

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

For my parents




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Abigail Hing Wen

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]

1

CHAGRIN FALLS, OHIO

The white envelope that drops through our mail slot is the size and heft of a magazine. Or a music book of piano sonatas, which have often found their way through that same slot. But I know it’s not either this time. I swoop down on it as the metal flap slaps shut. A bass drum has replaced my chest, pounding out my heartbeats to a metronome on overdrive.

“Mom! It’s here!” I yell.

At this weight, it can’t be a rejection letter, can it? No. No, it can’t. But months of anticipating, dreading its arrival . . . and I can’t muster the courage to open the package just yet. I run my thumb over the gold embossed monogram that stands for Apollo Summer Youth Symphony.

Old-fashioned, elegant. You can practically smell the generations of excellence—centuries of tradition—wafting off the heavy paper stock.

Okay, go time. “Please, please, please, please, please!” I whisper a fervent prayer—and rip it open.

Mom hurries into the foyer from the kitchen, drying her hands on her blue-apple-print apron.

“Dear Ms. Wong, we are delighted—Oh my God! I’m in!” I fling my arms around Mom’s frail neck, almost knocking her over—and sending her bifocals clattering to the floor. “I got in! I got in!”

I recover her glasses, which she returns to the tip of her nose. She reads, “We are delighted to admit you to this year’s class. Oh, honey. You worked so hard for this!” Her brown eyes shine as she wraps her arms around me, then pulls back to look me in the eyes. “You deserve this, Pearl. I’m so proud of you.”

I can barely believe it. Two months ago, nine judges listened to me play my heart out on a Steinway piano in the Hunter College auditorium, and at least six of them decided my music was good enough to make the cut. At least six of them were pleased.

“They only take a hundred kids from the entire country.” I scan the roster of names that form a pair of elegant columns on their own page. With a thrill, I recognize a few heavy hitters from performances I’ve played in over the years.

“I’m the only pianist, which means . . .” I page through to my repertoire, the songs I’m assigned to play for the concert series at the summer’s end. “I’m playing the Mozart Concerto in D Minor!” His darker concerto, written later in his tragically short life. It’s incredible—the contrast of light, sweet notes with the darker raging ones, bound together into three movements, thirty minutes in length. And I’ll play it accompanied by the full symphonic orchestra, before an auditorium of 2,738 seats at Lincoln Center in New York!

My head is fogging over. Pink clouds of happiness obscure any rational thought. There are too many words on the pages I’m gripping. Big ones that in this moment I’m too ecstatic to comprehend. I shove the papers into Mom’s hands.

“Read the rest,” I beg. “Tell me if this is real.”

She scans the pages while I storm up and down the living room. I can’t focus on anything. Calm down. Take notice of the things around you. Breathe.

I inhale, then a loooong exhale. Okay. Blue curtains, blue couches, blue carpet. God, everything is blue. How did I not notice that before? I pause before Mom’s collection of brass miniatures—a piano, a grandfather clock, an iron. I pick up a tiny park bench, with three words engraved on its backrest: thankful grateful blessed.

Yes. I squeeze it in my hand. Yes.

“I peeled you a grapefruit!” Mom says, her eyes still on the papers. “Eat some.”

Food always comes first in our family. Feeding me semi-nonstop is her equivalent of love you, kiddo. I set down the miniature and head for the kitchen, where Mom’s big blue bowl of citrus sits on the counter. But I can’t eat. A concerto. Most piano pieces are written for solo performance, which is one of the reasons it can be such a lonely instrument to dedicate your life to. But a concerto. It’s a piano solo with the entire symphonic orchestra in a semicircle behind you, playing along—a hundred strings, woodwinds, brass, and percussion. It’s the opportunity of a lifetime! One my dad helped me work toward and cheered me on to so faithfully, until he passed away two years ago.

Mom is opening a small box left on our doorstep as I return. She removes a glass globe on a velvet stand. Inside it floats a tiny grand piano and golden words Apollo Summer Youth Symphony. I weigh it in my hands.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe. “And, oh my gosh, I’ll be in New York! I’ll get to spend time with Ever!” My older sister, who works as a choreographer for the New York City Ballet. She’s twenty-four to my seventeen. We’re super close, but since she left home for college, we haven’t had nearly as much time together as I wish we did. And now, we’ll have the whole summer!

Mom waves the papers. “Everyone is performing three times during the festival week in August. You’re playing a solo, a piano-violin duo, and . . .” She starts to sob uncontrollably.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” I grip her arm and hand her a tissue from the box. “You’re not doing that thing where you get over-invested and my successes become yours, are you?” I tease her gently.

She dashes her hand over her eyes. “Your dad would be so proud of you.”

My throat aches. Yes. He was the one who discovered Apollo online a few years ago: What a fantastic program. If you can get in, Pearl. It will change your life! I wish he were here to celebrate with us, pushing his thick glasses closer to his face and squeezing my hand in his worn ones. We’ve had happy moments since we lost him, but the happy is always constricted by the vacuum he left behind.

Mom sniffs noisily. “I was remembering, just this morning, that time we were detained at the Canadian border trying to come back home here. You were only a baby. The way they looked at us. So suspicious. I remember your father and I saying then, ‘My God, this country will never accept us.’” She clasps the Apollo papers to her heart. “And now, I know we were wrong. They have accepted us. Thanks to you, and your sister, and all your hard work. I just wish he knew.”

“Oh, Mom.” I hug her tight, tucking her graying head under my chin. She and Dad moved to the United States over twenty-five years ago. All these years later, I didn’t know she felt this way about my music performances. Maybe Dad did, too. In this moment, I feel the same, looking at the official gold emblem on the page. Apollo Summer Youth Symphony. This is legitimacy.

After so many years of standing on the outside, gazing longingly in, I’ve been invited to the club.

