoon, an image of the plump bun with a kawaii face flashed into my head. What a fun amigurumi project that’d be! I’d have to think about how to get that pinched effect up top, though.

A middle-aged man in a black fleece jacket appeared at our table. We always ran into someone we knew when we came to Mama Yang’s. This place was a staple in the Sunnydale Taiwanese community. There was no way to be anonymous here.

We even ran into Kendall a few months ago. Mom recognized her and her family from the school science fair that happened earlier that week and had dragged me over to her table to say hi, like polite Taiwanese kids do.

But being dragged over there wasn’t the worst part. It was how much Mom gushed over Kendall’s science fair project.

For sixth-grade biology class earlier that year, we had to make 3D cell models that would get displayed at the school science fair. Then kids would vote on which one they thought was “Best in Class.” My crocheting skills weren’t quite there yet, and I thought the next best thing to an amigurumi doll would be a plush one. So, for two weeks, I worked hard on designing and sewing
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