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1

HANNAH CALLS IT “A STATE OF BECOMING,” BUT most people would probably call it chaos. The floor and work spaces are littered with leaves, stems, and thorns that haven’t made it into the giant wastebins by the tables. Flowers and greenery explode out of buckets on every flat surface that isn’t covered in piles of more greens and more flowers, all stripped of their lower leaves and thorns. The room is a riot of scarlet, green, ivory, and dusty pink.

In front of me sit twenty-five empty vases, their open mouths crisscrossed with grids of thin tape. When we’re finished, the empty grids will be transformed into a lush carpet of red and cream-colored roses and white and gold Chinese lilies, accented with clusters of pink pepper berries, eucalyptus leaves, and ivy—perfect for tomorrow’s mid-December wedding. Perfect for the beginning of somebody’s happily ever after.

That is, if you believe in that kind of thing.

As I trim the thorns off a rose stem, Hannah quizzes me.

“Fate,” my aunt says.

“Flax,” I reply, and she nods.

“Self-worth,” she says.

“White roses.” Another nod.

“Reconciliation.”

“Um . . . star-of-Bethlehem?”

“Nice!” Hannah beams at me. “Great job, CJ!”

Most kids get quizzed on stuff like state capitals, or French vocabulary words, or the elements on the periodic table. I get quizzed on the language of flowers. Hannah claims that by using it in the arrangements she makes for her clients, she can help fulfill their hearts’ desires. I have serious doubts about the scientific validity of her claim, but she says that if I want to be her apprentice at the shop, I have to know my flowers, so here we are.

By here I mean the workroom of Heart’s Desire, the flower shop that we’ve had in our family since the 1930s. This guy named Robert McAllister pressured my great-grandfather into selling it for almost nothing when the government threw Japanese Americans into internment camps during World War II, but after years of struggle and hardship, my grandfather eventually bought it back because, as Mom and Hannah both like to say, Katsuyamas never quit.

Katsuyamas Never Quit. It’s practically our family motto.

The McAllisters have never quit, either. In fact, they’ve never quit so much that the family are now billionaires. My high school bears their name, as does the hospital I was born in and the library where I borrow books. It’s not exactly Capulets and Montagues or anything, but I can’t say that I don’t feel kind of resentful and weird about the whole situation. Mom is a partner at McAllister Venture Capital, so that tells you how much she cares about the family sort-of feud (not at all). Hannah, on the other hand, despises the McAllisters. Her second choice for the Katsuyama family motto would probably be We Hate the McAllisters. But I’ll come back to all that later. As Hannah and Mom also like to say, we need to be here, now.

Now, the phone rings, and even though we’ve just closed up for the night, Hannah answers it. You never know what a difference that last-minute bouquet might make in a person’s life, she always says. It might be just the thing that a grieving widow needs to brighten her evening. Or it might lead to a romantic reconciliation and then a baby. Or, if you want to be pragmatic about it, it could lead to another sale and possibly even a regular customer—something we could definitely use these days.

Turns out it’s one guy who wants one thing: a boutonniere. He says he’s right around the corner and he’ll be here in a couple of minutes. Doesn’t sound like a life-altering possibility to me, but I’m not running the store.

Ten minutes after closing time, I let him in the front door. He’s not young, maybe forties or fifties, wearing rimless glasses, khakis, a blue button-down shirt, a blazer, and a bow tie—kind of an unusual look in Silicon Valley. Especially the bow tie. Or maybe not—Silicon Valley is full of quirky people. “It’ll only take a minute. I just need a little flower to put in my lapel, here,” he says, and glances down at his blazer.

I happen to know that this will take about twenty minutes, not just one, but I smile and say, “Special occasion?”

Blazer Guy blushes a little. “First date. Thought I’d do a little something special, you know? Make a good impression.”

Before I can respond, Hannah comes bustling in from the back. “Oh, how sweet! What a lucky . . . woman?”

“Uh, yes. Woman,” Blazer Guy confirms with a nervous laugh.

“And it’s been a while since you’ve dated, perhaps?” Hannah continues.

He turns bright red and says, “Oh . . . is it that obvious? How could you tell?”

Because, you funny little man, I think, you’re wearing a freaking boutonniere on a first date.

“Oh, I just have a feel for these things,” says Hannah with an airy wave of her hand and a dirty look at me, as if she’s reading my mind. “Did you tell her that you’d be wearing a flower? Did you specify what kind?”

Blazer Guy shakes his head. “I just figured something like this . . . ?” He points to a yellow carnation. “Something bright, you know? Friendly.”

“Oh no! No, no, no. CJ, come on over.” Hannah beckons to me. “CJ’s my apprentice,” she informs Blazer Guy. “CJ, tell— I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Richard.”

“Tell Richard about yellow carnations.”

For the record, I never actually asked to be Hannah’s apprentice. I’ve more or less grown up at Heart’s Desire, but I never really did anything beyond take the occasional phone order until this fall, when Hannah’s assistant found a better-paying job and left. Not long after that, Hannah asked me if I wanted to learn the art of floral design, and it turns out I kind of love it. I love the colors, the textures, the shapes, and the scents. I love how each flower has its own personality, and I love figuring out how to put everything together in ways that mean something.