“Congratulations, Pearl,” my manager, Julie Winslow, says on FaceTime later that day. Her dark-blond hair is twisted into her usual chignon, and her ice-blue eyes, framed by long mascaraed lashes, crinkle with her broad smile. “You earned this. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you,” I say. Julie signed me a few years ago and walks on water; praise from her is hard-won. “I have one solo song to decide on. I thought, maybe—”

I chew on my bottom lip, unsure whether to continue. I recently ran into a beautiful and complex modern piece on YouTube by a composer no one’s ever heard of. Chaotic but organized rhythms that didn’t restrict themselves to the eighty-eight keys but also came from drumming on the piano cover and even plucking the strings inside. But would Julie go for it?

“Play the Rachmaninoff,” Julie says. “Incredibly technically difficult. It shows off your abilities to the fullest. The reviewers will take note. I’ll arrange for the accompanying pianist.”

I exhale. It’s the composer’s hardest piece, going from a trickle of notes to a finger-twisting torrent that plumbs the depths of human emotion. One of Dad’s favorites, and I do love it, too. I push down the whisper of disappointment—drumming on a piano would be gimmicky anyway. I’m grateful for her guidance in a world I’m learning to navigate.

“Sounds perfect, Julie.” I set Apollo’s glass globe on my piano where I can see it as I play. “I’ll get to work.”

I’ve been hooked on music since I was four and Dad played me Leonard Bernstein’s recording of Peter and the Wolf by Prokofiev, with all the ways animals could be imitated by strings and woodwinds. Then there was Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute; the very idea was delicious. Songs are how I experience the world: they lure me into secret gardens and stormy rivers. Piano was also my bonding time with Dad, who sat with me, first to help me with my dyslexia, which made it hard to read the music, and later, to keep me company. He was always positive, even when my fingers wouldn’t cooperate with my ears. Even now, every time I sit down at the piano, I still imagine his gentle, encouraging presence beside me. You can do this, Pearl. Piano doubles as my way of staying close to him, and I’m so thankful I have it.

Mom and I make the half-hour trip to Cleveland to splurge on an updated headshot with a professional photographer. We’re used to spending hours in the car together driving to my music events. Probably why she and I have a closer relationship than she and Ever do.

Ever had it rough—she was the one who broke the mold. She paved the way for me by choosing dance as a profession. At the time, my parents thought the only viable career path was medical school, until she showed them the trail she was blazing for herself.

And after Dad passed away, for better or worse, Mom lost a lot of her will to fight us.

Pierre, our photographer, has a head full of wild brown curls and a studio bursting with Renaissance paintings. I feel the Apollo aura shining on me as he positions me standing and seated. He tugs my purple beret over my left brow for a dramatic effect and smooths my long black hair down my back.

“Magnifique!” he says. “Vous êtes très belle. Very beautiful.”

“Take one of my mom,” I say, tugging at her arm.

“Oh no.” Mom blushes, something I’ve never seen her do, and runs a hand through the graying leaves of her hair. “I’m too old for photos.”

“No you’re not.” I guide her to the backdrop. “The red background is perfect with your skin tone. And it’s just for us anyway.”

She protests, but when Pierre lifts his camera, she smiles.

Afterward, we sip sparkling water and pore over our glossy images on his screen. “You look so pretty,” I say to Mom.

“It turned out okay, didn’t it?” she says, embarrassed but obviously pleased. She flips to the next image of me: gazing over my shoulder and backdropped by plum blossoms at night. “I like your smile.”

My beret is like a cloud floating over my head. I fell in love with berets in middle school French class, and they’ve sort of become my signature piece on social media. Beneath its soft fabric, my black hair tumbles down my shoulders, framing glowing cheeks and mysterious dark eyes. My body, which has always been heavier than I’d like, looks surprisingly good in my black concert dress.

“I look like a movie star,” I say, dazed.

“Maybe you will be one someday. A star!” Mom says, and I just laugh.

A few days later, I email my glammed-up photo to Maude Tanner, the Apollo administrator, who I envision as a grandmotherly white-haired woman.

“Thank you, Pearl!” she responds immediately. “We look forward to seeing you soon.”

I feel a thrill deep inside me.

Mom contacts the World Journal, the largest Chinese language newspaper in North America. They profiled my debut at Carnegie Hall when I was thirteen, all of which sounds more impressive than it actually is these days. They tell Mom they’re interested in doing a piece on me attending Apollo, so she arranges for an interview the day before I leave.

Two weeks before the program kicks off, Apollo sends me an update: their website for the summer program is live.

“Mom, it’s up!” I rush into the living room, and Mom joins me on the couch. We scroll through on my laptop: The daily rehearsal schedule is packed but exciting. The final performances, including solos and ensembles in smaller halls, are all day Saturday, August 11. Mom will fly in from Ohio, and it will be a chance for her to see Ever, which is always at the forefront of her thoughts.

Last but not least, we scroll through the musicians, savoring them. It’s a virtual hall of fame, with classes from the 1980s to present day: eighty musicians between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, hailing from Hawaii to Maine and Seattle to Boston. Marie Smit draws her bow across her violin strings. Geoff Pavloski plays a marimba, two mallets gripped in each hand.

At the end of the alphabet, I come to my airbrushed headshot: Pearl Wong, concert pianist.

“I’m not dreaming,” I say. I scan the bio. Words leap out at me. Beautiful ones: “Known for her effortlessly expressive playing, Pearl Wong has a command of the piano well beyond her youthful years. She plays with her entire body and soul, bringing audiences with her. Um, wow. Are they talking about me?”

“He’s very nice-looking. Good hair.” Mom points to a Korean American flutist. “There are only three Asians,” she notes.

“I’m Asian American,” I correct her. “They might be, too.” But she’s right about the numbers. Besides the cute flutist, there’s an Indian American cellist . . . and me. I click on my name and arrive at a page with my repertoire:



	L. van Beethoven

1770–1827

	Piano and Violin Sonata no. 9, op. 14, no. 1




	W. A. Mozart

1756–1791

	Piano Concerto no. 20 in D Minor, K. 466 (with orchestra)




	S. Rachmaninoff

1873–1943

	Piano Concerto no. 3 in D Minor, op. 30 (with piano orchestral reduction)





I close my laptop. It’s real. Dad, I’m really in. My throat swells. I can barely choke out the big truth in all of this: “I’m so lucky they took me.”

I learn everyone’s names, faces, and instruments by heart. Not because Julie is constantly telling me it’s important to network, but because they’re about to be my new friends. The rest of the time, I practice. All our individual prep is to be completed before we arrive, so our days can be spent practicing together for our performances.

For hours at my piano, I run my fingers over the ivory keys, mastering the concerto page by page. Ever once asked me if I’d rather have an exquisite, emotive painting with a scratch down its middle or a flawless painting that meant nothing to me. The answer was clear: focus on the beauty of the sound instead of on perfection. Of course, I still do have to get the notes right. I execute the cascading runs, pushing the tempo but also the emotion. Again. Again. Again, again, again until I’ve brought my hands in line with what my ear tells me the music should sound like.

Most professional musicians play eight-plus hours a day, but I usually cap out at six. It’s not as impossible to fit the time in as it sounds: I wake up with the sun and play two hours before breakfast. After school, I get a snack, then sit down for another two hours before dinner with Mom. I dash off my homework, then play another couple of hours before bedtime.

I know it’s not a normal teenager’s life. It doesn’t leave much time for friends and definitely not romantic relationships. Friday nights are for practicing. Saturday’s are at the Cleveland Institute of Music: private piano lessons, theory classes, and choir, which teaches me to be a part of an ensemble and overall musicality. I travel six times a year for performances—most recently, Philadelphia, Atlanta, Denver, Chicago, San Jose, and London.

Sometimes, when the kids at school are talking about weekend plans—movie theater, road trip, shopping, dates—a part of me wishes I could join them. But the music demands to be what it deserves to be. And so my fingers keep tackling the keys. I imagine Dad’s encouragements. “That phrase! I felt it right here,” he’d say, closing his eyes and touching his fingertips to his heart. I wish he could hear my debut concerto performance in Manhattan. I wish I could see his gently lined face light up with pride.

Thank you for keeping faith, Dad. I miss you. So much.

My phone chimes with a text from Julie, a blue bubble with white type: How’s your Apollo TikTok coming?

I groan and slip off my piano bench. Julie has me post twice a week to “keep the algorithms fresh,” all part of the overall plan to build my profile as a public artist and be relevant to my generation. Julie’s biggest clients have huge followings on TikTok, and I know I’m lucky to have her advising me.

But there’s nothing more discouraging than spending hours making one of those short silly videos, only to have it viewed by, like, five people. Still, I’ve posted faithfully for the past year, and my posts have steadily climbed to about two thousand to ten thousand views, depending on the whims of some secret programming I haven’t cracked yet.

Now, fortunately, I’ve got something good to post about.

Haven’t made it yet, I confess. But it’s coming.

Post a selfie of you at the piano. You’re excited to be joining the crew. Your classmates are already posting.

Nudge, nudge. That’s Julie.

You can see their samples online.

I’m on it, I promise.

The cool thing about the TikTok icon is it’s actually an eighth note. Endearing. I open my app and search for posts tagging @Apollo: a violinist from Los Angeles with her hair in a long blond ponytail. An oboe player from upstate New York.

I get up to change my clothes for a selfie, and an envelope falls from the overstuffed storage compartment of my piano bench. It’s labeled with the Chien Tan logo—an invitation to a six-week summer program in Taipei to learn language and culture. I get one every year, offering an all-expenses paid scholarship. They like me for my musical accomplishments, and of course, my sister attended six years ago, when she was a year older than I am now. She was popular there, despite the early gray hair some of her (ahem) adventures gave Mom and Dad.

I touch the logo. The scholarship is flattering, and I’ve always secretly wanted to go. Not for the cultural part—but the transformation. Chien Tan has a secret identity: Loveboat. That’s what the students call it. Parents don’t know it’s a huge party with hookups galore.

Ever came back with the incomparable Rick Woo as a boyfriend and a boatload of courage. That’s when she dropped out of her premed program to pursue dancing and changed our whole family. Without Ever—without Loveboat—who knows what kind of path my parents might have pushed me toward. A business degree? A career in law? Nothing wrong with either—they’re just not for me. I’d much rather fly—the clear, crisp notes swirling around me, and my hands soaring over the keys.

“What’s that?” Mom asks. She’s come in with a broom and black trash bag to clean out the hallway closet for the first time in ten years.

“Mom, Ever’s not going to look in there.” I smile. Ever’s coming home from New York tonight for a weekend visit, and Mom’s gone into extreme nesting mode. I show her the creased letter, dated a few months ago. “It’s a Chien Tan invitation. All expenses paid, plane ticket and everything.”

Just as I expected, she frowns. “Again? Every year they hound you. Don’t they know by now the answer is no? I should call them and tell them to stop sending you those ridiculous invitations.”

I smile. “They’re not so bad, Mom.”

Mom just harumphs and opens the closet door.

In my bedroom, I pull on my slim brown dress with the cowl neckline. I prefer bright colors, but Julie is adamant that my outfit should never draw attention, only my music. But she’s okay with me wearing my berets for social media, so I adjust my orange one over my black hair.

When I return to the living room, Mom is tossing old winter coats from the closet to the floor. I adjust the Apollo glass globe on the piano, then sit on the bench at an angle that lets my face catch sunlight from the window. I pop my iPhone into the phone stand Julie had me invest in for just this purpose and snap photos of me looking down at my keys, and a few looking straight into the camera.