“Yellow carnations say no. Like literally, that’s what they mean. N-O,” I say obediently, and Hannah nods her approval as Blazer Guy winces.

“Oh. I don’t want that.”

“I mean, they certainly have their uses,” says Hannah sweetly. “But I can tell you’re more thoughtful than that. You must be a bit of a romantic at heart.”

Blazer Guy scratches his head and smiles bashfully.

“You deserve better than carnations, and so does your date. Let us personalize it and make it perfect for you.”

Hannah proceeds to pepper Richard with silly questions: favorite color, favorite animal, favorite vacation spot. Then she gets personal: What’s his defining quality? What are his hopes for this particular date?

“I guess I hope she likes me enough for a second date?” he says uncertainly. “And I hope I like her.”

Hannah turns to me and asks, “Well? What do you recommend?” To Richard, she stage-whispers, “Prepare to be impressed. She’s really gifted.”

Right. No pressure or anything. “Hmm . . . First date, first date . . .” I drum my fingers on my chin, stalling for time. “It’s the wrong season for lilacs . . . pink rosebuds for new love?”

Even before Hannah frowns, I know I’ve failed. Pink rosebuds? Could I have picked anything more clichéd? He could have gone to Safeway for that advice.

“Mmm . . . Pink rosebuds . . .” Hannah’s nodding as if deep in thought, but it’s just for show. “Those are nice, but maybe a tad conventional, don’t you think? And a little presumptuous. We can do better.” She smiles at me kindly. “Try again.”

I feel my cheeks flush with embarrassment. I wonder if Hannah’s wishing she hadn’t talked me up so much. But she’s still smiling at me, so I try again. Think. Flowers that convey what Richard wants . . . what was it? He wants to like his date and he wants her to like him. So. “Asters for reciprocity? Or purple pansies and white violets? Think of me; take a chance on love?”

“Bingo!” Hannah claps her hands once, and I practically melt with relief. “I love it! Unique, unassuming, but still makes a statement. Pansies and violets are tricky to use in boutonnieres, but I think I can manage to make them last a couple of hours for you. CJ, get the materials ready. I’ll get the flowers. What do you think, Richard?”

“Sounds great,” says Richard. But I mean really, what’s he going to say? When the Hannah train is rolling, you either jump on or jump out of the way.

Hannah goes upstairs, where she grows some of the unusual flowers and potted varieties that she likes to use but are harder to get from wholesalers. I prep the materials as ordered—sponge, wire, tape, ribbon, pin—and lay them neatly on the countertop for Hannah before heading back into the workroom.

“So do you think that guy’s gonna have a good first date?” I ask when Richard has gone and Hannah returns to the back.

“I have no idea. But with those flowers, something good has to happen. He looked really hopeful, and that’s half the battle. Perfect choice, CJ.”

It’s just one tiny thing I’ve done well. Against the boundless field of bad decisions and disappointing performances that have been my life, it hardly even counts. But something unfurls inside me, fragile and tender as a new green leaf, and I can’t help smiling as I place a bunch of freshly declawed roses in a bucket of water.

“You have all the tools, and tons of talent. You have a natural feel for structure and color. I think you could be great,” says Hannah.

That should make me feel even better, but instead, my wobbly new confidence buckles under the weight of her praise and the looming expectation of greatness. I sweep a pile of leaves into a wastebin and say, “I don’t know. My arrangements kind of suck.” It’s true. Everything I do is like the zitty, sloppy, thirteen-year-old boy cousin of Hannah’s creations.

Hannah stops her own work and regards me for a moment. Her eyes are full of affection and her voice is serious when she says, “It’s not expert work yet, but Katsuyamas never quit. I know you’ll get there, sweet pea. The only thing that concerns me is your reluctance to open yourself to the magic of romance.”

At this, I forget my new leaf feeling altogether and roll my eyes. I love what we sell, and I love making people happy with it. But let’s not kid ourselves—it’s all an illusion.

“Don’t you roll your eyes at the magic of romance, CJ, or you’ll end up like your mom.”

“Hannah.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.”

I do. It’s not like Mom is some lonely, bitter old hag who’s dead inside. She’s beautiful and smart and funny, and she could probably date whoever she wants. But, to use her words, she has better things to do with her time than root through the trash heap that is online dating—a sentiment that Hannah finds highly offensive, since she, herself, has had a lot of romantic relationships that started online. Mom would say that proves her point.

Because the thing is, Hannah isn’t exactly a reliable authority on romance. However much positive influence her so-called magic may have on the happiness of other couples, it doesn’t seem to apply to her own relationships. Like, at all. Ever since I can remember, she’s gone through at least one, sometimes two boyfriends a year, each time convinced that this is the One, each time soaring on an updraft of romantic optimism—and each time, plunging to a bruising, painful breakup. Her life is a rom-com on an endless loop, cutting back to the beginning before it reaches the happy ending. I don’t know how or why she keeps at it. You’d think she’d know better by now.

Bottom line: Katsuyamas may never quit, but we also never succeed, at least when it comes to romance and true love. And if my own history is any indication, I may never succeed at anything else, either.
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IT’S SIX THIRTY IN THE MORNING ON A SCHOOL-STAFF-DEVELOPMENT day, but instead of being warm and asleep in my bed like a normal human being, I’m awake and shivering in my vintage Cap’n Crunch T-shirt and my McAllister High School sweat pants. I would say it’s cold enough to see my breath, but starlight doesn’t make for great visibility.

Mom has dragged me out to her favorite trail at the open-space preserve for a predawn power walk, and I am deeply regretting my decision to let her. I huff and puff to keep up as she charges ahead of me toward a one-mile climb. I wonder if mountain lions get up this early.

It wouldn’t matter, though, because Mom could probably kick a mountain lion’s ass. She does Pilates, lifts weights, and runs practically every day. She has a treadmill in her office at work, and another one in her bedroom; whenever she’s stressed out or upset, she goes in there and runs forever. Plus, she’s just an ass-kicking kind of person—there’s no other way she could have made partner at a place like McAllister Venture Capital.

She’s way ahead of me on the trail when she glances over her shoulder and stops. “Come on, Ceej! You’re young and strong. You should have no problem keeping up with an old lady like me.” She smiles like it’s joke, but I see her fingers tapping impatiently on her hips as I struggle to catch up.

“I’m even not supposed to be awake yet. Young people’s circadian rhythms are different from old ladies like you,” I protest.

“You’ll be glad I got you up when we get to the top.”

“Is there a Starbucks up there? And a magical portal back to my bed?”

“No, but there’s a beautiful sunrise and a sense of accomplishment.”

“Yippee. I can hardly wait.”

“CJ, that attitude is exactly what’s making this difficult for you.”

And just like that—ka-poof!—I feel my actual attitude slide from reluctant-but-jokey to sulky-and-defensive.

“I think the forced march is what’s making this difficult for me.” It’s one last stab at cracking a joke, but I have to admit that I put a little heat on it. Call me rude, but she pulled the attitude card, and I know what’s next.

“I’m not kidding, CJ.” Here it comes. Three, two, one  . . . “Attitude is everything. If you don’t get your shit together—if you don’t start developing a vision for your life—you’ll never get anywhere.”

According to Mom, the key to living a Happy and Fulfilling Life is having a killer attitude and a grand vision, and I swear she feels personally attacked by the fact that I have not found either one yet. As if visions were just lying around like Easter eggs and I’ve made it my life’s work to shut my eyes and ignore them. As if all I have to do is get off my lazy ass and part the right clump of grass, peek behind the right stone, and I’ll find a vision waiting for me to pick it up and run with it into a bright and shining future.

Mom grew up on the edge of poverty, and she’s given me much more than she ever had: summer camps, enrichment programs, trips to places like New York City and London. But when it comes to results, well. I know I must be an incredible disappointment to her. On bad days, I wonder if she wishes I’d never been born.

“You can’t just slide along the way you’ve been doing. You need to get out there and be proactive. You need to have a road map.” Being Proactive and Having a Road Map are Mom’s two favorite things after Having a Vision.

“I’ve been helping out at Heart’s Desire. Hannah says I have talent.”

Mom doesn’t respond right away, and suddenly I realize why I’ve let her think I’ve been watching kitten videos in my spare time since SAT prep classes ended, instead of telling her I’ve been working at Heart’s Desire. I think Hannah might be right, that I might actually be good at something, for once. I don’t want Mom to tell me that Hannah’s wrong, that it’s stupid, that it’s a waste of time. Crap. Why didn’t I lie just now and tell her I’ve been doing independent research on . . . on . . . Right. That’s why.

Finally, Mom says something. “CJ. Flower arranging is a hobby. I don’t know what airy-fairy delusions Hannah’s been feeding you, but you know Heart’s Desire isn’t doing as well as it should, and I really don’t like you being part of it. Listen, I was talking to Carlos from Alphabet the other day, and this is strictly confidential information, but . . .” She proceeds to describe Carlos’s job, his credentials, and how he’s planning to leave Alphabet and start a new company in some hot new space in the ecosystem of big-data enterprise architecture that she’s been researching lately, and I tune out because I have only the barest inkling about any of that stuff, and even less interest, and why should I pay attention anyway, since she clearly has no interest in what I want or what I think?

“CJ! Are you even listening?”

Oops. “Um, yeah. Just . . . That last part again?”

Mom releases an exasperated puff of air and says, “I told you that he said he’d be willing to interview you for an internship position. It’s unpaid, but it’ll look great on your college applications, and you might be able to use it to springboard to something you could monetize later. That’s the kind of thing that’ll distinguish you from all the other kids—the thousands of other kids, I might add—gunning for a spot wherever you apply for college next year.”

“But I don’t want to be an intern.”

“I’m not asking if you want to be an intern. I’m telling you that you can be an intern.”

“But, Mom, seriously? A big-data start-up? I mean, hello, have we met? I’m your daughter, CJ. The only person to ever fail out of coding camp.” It was a three-week day camp the summer after sixth grade; by the end of it, I couldn’t write the simplest program without constantly checking the help menu. My certificate of participation read, “CJ uses her time to the best of her ability!” I think we all know what that means.