“Almost done!” Mom says triumphantly. She dashes her arm over her sweaty hairline and plops a wide, conical straw hat onto the coffee table, beside a pile of gloves and scarves I haven’t worn since middle school.

“Where did we get this?” I ask, picking up the hat. I’ve seen it on the closet shelf for years. It looks Chinese, old school, with a cool woven pattern that makes me think of the rhythms of a song. It’s lightweight, with a circumference like a very large plate. Perfect for keeping off the rain.

“I don’t remember,” she says, tugging at a stubborn scarf.

“It’s cute.” I don’t usually wear anything ethnic, not since I was a little girl taking Chinese dance classes. But this one’s fun. I swap my beret out for it and snap a few more selfies, seated and standing. I like the way it frames my face, and its roundness complements the rectangular piano background.

“Mom, what do you think?” I show her the best four photos, though I’m not sure she knows what TikTok is, or how multiple photos can be turned into a video collage.

She laughs. “So cute. East meets West.”

I assemble the photos for a video collage that makes me pop up in different poses around my piano, ending with my hands coyly tilting the hat’s brim over my face. Pierre would approve. I text the finished video to Julie, who reviews all my posts before they go live. She usually has comments—make it more personal, show more of me instead of inanimate objects. Things like that. I draft a sample caption: Can’t wait to join the cohort @Apollo in just a few weeks.

Add “of amazing musicians” after “cohort,” Julie writes back. Thanks for getting this done.

I upload the video onto TikTok, add a pop song, then shut off my phone and head back to my piano.

Morning sunlight pierces my eyes. Mozart’s Magic Flute fades with a blurred dream, punctuated by a rap on my door.

“Come in?” I mumble.

Ever pops in, holding her phone out toward me. Her sleek black hair frames that oval face tapering gently to her chin. That face I know better than my own, that makes everything here feel complete.

“Pearl—”

“You’re home!” I fly at her and squeeze her in a hug, swinging sideways with a rush of lightheadedness. She flew in last night after I was already asleep, and now she’s in her old high school pajamas with fluffy blue bunnies hopping everywhere. Just like old times.

But she looks terrible, with dark circles under her eyes and a distressed expression.

“Is everything okay?” I ask. “Is it Rick? I know the breakup’s been hard. Do you want to—”

“It’s not that. It’s your TikTok. It’s blowing up.”

“Well, that’s great! I’m really bad at getting any engagement there. It’s so tricky, and I—”

“Pearl! Listen to me!” Ever’s delicate brows furrow over her eyes. Her voice is clipped and urgent, and she thrusts my phone into my hand. “This is bad. You need to delete your post right now.”
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“What happened?” Fully awake now, I tap open TikTok on my phone. My photos at the piano leap out at me. Overnight, I’ve gone viral, with over 560,000 views and thousands of comments . . . but not the kind Julie was after.

This is exactly the sort of racist caricature we are trying to stamp out.

A farmer at a piano? How many Asian stereotypes can they fit into one video?

“What?” My chest tightens with the sort of panic I feel in nightmares when I get onstage and don’t remember what to play. “I didn’t do anything racist.” I’d never want to inflict that pain on anyone, not after what I’ve experienced growing up. Like the kid slanting his eyes at me. Or the woman shouting at Mom that she didn’t belong here. Or, just like this, being horribly, terribly misunderstood. It isn’t everyone. But you never forget those moments.

“We just had that hat lying around. Mom pulled it out of the closet.”

“I know. I bought it in Taiwan years ago,” Ever says.

“This is ridiculous. I am Asian. The hat is from Asia. How can this be racist?”

Ever groans. “This is all my fault.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say. “And since when did piano become an Asian stereotype? Um, Mozart? Beethoven? And I’m the only Asian American pianist who’s attended Apollo in like, ten years.”

Hi all, I AM Asian! I write back. I took these photos just for fun.

I may as well be writing in invisible ink. Or maybe my app has frozen because of all the notifications. The comments keep coming, not just from followers, most of whom I don’t know personally, but from random people and even fake accounts.

This post is incredibly irresponsible.

THIS is what they’re serving us? Not the role model I want for future generations.

“What the heck? Who is ‘they’?”

I type back: No one is serving anyone anything!

“This is ridiculous,” I say. “How many posts have I uploaded of me in berets? So when I post a photo of Asian American me wearing a French beret, that’s okay—and this isn’t?”

“Damn. There’s a thread on the berets, too,” Ever says.

I spot it, kicked off by an @AvrilDurand:

She’s not even French. Why not wear a Chinese hat?

I groan. I can’t win, clearly. Another comment catches my eye.

Why are none of your backup singers Asian?

They must have looked at my YouTube videos. Of course no one in the choirs I’ve performed with is Asian. This is Ohio. I’m the only Asian musician in my high school. But it’s like open season.

I did the recordings at school, with friends from choir, I write. I don’t have any Asian friends at school.

Which is exactly the wrong thing to say.

No Asian friends? What are you, self-hating?

Jeez, have some pride.

Unfollow Pearl Wong.

Unfollow!

“Pearl, maybe you shouldn’t keep responding—” Ever begins.

“I don’t even want to be anyone’s role model!” I don’t have any Asian friends at school BECAUSE THERE ARE NONE except me, I type like my fingers are on fire. I have Asian friends outside of school. Like the kids at the Chinese Church in Orange that we drive miles to every week. But I’m shouting into a vacuum. My TikTok has just become a platform for people to poke spears at me.

My follower count, built up painfully to ninety thousand over three years, has tanked by half. The comments keep coming. A lot of the people aren’t even Asian or Asian American; one middle-aged guy named @TrumpNeverDies comments:

BET YOU $10 THE OP BOWS TO THE MOB.

“OP?”

“Original Poster. You,” Ever says.