“What have I told you about that word? It’s not a failure, it’s a learning opportunity. Growth mind-set, kiddo. Grit. Besides, this internship is a great, real-world way to practice growth mind-set and get hands-on experience developing a crucial skill set.”

I grit my teeth. Ladies and gentlemen, my mother, the buzzword machine.

“All I’m saying is that you need a purpose to drive you. I don’t want you to end up like Hannah, just drifting along.”

That jolts me out of my sulk. “Hannah’s not drifting. She runs the shop.”

“Believe me, CJ. She’s drifting.”

This is the problem with Mom. She spends her life going full throttle, guns blazing, after these ridiculously unattainable goals, and the rest of us look like we’re standing still by comparison. She will never believe that running a lowly flower shop, putting beauty into the world a little at a time, is worthwhile.

“Hannah’s happy,” I say. “Maybe I just want to be happy.”

“‘Happy’ is not going to get you into college, CJ. It’s not going to get you a career. ‘Happy’ comes from setting yourself a challenging goal and achieving it.”

“God, Mom, stop being so Asian,” I say, rolling my eyes. The Asian thing is a gamble, but it’s my last card. She hates being compared to the immigrant Asian community.

Mom’s eyes squinch shut as she lets loose a sort of strangled half scream through clenched teeth, though this doesn’t slow her down at all. “For Chrissakes, CJ! If you had any idea what my Asian colleagues are putting their kids through, you’d be thanking me for going so easy on you. Listen, kiddo. I love you. I want you to succeed. I’m concerned about your future. And you are not concerned enough.”

I am concerned, I want to say. What if I don’t find one of these all-important visions? What if I’m a failure for the rest of my life? But what comes out of my mouth is, “Okay, Mom. I got it. I’m a loser and a failure.”

“That’s not at all what I’m saying, CJ.”

I can hear the frustration in her voice, and I know that’s not what she’s saying, but it hurts too much to keep exploring all the ways in which I am not measuring up. I push back one more time. “Can we just not talk about this right now?”

We barrel through Rogue Valley, past little gray rabbits that freeze, then dart back into the brush, past a flock of wild turkeys. As the valley narrows, the trail makes a sharp left to double back and uphill for a mile. We continue walking, the only sound our breath, the crump, crump, crump of our feet on the dusty trail, and the blackbirds chirping in the bushes around us. We pass within a few feet of a mother deer and her adolescent fawn picking their way slowly through a thicket of manzanita bushes, under a canopy of coastal live oak trees. I pause, pull out my phone, and turn to take a picture, but Mom refuses to slow down: “We’re behind schedule, hon—I have a video conference at eight o’clock. Come on, let’s pick up the pace.”





A Series of Screw-ups: The Chisaki Joan Katsuyama Story, Part I

I bet you think I’m exaggerating. But I’m confident that when I’m finished, you’ll see things my way.

Exhibit A: My Conception

The specifics remain vague (ew, not those specifics), but according to the cautionary tale Mom told me when I got my first period, it may have happened in a hotel room at a conference after a night of heavy drinking.

Yep. I know.

Exhibit B: My Birth

I arrived two weeks early (“The last time CJ was ever early for anything,” the joke goes). To add insult to injury, my early arrival was announced by a pop and a theatrical burst of amniotic fluid in the middle of an important presentation that Mom was giving at work.

Exhibit C: Ballet Lessons

It was winter of third grade, and I was the star of my ballet class’s annual holiday recital performance: we danced to “Waltz of the Flowers,” and I got to stand alone in the middle of a ring of my classmates, the flower amid a swirl of adoring butterflies. After the recital, Mom pulled me out of ballet, and I could not understand why she’d cut short what was surely going to be a long and illustrious career as a ballerina.

A couple of years ago, I stumbled across a video of the recital. In it, I do, indeed, stand out—but not for the reasons I had always imagined. In the parts where I dance with my class, I am happy but clueless, awkwardly copying the movements of the girl next to me, one beat late. I wasn’t chosen to be the flower in the center because I was talented. I was chosen because I was terrible.

Exhibit D: Soccer, Coding Camp, Piano Lessons, etc. etc. etc.

A veritable garden of participation trophies and failures learning opportunities.

Exhibit E: My Last Effort

Mom was a lacrosse star at Princeton back in the day, after trying it out just for fun as a freshman. “You’ve got a great body for it,” she told me as lacrosse season approached in ninth grade. “Give it a try. Come on, Ceej, think positive.”

After two miserable weeks of preseason conditioning, I confessed to her that I was in danger of not making the team. “Then make yourself indispensable,” she responded. I volunteered to be goalie—every team needs a goalie—and made the cut.

Mom came to my first two games. In the first half of the first game, I caught her face-palming after I allowed my third easy goal. By the second half of the game, every time the ball was on our half of the field, I’d glance up and see her face set in a worried frown. She spent most of the next game bent determinedly over her phone. She stopped coming to my games after that.