Before my eyes, a whole new nightmare thread unfolds commenting on that comment. I moan. I must have hit the algorithm just right and triggered this attack of orcs, hell-bent on marching over my face.

“Delete it!” Ever urges, and with a tap and a tap, I delete the entire post.

I heave a steadying breath. “It wasn’t important anyways,” I say. “Nothing I post on TikTok is.” I scroll through the posts that have tagged me, me, me, me, me, smiling under that stupid hat. My heart sinks. “It’s been reshared thousands of times.” Each repost has its own viral thread. They’re not even about me, they’re about what people think my photos stand for and everything wrong with the world.

“It’ll . . . blow over.” Ever sounds doubtful.

“This is so silly. No one will care by tomorrow,” I say. But I don’t really believe that. I can feel the heat of anger radiating off my phone.

Another call buzzes in. “Oh no, it’s Julie.” I moan. Julie never calls this early, which can only mean one thing. She’s seen TikTok.

“I’m so sorry, Pearl. I’m here when you need me.” With a quick kiss to my head, Ever slips away.

I hit accept on my phone. Julie blooms on my screen, already in full attire.

“Hi, Julie,” I say nervously. “If this is about TikTok, I can explain—”

“Pete Taverner, the director of the Apollo Summer Youth Symphony, just called. They’re concerned about getting caught in the crossfire.”

Apollo? Oh no. Of course they’ve seen it. They’re tagged in all the posts, too.

“I’m so sorry. I never expected it to blow up like this.”

“Well, between you and me, they’re already facing accusations of reverse discrimination. So any hint of racism is triggering for them.”

Racism? Apollo is supposed to be about music. Not this.

“We have lots of random Asian things in our house. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong. I’m so sorry if I made them look bad. I really didn’t mean—” I’m babbling. Begging Julie and the powers that be at Apollo to understand.

Julie cuts in. “The director made it clear this is not the kind of attention they want.”

“Yes, I completely understand. I already deleted the post. I can post an apology? Maybe we can ask TikTok for help taking the reposts down? Please tell them I’ll be extra careful about what I post from now on, and I won’t tag them—”

“Pearl. Pearl!”

I fall silent. She’s been saying my name for a while.

“Pearl, there’s no way to remove those posts.” Her kindness only makes her next words detonate harder on impact. “Apollo has rescinded your invitation. They’ve asked you not to participate this summer.”
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“They’re . . . they’re kicking me out?”

“I’m sorry, Pearl.”

Julie says other things, but I can’t process her voice. I open my laptop and the Apollo website is already open to their schedule: 9:00 a.m. Introductions. 11:00 a.m. Kick-Off Concert. Noon Lunch in the Park.

I click on the tab of summer participants and scroll all the way down the alphabet of headshots.

Pearl Wong, concert pianist, is no longer among the virtuosos.

“I’m not on their website anymore!”

“Well. Those bastards move fast,” Julie says.

“They can’t do that! I got in!” What just happened? I can’t make sense of anything. “I wore a straw hat.”

“I’m sorry, Pearl. It isn’t fair.” Julie sighs. More tags keep popping up on my phone.

Her NAME is an Asian cliché.

“The big pile-on made Apollo very nervous,” she continues. “They don’t want any negative publicity.”

“I don’t either! Can you please help?”

“Believe me, I tried. They’d rather hold off on you attending until after things die down.”

It’s the nail in my coffin. Julie Winslow is one of the heavies in the music industry. I won the lottery when she agreed to represent me—and I know how easily that could change. She has no shortage of talented musicians making six figures per performance begging her to represent them. She’s had to drop clients because her stars take up so much time.

So if Apollo is still insisting—even on her watch—then what I’ve done must really be unforgivable. A shaky sob comes from my throat, and I press my hand to my mouth and walk toward my window.

Once when my family was visiting Ever in Manhattan, I heard music coming from the park. It called to me like a siren. I found myself crossing the street to listen.

Under a birch tree, a man in a shabby leather suit was playing an upright piano balanced on wheels. His face was hidden under a mass of tangled gray and brown hair. But his music was heavenly.

“Why is he playing here?” I asked Ever, who came to stand beside me. “He’s so good. And no one’s listening but the birds.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “He’s here almost every day.”

That image stuck with me for weeks. I wish I’d had the courage to speak to the man myself and ask him why. I asked Julie about him. Not because I expected answers, but because his music had moved me so much.

“It’s very hard to make it as a musician,” Julie said. It was a subtle reminder of the truth that underlies our business relationship: the only way I can make a living as a performing musician is if I get into the upper echelon of players. Julie’s with me because she expects I will make it there one day. But I need to put in a 200 percent effort if I’m going to break out, especially as an Asian American girl. I’ve seen the ceilings my parents hit, and even Ever, who is the most talented dancer I know, has run into biases in the dancing world. I have to be twice as good and play the game twice as well.

With Apollo, the establishment had finally opened the door to my years of knocking. I thought they believed in me. That they’d listened to my audition and seen promise in my music, just like Dad did. The promise of a future.

“I was so close,” I say hoarsely. I lean my forehead against the cool glass of my window. “My dad wanted me to do this program. He knew it was important. I can’t let this door get slammed back in my face because of a stupid hat.”

“We won’t let that happen.” Julie’s voice sharpens. “I’ve arranged for an interview between you and Pete for the last week of August. With some effort on our part, this will have died down by then, and I’ve asked him to reconsider you for next summer’s lineup. You’ll still take this next big step—just a bit later than planned. But between now and then, we need for you to lay low.”

“Lay low.” I grasp at her words like a lifeline. “Yes, anything. What does that mean?”

“Stay off social media. No more Pearl Wong news.”

“I’ll tell my mom to cancel the World Journal interview.”

“Yes, absolutely. Nothing that draws attention to you or gives anyone new reasons to criticize you online. That’s the thing about a little notoriety. You need it to succeed, but it can also put a target on your back.”

I shiver. Thank God I’ll still have a chance to get in front of the director and explain. I never meant any harm. I’m sorry I caused trouble for your program.

She continues. “So lay low this summer, and let people forget about the controversy. Then you can reemerge fresh and new. And if we can lock in that Teen Vogue piece I’ve been chasing, that would be the perfect reentry.”

A feature in Teen Vogue is another moonshot I’d never have considered without Julie. Julie has been maneuvering to get the nine letters of my name onto one of their glossy pages since we started working together. We had talked about doing a piece in August around the Apollo Mozart concerto performance.

“Why would they feature me now?” I ask.

“For the same reason Apollo will take you back in the fall. They’ll have the opportunity to discover you, a rising star. And we’ll reemphasize your real image: sweet, hardworking, uber-talented young Asian American pianist.”

Ugh. That description has never sat well with me. But it’s PR. Presenting myself in a “way,” with a specific “image.” I have to trust Julie. She definitely knows her stuff.

“But what will I do this summer?”

“Yes, this is a critical one, isn’t it?” she muses. “It’s the summer before your applications to college and conservatories.”

All the music camps are long filled up and applications closed. My weeks are suddenly gapingly, pathetically empty.

I cast about my room, looking for a solution. My eyes fall on a pink sky lantern swaying from my ceiling, a souvenir Ever brought me from Taipei, years ago.

An idea strikes.

“There is one possibility,” I say. “Hold on.”

Do I even still have it? I rifle through the papers on my desk. It’s a long shot. It’s not nearly as good as Apollo would have been. But it’s my only hope . . .

Where is it, where is it? Did I throw it out? Dear God, I hope not . . .

I head out my bedroom and down the stairs to my piano.

The Apollo glass globe catches my eye first. I feel a fresh stab of pain. Is it even mine anymore? I tear my eyes away and search through the loose sheet music stashed in the piano bench box until I find it, with a corner torn off. I smooth it out with shaky hands.

“Julie, I’ve been invited to a, uh, cultural program in Taipei. The Overseas Chinese Youth Language and Cultural Training Program. Highly respected. Ever heard of it?”

“No, but it’s in Taipei?” she says. “Far out of the limelight. A good start. Tell me more.”
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Ever is lying on her bed in her darkened room. The shades are still pulled low. She shifts over to make room for me, and I stretch out beside her over her lilac comforter. My whole life, Ever’s been my role model. Every major decision I’ve ever made, I talk to her about it. Even though she’s rarely home these days.

“Apollo pulled the plug on me,” I say.

“No! They didn’t. Oh, Pearl.” She sits up and opens her arms, and I fall into them, feeling about ten years old again. “Just because of a few photos?”

“Apparently.”

She strokes my hair while I cling to her. “Social media’s not the whole world. They should know better.”

“I don’t know. I feel like a pile of manure was dumped all over me. The stench might never wash away.” I voice the doubt that has been building inside me since my call with Julie. “I mean, what if the only reason I got in was because Julie rammed me through, and this was their excuse to get rid of me?”

“You’re underestimating yourself. Julie couldn’t have gotten you in if you didn’t have the talent to begin with.”

I want to believe her, but it’s hard. I swing my legs off the bed and walk to her window and look down on the street. We live in a neatly kept neighborhood. Solidly middle class. I’ve always felt safe here, but my home can’t protect me from the harsh reality of the world.

“I heard a line in a Victorian movie once,” I say finally. “‘The girl has no dowry, no manners, no connections.’ It meant she wasn’t suitable to marry the heir to the family fortune. The words no connections used to go right over my head. It sounded like a period thing. But as I get deeper into the music world, I’m realizing, that’s me. So different from like, say the son of the conductor of the San Francisco Symphony, who’s my age, and already performing in the biggest concert halls in Boston and London. I have no connections. Dad knew Apollo could be my opportunity, my breakout. I worked so hard to get it, and now . . .”

Ever joins me at the window and rubs my arm gently. “It’ll be okay.” Her warmth is a small comfort. But my heart is racing painfully in my chest. I set my hand to it, willing it to still. “I wish there was something I could do for you. But dance is a whole different space.”

“Honestly, part of me was like, I’m barely Asian! I don’t wear qipaos or jade necklaces like our aunts. I don’t even think about being Asian, and now, all of a sudden, I have to.” I scowl. TikTok has made damn sure of that. I slump onto the edge of her bed. “I bet none of Julie’s other clients have to deal with things like this.” And therefore, Julie doesn’t have to deal with them either.

I expect her to scold me, but she just sighs. “Oh, Pearl.” She frowns. “I want to say everyone has their issues . . . but the truth is, it’s harder for some of us than others.”

I finger the taped-together letter in my hands. Some people are really into their ethnic identities. But music is my identity. I’m a concert pianist. So I can’t help feeling like a hypocrite as I hand the letter to her. “I want to go on Loveboat.”

“Loveboat? You?” She frowns, opening it.

“I need to lay low for the summer. Julie thinks Taipei is a good move. It’s totally separate from my music world. I can just . . . recharge. And in the fall, she says I can talk about my cultural immersion.” I cringe. I can already imagine the talking points Julie will write for me. I spent a lovely summer in Taipei. I love my Asian heritage! I hate how I’m being forced into a trip I’d much rather take for the fun of it. “Honestly, it’s not like I have a burning desire to get in touch with my cultural roots. But it’s what I’ll need to combat all this . . . nonsense.”

“Loveboat.” She shakes her head, still having trouble processing it. “It turned out I needed to go to figure myself out, but you’ve always known who you are.”

“I thought I knew.” My whole life, I’ve been a performer with a future. Now I’m not so sure.

She scans the letter. “Julie thinks this is the answer.” She smiles wryly. “All these years later, and still no one understands what Loveboat really is.”