It was probably a good thing. By the middle of the season, whenever the opposing team got the ball, our coach would shout, “Someone get in the goal with CJ!” and we would play a two-goalie defense. When I announced at the end of the season that I was never going to play lacrosse ever again, Mom didn’t argue. I couldn’t believe my good luck; I’d been expecting her to remind me that Katsuyamas never quit.

Two weeks later, Mom signed me up for a journalism class, and I realized that she hadn’t let me off the hook with lacrosse as I’d thought. She’d just chalked up one more failure to perform as expected and had already begun the hunt for a new activity. At that point, I finally saw my life for what it was—an endless cycle of trying and failing, trying and failing.

I used to try harder when I was young. With every new activity, I did my best to grow into the shape that Mom was so painstakingly pruning me into. But each new defeat wore me down a little bit, and then a little bit more. After that disastrous lacrosse season, I began to give up on becoming the superstar that Mom wanted me to be. Unfortunately, I’m afraid Mom will never give up.

Then again, I’m afraid that she will.
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AFTER MY POWER WALK WITH MOM, SHE GOES to the office and I drop in at Sweet Emily’s on my way to Heart’s Desire. People travel across town for Sweet Emily’s pastries and coffee—they’re that good. The line often stretches out the door of the café, which Emily’s parents named after her. The chocolate croissants, in particular, sell out fast, but there’s always a few set aside for me. Being best friends with the owners’ daughter has its perks.

Em’s on a break, and she’s joined me at our favorite table, at the back of the dining room, where we’re discussing Mom’s plan for me to become a STEM goddess.

“Me, at a big data start-up? Is she out of her mind?”

“You gotta give her credit for optimism,” says Emily.

“There’s optimism and there’s delusional . . . ism.”

“She’s not delusional, Ceej. Stop buying into the girls-can’t-do-math-and-science baloney. We don’t need more stereotypes.”

“I’m not talking about girls, I’m talking about me. And anyway, if I am good at math, I’m an Asian stereotype,” I remind her.

“Yeah . . . but, for real, though.” Emily taps her cranberry-walnut scone on her plate. “You do kind of brick your way through stuff. It’s like you don’t care about it, or, like, I dunno, like maybe you’re afraid to succeed, or afraid to fail, or . . .” She waves the scone vaguely, as if to conjure up a reason why I might not be Trying My Hardest at Life.

“Thanks for the insight, Dr. Baxter.” I flick a crumb at her, and she flicks it back. Em is a bit of a paradox. She’s genuinely the sweetest person I know: she doesn’t swear; she isn’t petty. But she’s ruthless about calling me out. Which is kind of cool. But it’s also kind of annoying. “Anyway, what the fuck, Em? I do not half-ass my way through stuff.”

“Uh, yeah, you do,” she says.

“Name one thing.”

“Okay, how about school? Like, every class?” says Emily. “You could totally be in AP English if you tried. You should have applied with me last year.”

“Hey, you dropped out of Korean school.”

“That’s not the same thing because I didn’t have time for Korean school. And don’t change the subject. Just admit you don’t want to try.”

“That has nothing to do with not wanting to try. I just don’t like playing impress-the-teacher with a bunch of brownnosers.”

“Oh, thanks.”

“Not you, duh. Just the others.”

Em frowns. “Why do you have to be so judgmental?”

“Oh, now that you’re in AP, you’re best friends with all of them?”

“No. But why can’t you just give people a chance?”

I sigh. “I just hate how everyone’s all about excelling in those classes. Straight A’s. Starting lineup. Class officer. We can’t all be Brynn for President.” I can’t hold back a tiny sneer when I bring her up. I don’t actively dislike many people, but Brynn Foer-Preston, current vice president of the Associated Student Body and future leader of the free world, is one of them. The thing is, Emily used to have a huge crush on her, and it did not end well. For Emily. At all. (Full disclosure: I might also kind-of-sort-of hate Brynn just a tiny bit for being appallingly talented at everything she’s ever done, which maybe isn’t exactly fair of me. But mostly I don’t like her because I don’t trust her. She’s got a candy coating of sweetness and joy over a dark core of treacherous, cutthroat ambition.)

“Speaking of Brynn,” says Emily. “You’ll never believe it, but she said hi to me yesterday.”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Yuh-huh. We walked into physics at the same time.”

Hang on. “I didn’t know she was in physics with you.”

“She just got switched in. I guess she used to have it seventh period, but she got some internship or something where she has to leave school after sixth.”

“Of course she did.” I take a sip of coffee. I don’t like where this conversation seems to be headed. “So did you say hi back?”

Em sighs. “Well, yeah. I mean. It was actually like a friendly hi, like the kind you say hi back to without really thinking about it.”

Hm.

“What do you think it means?”

This is what I was worried about. I can hear the longing in Emily’s voice, and I’m sorry, but no. I’m not letting this happen. I say, “I think it means that Brynn for President is a compulsively friendly person who says hi to everyone.”

“Yeah, huh,” says Em with a wry little grin. But I can tell she’s hurt. I hate making her feel this way, but it’s better than the potential alternative.

“I’m sorry. I just . . . You know how I feel about her. You know how she treated you in eighth grade. I don’t think she’s changed. You deserve so much better.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Em’s phone starts singing. “Break’s over,” she says. She turns off her alarm, crams the rest of her scone into her mouth, and takes a big swig of coffee. “Text me later and tell me what you want to do tonight, ’kay?”





The History of My Beef with Brynn Foer-Preston

I’ve invested a fair amount of time and energy over the last few years being annoyed and snarky about Brynn for President, a.k.a. Brynn Foer-Preston—a fact I’m not proud of. But she made Emily’s life a living hell in eighth grade, when Emily came out. No one harassed Em about it publicly—we were well trained and heavily monitored—but it was eighth grade, after all. Even though everyone knew that homophobia was frowned upon, it didn’t mean everyone was always nice to LGBTQ+ kids. People sort of watched and waited for a leader to show them how to act.

Shortly after Emily came out of the closet, Brynn invited her over to work on a math project, and—miracle of miracles—they ended up kissing. Emily, who’d had a crush on Brynn since sixth grade, went wild. Fueled by romantic delusion (and against my strenuous objections), she made the incredibly risky decision to leave a big frosted heart cookie in a pink paper bag on Brynn’s desk for Valentine’s Day. It would be in a bag, she reasoned. No one else would know.

Emily woke up sick on Valentine’s Day, and bombarded me with impassioned texts begging me to play Cupid or Mercury or whatever ancient Roman god would have delivered Valentine’s Day cookies back in ancient Roman times. I pointed out that Valentine’s Day was not an ancient Roman holiday, but Emily didn’t care. Eventually, I broke down and agreed to help her out.

I arrived at school early and snuck the bag onto Brynn’s desk, and I will be forever grateful that Emily wasn’t there to see what happened next. Ten minutes after the secret cookie drop, I was reading at my desk when Austin Brown—who everyone knew had a crush on Brynn—sauntered over, grabbed the bag, and looked inside. He wanted to know who his competition was, probably.

“Dude, check it out!” he shouted, as he held up the cookie for all to see. “It’s from Emily! Are you guys . . . ?” He made kissing sounds and waggled his eyebrows at Brynn.

There were six or seven kids in the room—Brynn’s little power posse—and they all looked up. Terror flashed across Brynn’s face. “Let me see that,” she said. Austin put the cookie back in the bag and tossed it to her. She opened it and grimaced. “Ughhh, gross. You guuuys. Look,” she said, and handed the cookie off to the others. Everyone made a show of handling it gingerly, with their fingertips, screeching and laughing as if lesbianism were a contagious, fatal, but also hilarious disease.

“CJ, are you sure you want to stay friends with her? What if she starts liking you?” said Brynn. “You’re not gay, are you?”

I should have looked her right in her craven, panic-stricken eyes and said, No, but I’m pretty sure you are. The best I could do was, “No. Jeez. Anyway, it’s not a big deal. You can be friends with a gay person and not be gay, you know. It’s not like they’re vampires. They’re not out to get people.”

Someone quipped, “Yeah, but I’m not taking that risk,” and Brynn laughed along with everyone else. I should have said more. I should have said, Good, because you’d be a shitty friend, anyway. Instead, I chickened out and went back to my book, furious with myself for not having the courage I needed to face them down. But at least I hadn’t totally betrayed Emily like Brynn had.

That afternoon, Brynn texted Emily that she thought maybe they should cool it. I don’t think it’s going to work out, she wrote. Sry [image: image]

Meanwhile, Brynn texted me not to tell anyone, not even Emily, what had happened in homeroom that day. She said she’d deny it if I did and her friends would back her up. As if I could ever tell Em that on top of this mysterious breakup, Brynn had laughed at her—and encouraged others to laugh at her—behind her back. It would have broken her.

Brynn didn’t speak to me or Emily for the rest of the year. Which was fine with me. I wanted her as far away from us as possible.

Then—get this—freshman year—the very next year—Brynn announced that she was gay, and suddenly the entire homophobia squad thought it was cool to have a queer friend, though of course no one apologized to Em. At the end of sophomore year, Brynn became president of the Queer Straight Alliance, and has yet to apologize, thereby securing her spot at the top of my shit list until the end of time.
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EM GOES BACK TO THE KITCHEN, AND I TAKE MY time finishing my croissant and my coffee. I’m just getting up to leave when the front door of the bakery opens, and who should add himself to the back of the line but Shane Morgan.

In September, the San Jose Mercury News did a feature on Shane, who appeared on the front page of the sports section clad in nothing but a Speedo and a smile to make the angels sing. He was standing on a pool deck with a water polo ball in one upturned palm and a MacBook in the other, to symbolize how he was equally great at sports and school, and also he was balancing them both literally and figuratively. (Okay, maybe I should have applied for AP English.)

According to the article, not only is Shane a nationally ranked water polo player and a stellar student, but he also wants to be a veterinarian, and he helps his mom foster kittens in the summer. There was another photo of him sitting on the floor, nuzzling a pile of adorable fuzzballs curled up in his strong, capable, sexy hands.

I may have developed kind of a thing for him.