“It’s true. The program has an, um, reputation. But it’s not like it has to be a hedonistic free-for-all. You always said Loveboat is what you make of it. And jetting off to Taipei is way more interesting than moping around here all summer.”

“Mom won’t let you. Which is my fault.”

Yeah. Even Ever doesn’t know how bad it got at home when she was there. I remember hearing our parents argue after the program head called. After the photographs were discovered. Should they pay the thousand-dollar airline change fee to bring her home earlier? Should Dad and Mom both fly out to get her? What if she refused? Did they even know her anymore?

In the end, what seemed like the worst thing ever turned out to be the best thing. Dad flew out and found out not only that Ever loved to dance, she was super talented at it. The rest is history, and I’ve benefited from my parents’ new openness. Even if Mom would rather forget the scandalous pictures of Ever totally naked. Which, of course, I won’t be taking.

“I’m pretty sure I can get her on board once she understands what’s at stake. I just need to make sure I can still get in. It starts next week.”

Ever looks at the second page included with my invitation and whistles. “All expenses paid. Fancy. They didn’t offer me that.”

“I’m riding on your coattails. They want more Ever Wong.”

“The up-and-coming classical music star is who they want. Smart of them, too.” She purses her lips, then pulls her cell phone from her purse. “My friend Marc is the director this summer,” she says. “Let me try to reach him. He should be awake over there.”

She thumb-types, and her phone chimes with a returning text. “He’s up! Do you mind if I explain your situation?”

I frown. “What if he rescinds the invitation, too?”

“He’ll need to know why you’re deciding to come just a week before the program starts . . . well, I’ll just tell him you changed your mind.”

I exhale sharply through my nose. “Okay.”

They text back and forth while I pace the carpet. Finally, she looks up. “He’d be thrilled to have you. He says to call the front desk and see if they have dorm rooms left.”

“Really?” I didn’t realize I was clasping my fingers so tightly until the blood starts to flow again.

“Give him an hour, then call with your information. You still have the full ride. The flight, tuition, everything.”

Ever was right. They really want me. But would they still, if they knew what just went down on TikTok?

I bury the worry. A lifeline is in sight. I just need to swim toward it with everything I have left.

Exactly one hour later, I dial the number on the letter. A woman’s voice answers in Mandarin, then switches to softly accented English. “How may I help you?”

“This is Pearl Wong. I got an invitation to Love—I mean, Chien Tan. The director said I should call with my information?”

“Just a minute,” says the woman.

“Sure,” I say calmly, but my insides quiver like a bowl of cold jellyfish. Chinese music begins to play on the phone. I recognize the instrument—one of those two-stringed violins. I forget the name of it, but I’ve heard one played in an exhibit at the Cleveland Art Museum. It’s a good sign. I give Ever a thumbs-up, but then a dagger of regret stabs through me. “I was excited to spend the summer with you in New York,” I say wistfully.

“Me too.” She gives me a hug. “You’ll have a different experience is all. I won’t tell you not to do anything I wouldn’t have done, but you should definitely go out on the town. Make friends from other countries. Date some people.” She smiles. “Kiss a few frogs.”

I snort. “I’m like, going into exile. I don’t intend to have the time of my life.”

“Well, you might be surprised. Loveboat has a magic of its own.”

Magic. Who wouldn’t want a summer of transformation? But the sad truth is, I’m in a totally different situation. I shake my head no. “You know I don’t have time for boys.” Not to mention Ever is the beauty in the family.

“If you don’t mind some flawed big sisterly advice? I’ve dated one guy. Hooked up with one other. Now six years later, Rick wants to propose. But I can’t say yes because I don’t know what I don’t know. You know?”

“Wait, you hooked up with someone besides Rick?” I ask, scandalized. It’s always just been Ever-and-Rick. Forever and ever. “Who?”

She shakes her head. “It was on Loveboat. Way in the past.”

“Maybe you’re having the seven-year itch,” I muse. Their biggest problem has always been geography, not love. Rick’s in Taipei at a hot start-up. But Ever’s job—and Mom and me—keep her in the States. Since Dad passed away, she hasn’t wanted to leave us alone for long, but she’s also adamant that Rick can’t quit his job for her, especially since she’s always carried the weight of Dad sacrificing his career for us to have a better life in the States. They’ve been doing this dance of how to end up in the same city for years now, and they finally decided to take a break for a few months to figure things out independently.

“That’s not it.” She chews on her lower lip. She rarely comes to me with her issues. She probably figures I’m too young to relate. But I can.

“I kissed Bobby Aquila at a spin the bottle party in eighth grade,” I offer. “It was very wet, and it’s been awkward ever since.”

She laughs. “Yeah. Well, maybe remember that on Loveboat when you’re surrounded by five hundred cute boys.”

“Ha!” I say, but then we’re both distracted by a blue Audi pulling up to our curb outside. A guy in a brown leather jacket steps out. I catch Ever smoothing her black hair back and realize she’s wearing lipstick. She’s changed to go out, in her blue satin jumpsuit with a long golden sash knotted above her hip. Ballerina-themed. At her vanity, she picks up her makeup brush and applies blush across the arc of her cheekbones.

“Um. Ever. Why is Stanley Yee coming up our driveway?”

She runs her hands through her hair, combing out the ends and smoothing them under in a way that makes me seriously want to smack her. “Rick and I agreed to date other people.”

“YOU DID WHAT?” I follow her into the hallway, phone still pressed to my ear. This whole time we’ve been talking about my problems, and here she is, dating new people?

She laughs, but her eyes are a bit strained. “Were you not listening to a word I was saying?”

“I thought you were just taking, like, a time-out before you got engaged. For perspective—not this! You hate Stanley Yee! My entire childhood you pretended to barf every time you saw him!”