I should note that when I say I have kind of a thing for him, I mean that I have it from afar. Very afar. Kind of in the same way Hannah and Mom get all gaga when they talk about Chris Evans or Mahershala Ali; he’s so profoundly unattainable that I harbor no delusions about us ever being a couple. Which is a little bit sad, but also realistic. Hannah might live her life like she’s the star of her own personal rom-com, but I do not.

Anyway, thing or no thing, it doesn’t matter, because his affections are currently claimed by his girlfriend, Sabrina Dang, who is the Asian version of every Mean Girl in every teen movie you’ve ever watched.

But here, now, undeniably, is one of those rom-com before/after moments. An opportunity to change the narrative. An opportunity to make an entrance and engage Shane in some flirtatious banter, the way it always happens in the movies. I mean, why not?

Because this is real life, that’s why not.

Because in movies, the kooky but lovable girl argues with the barista, gestures too enthusiastically, and spills coffee on the uptight but devastatingly handsome guy’s sweater, and they spend the next ninety minutes engaging in witty banter, fighting their attraction to each other, and finally sharing a swoony kiss in the rain and presumably living happily ever after.

But in real life, no one meets in adorably comic situations. In real life, crushes go unrequited, people have to stop kissing to spit out their gum, and the first time you feel your boyfriend’s erection through his jeans, you get so self-conscious and embarrassed that you avoid making out with him for a whole week. And people don’t live happily ever after.

So. In the real-life version of the Shane-CJ rom-com, I have no reason to go anywhere near Shane and spill my coffee on him, lovably or otherwise, or banter wittily with him or even look at him. At best, I would wander over to him and open my mouth and say . . . what? Nothing. We have nothing in common.

I prefer the fantasy. It’s comfortable and much more satisfying. So I turn around to face the back of the bakery, slide down into my booth, and begin plotting a way to get out of here without his seeing me.

But I can’t resist peeking over my shoulder to catch one more glimpse. Light blue eyes fringed with impossibly long blond eyelashes, chiseled cheekbones, aristocratic nose. Wide, generous mouth. His light brown hair has a silvery white sheen from all his time in the pool, and, combined with his facial features, it makes him look like he’s walked right out of the elven council in Rivendell. Except, of course, for his tan and his body; he’s quite a bit buffer than most residents of Rivendell, I suspect. He looks over and meets my eye, and I realize with a start that my little glimpse has turned into a long—and longing—gaze. I may as well be mopping up my drool with my paper napkin.

He nods, and even though we’ve literally never spoken to each other, he calls, “Hey, CJ!” and smiles. Because that’s the kind of friendly guy he is.

“Hi, Shane,” I croak. Mortified, I clear my throat.

“What’s up?”

I dig frantically for something clever and rom-com-worthy to say, but all I can come up with is, “Nothing. This.” I hold up my cup and plate, realize that it looks like I’m trying to make a punny joke about things literally being up, and wish I could die. “I mean. I was eating here.” Duh. Last try: “You?”

“Same.”

He grins again—I notice that it’s slightly forced this time, and I cringe inwardly. He shifts his focus to the menu above the counter. “So, what’s good today?”

Finally. A question I can answer without sounding like I landed on the planet yesterday. I go over to him and open my mouth to tell him about the chocolate croissants and the blueberry muffins, but I never get to say anything because that’s the moment when Brynn Foer-Preston, aforementioned queen of my shit list, empress of hypocrites, and object of Emily’s ill-fated eighth-grade crush, comes striding in. Because of course she does.

Brynn strides everywhere, as if she’s wearing seven-league boots. She’s one of those perpetually energized, enthusiastic, and engaged people who exhaust me just to look at. Over the last couple of years, she’s dropped the bitchy eighth-grade attitude and is now friendly to everyone, but I find it hard to believe she’s really changed. If she’d changed, she’d feel bad about what she did. And when forced to interact with Emily or me, she’d be awkward and quiet and smile with her mouth closed. That’s what I’d do, anyway. But nope. Not Brynn for President. Upon seeing me, she exclaims in a voice made of plastic (BPA-free, of course), “CJ! Hi! How are you!” as if we were BFFs.

Reflexively, I smile and say, “I’m good, how’re you?” and realize that Emily’s right. It’s hard to snub that kind of aggressive affability. Not only that, I find myself wanting her to like me, despite how little I like her.

Maybe it’s because Brynn—and Shane, actually—is a winner. Or perhaps more accurately, a #winner. Being a #winner is different from that old Mean Popular Kid cliché, which is super rare at McAllister. #Winners are popular, but they’re not shallow or mean or obsessed with clothes. They’re the kids who are accomplished and good-looking and nice to everyone. They live on planes of existence so stratospherically high and rarified, they’re practically divine. If you even care about them (a lot of kids don’t), the only thing you can hate about them is that they make you feel like a loser. Not actively—just by comparison, by the very fact of their existence. And they make you want their approval, despite how little you like them, which is a hateful quality.

Brynn’s friendliness is so expansive that I experience a jolt of panicky certainty that she’s going to fake-hug me, but then she flings her arms around Shane and cries, “Hey, what’s up?” She releases him and adds, “Dude, I just scored the sweetest parking spot! Check it—right across the street!” She points.

“Sick.” Shane nods his approval, and they exchange high fives because #winning.

Brynn turns to me now and says, “Hey, CJ. You’re still good friends with Emily Baxter, right? Don’t her parents own this place?” The plastic in her voice is still there, but I pick up a slightly obsequious tone this time. Usually the next question that people ask when this happens is, “Could you hook me up with some free muffins?”

“Um, yeah, they’re the owners.” I prepare myself to tell Brynn that I can’t hook her up with free anything.

“Is she here?” Brynn looks around the dining room, and out of the same old reflexive agreeableness, I almost tell Brynn that I can go get her, but something stops me. I realize with pleasure that I’m feeling possessive and protective of Emily right now, and that’s giving me a backbone.

“She’s working in back. She’ll be too busy to talk, though. She’s not even allowed to talk to me when she’s working.” Which is total BS—I often go in back and chat with Em while she’s working—but Brynn doesn’t need to know that. I shrug. “Sorry. Why do you need to see her?”

“Oh, no real reason. I’m actually here to ask her parents if I can put this up in the window.” She presents me with a flyer. “I figured I’d say hi to her if she was around.”

Since when has Emily been on “say hi to me if you’re around” terms with Brynn? I take the flyer with a little surreptitious side-eye at Brynn.

The flyer reads:

Are you a teenager?

Are you LGBTQIAP, curious,

or just looking for something fun to do on a Saturday night?

Join the crew at the South Bay Queer Teens’ January Mixer,

sponsored by South Bay OUTlet,

for great music, great food, great people, and great fun!

At the bottom there is a map, some photos of happy teenagers, and a website URL.

“I’m on the teen advisory committee,” she says. As if I’m supposed to care. “We’re actually looking for allies to be on it. Do you know anyone who’d be interested?”

In case anyone’s wondering, I do get how twisted it is to simultaneously not care that Brynn is on the OUTlet teen advisory committee and be insulted that she’s not inviting me to be on it with her. I don’t like either of those feelings, but there they are.

I don’t have long to stew in my own pettiness, though, because Shane moves in next to me to take a look at the flyer, and my heart starts bashing itself against my rib cage like an overwrought boy-band fan: It’s-SHANE! It’s-SHANE! It’s-SHANE! It’s-SHANE!

He says, “Sabrina’s brother was talking about going to this with his boyfriend. You got any extra? I can put them up at the pool for you.” The mention of Sabrina quiets my pulse somewhat.

“Aw, of course! You can double-date! Here,” says Brynn. She hands him a few flyers, and as he reaches out to take them from her—“Sweet! I’ll put them up today”—his arm brushes mine and I’m so stunned by the physical sensation of fantasy blurring into reality that I hardly notice when Brynn asks me, “You think it would be okay to put this one up in here? I should probably talk to Mrs. Baxter or a manager or something, right?”

“Huh?”

“I was wondering who I should talk to about putting a flyer in the window. Like Mrs. Baxter? Or . . .”

“Oh. Yeah, probably.”

“Okay, cool! And oh! I already got your aunt to put one up in her shop. Tell her thanks for me, okay?”

“Um, yeah. Sure.”

I’m acutely aware that, faced with this barrage of jovial, civic-minded enthusiasm, practically all I’ve been doing is grunting and nodding. Shane is still grinning at me, probably wondering what’s wrong with me, and he glances at Brynn, who grins back at him, and suddenly I get the distinct feeling that they’re politely waiting for me to leave so that they can laugh at me behind my back. I try to think of something to say to convince them that I am, in fact, an actual human with actual thoughts in my head, but my thoughts feel as foggy and vague as clouds, impossible to condense into something small and neat enough for this smallest of small-talk conversations. Come on, Ceej. Say something. I dig deep, summon up a couple of exclamation points, and say, “Okay! Well, I should be going! Try the blueberry muffins!” And bolt out the door.





5

I BOMBED THE “JUST A FORMALITY” INTERVIEW with Mom’s friend Carlos from Alphabet by informing him right away that I had no expertise or interest in data, big or otherwise. For two days after the interview, Mom didn’t even mention it, and I began to worry that Carlos might actually take me on as an intern. I swung between dread (he’d said yes despite my obvious lack of talent or interest, and I’d spend every afternoon of the foreseeable future miserably wasting everyone’s time) and a bizarre, hopeful fantasy (he’d seen a hidden spark of greatness, and I would finally blossom into the genius that Mom wanted me to be).

On the third day, I was washing the dishes after dinner when Mom called me down the hall to her office and told me that Carlos had said thanks, but no, thanks. “He told me that same afternoon, you know,” she said. “I’ve been waiting to see if you’d ask me how you did, but you clearly don’t even care enough to ask.”

I didn’t want to admit that maybe I’d bombed the interview accidentally on purpose because it would have been too humiliating to bomb it by accident for real. I didn’t know how to explain that even though I didn’t care about the internship, I was also terrified of hearing that I’d failed her yet again. So I shrugged and said, “Sorry.” It came
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