“We were little kids. And Stanley’s been texting me for weeks,” Ever says. “He was always the Other Asian Kid at school. Everyone thought we should be together, so I ran the other way. But he’s no joke. He went to MIT. Now he’s at Goldman Sachs in Cleveland to get some experience before business school.”

“Bo-ring!”

“Not everyone is cut out for a glamorous life in the arts,” she teases.

Nothing she can say can make this right. “At least Rick’s at a start-up. Working abroad. Taking risks.” I’ll get to see him in Taipei, another silver lining of this exile. And maybe Ever can visit and figure out how right they are for each other . . .

“Look, if Rick or I connect more deeply with someone else, someone who actually lives on the same continent,” she swallows hard, “it’s better we find out before we torture ourselves for another seven years, right?”

I open my mouth to argue. If Dad were here, he’d have a lot to say. He adored Rick. The two of them would go fishing whenever Rick visited, never catch anything, and be so pumped to try again the next time. Dad would have provided perspective. But I’m just the little sister, and all I can do is scowl as she heads for the door/disaster.

“What’s this?” From the foyer table, Ever picks up an exquisite rosewood box, swirling with an intricate floral pattern of inlaid mother-of-pearl. In her other hand is a simple note card with “Ever” printed in Rick’s clean handwriting. “How did this get in here?”

“Looks like Rick Woo strikes again.” I smirk. Mom must have unwrapped it when it arrived. “I knew I could count on my future brother-in-law to not let me down.”

“Don’t call him that!” She shakes her head, exasperated. She slides her fingernails along the edge of the box, trying to open it. It doesn’t budge. “We’re supposed to be taking a break.” But she runs her hands over its polished surface, already intrigued. Ever loves a good mystery. Rick knows her too well, and he’s not getting pushed out just because my sister’s having a quarter-life crisis.

“It’s a puzzle box.” I wiggle my hips in a little happy dance. There is hope in the world. “See? This is why I’m Team Rick!”

Ever growls. “You’re supposed to be Team Me!”

“That’s the thing. I can be both!”

The bell rings. We stare at the door.

“It’s not too late to pretend we’re not home,” I whisper.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Ever’s hand is already on the brass handle. “It’s just lunch.” She tucks her purse under her arm and, a second later, she’s gone.

The Chinese music ceases on my call. “Hello, Pearl?” The receptionist is back.

“Yes?” I cling to the phone.

“We look forward to welcoming you to campus next week.”
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TAIPEI

My brother-in-law-to-be meets me outside the Taoyuan International Airport. He removes his shades and waves as I approach him through the muggy air. The wind makes his thick black hair wave in every direction and tugs at his untucked Cleveland Browns shirt—an old present from my dad.

“Here’s our jet-setter.” He snags my blue felt beret from my head and plops it onto his own. Then he folds me into his warm bear hug. “I can’t believe your mom actually let you come.” I love Rick’s voice, which is low and soothing, like a cello.

“She understood I don’t have any other options.” It hurt to have to tell Mom what had happened. That as proud as Dad would have been, as much as Mom hoped we were finally accepted, it turned out we weren’t there yet. I couldn’t even go into all the details around the farmer’s hat and TikTok. I just said that there was a blowup, Apollo wanted me to lay low for the summer, and Julie and I came up with an alternative plan. If there’s one person who Mom listens to, fears even, it’s Julie.

“How’s Ever?” Rick asks, taking my bag and heading toward the lot.

His tone is casual, but his brown eyes are hungry and vulnerable. I need to cheer him up. I fold my arms over my chest and give him a mock glare. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re picking me up just to grill me about my boring old sister.”

“Yes, after you tell me everything you know, I’ll drop you off on the side of the road to walk the rest of the way to campus. It’s just a few hours.”

I grin as Rick loads my suitcase into the trunk of his electric car. Rick and I actually have a similar sense of humor. Maybe that’s why we get along so well. But to be honest, Rick looks like he hasn’t slept since Ever broke up with him. His eyes are underscored by dark circles, and his jaw is stubbled. He’s lost about ten pounds.

I mean, he’s working at a start-up, so who knows what his hours are. But this is not the put together and self-assured Boy Wonder I’ve known all these years.

“She’s okay . . . ,” I say. Should I tell him about Stanley Yawn? I decide against it. “She’s intrigued by your puzzle box.”

“Good,” he says. “You’ll help her if she can’t figure it out, right?”

“Pearl’s on the job. How are you feeling?”

He’s quiet a moment. A battle is raging inside him. He takes the driver’s seat, and then, as I buckle in, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a blue velvet jewel box, opening it to a beautiful diamond set between two sapphires.

“Oh my God, Rick. It’s gorgeous. Has she seen this yet?”

“Yes.”

What is wrong with that girl?

“I never once doubted we were headed for the altar,” he admits.

“That makes two of us.” I squeeze his meaty hand as he falls silent again. “Are you going to do what she asked you to do? Stay put here?” Let her date lame guys? I add silently.

“I can’t go against her wishes. And I don’t want to pressure her by asking her to come here. That’s not what any of this is supposed to be about.”

I was young when Dad was working as an orderly. He couldn’t practice as a doctor in the States. But I know he went through years of frustration, and even depression, to be kept from the job he truly loved.

“Maybe this space and time apart is the only way she can know what she really wants for our relationship,” Rick concludes. He’s thought about this a lot, clearly.

The car rumbles to life and music begins to play. Pachelbel’s Canon in D. Baroque Germany, early 1700s.

Rick quickly shuts it off.

“Um,” I say.

“Sorry. I’m such a cheese ball.”

“Well, it’s THE classic bride-marches-down-the-aisle song.” And the poor guy is obviously heartbroken. I smile, trying to cheer him up. Yes, classical musicians find Canon in D cliché, but it says something about the piece’s staying power that it’s so overplayed. And—“To be honest, Canon
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