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One

YE-YE AND I had this rule: If you passed by a Chinese bakery on the way home, you had to make a stop. This was extra true if it was May’s Bakery.

By this time last year, my grandfather and I knew by heart exactly which routes would lead to this off-chance, totally-by-coincidence-of-course encounter with May’s Bakery on our walks back to his and my grandmother’s apartment, right near San Francisco’s Chinatown. Ye-Ye knew everything: hilltops to catch the sunset, parks where we’d spot old men doing tai chi on Saturday mornings, or stands where he could pick up surprise flowers for Nai-Nai.

When we did come across May’s, we’d do the exact same thing. We’d stop and exchange a look. Ye-Ye would raise an eyebrow. “Egg tarts or coconut bread?”

And every time, I said, “Both?”

Dad, for some reason, didn’t know to do this, even though Ye-Ye was his dad. Maybe the May’s Bakery rule skipped a generation. This time on our way across the city to Ye-Ye and Nai-Nai’s apartment, we passed by the storefront, with its bright red banner and yellow letters, and Dad didn’t stop. He didn’t even look back at me. It was probably because we were driving instead of walking, and Dad had to focus on traffic instead.

Dad cranked the NPR station up the louder the cars honked around us. I let down the window a little bit. The honks always made me anxious, but the breeze felt nice. A biker whizzed past, so close I could feel his jacket flap in my face. Dad started tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, a sign that he was getting impatient.

The light turned green, and we eased up and over the hill.

Mom turned around from the front seat to face me. She wore a suit jacket instead of her usual workout gear. She and Dad must have an important meeting today. “You got everything?”

I nodded. My phone was tucked into my pocket. My fingers gripped it tightly as if I were expecting a text any second, even though basically that never happened these days. My friend Naomi hadn’t texted me in months, and my other friend Mia and I didn’t talk as much as we used to. I ran through a mental checklist to make sure I wasn’t missing anything. My clothes were packed in the duffel. I had my phone charger. My watercolor set was tucked somewhere deep in there, in a big plastic bag, even though I wasn’t quite sure why I brought it. I even had remembered to pack socks. The last time my family went on vacation to Yosemite, I’d forgotten to pack socks, and I’d spent the next two days turning them inside out and back again to wear before Mom finally was able to spot fancy hiking socks in the gift shop. But it wasn’t going to be the end of the world if I’d forgotten my socks now. Home was just a drive away.

“Nai-Nai’s excited to have you come,” Mom said. “She even made you breakfast.”

I mumbled, “I already ate breakfast.” If half a Pop-Tart counted as breakfast. Which it did. For the record.

Mom sighed hard through her nose. It was her sign that she was getting impatient. The NPR radio host went on about how birds communicated with each other when they were migrating.

“This will be good for you,” she said. I didn’t answer. She glanced out the window. “Take this shortcut,” she told Dad.

I knew that the shortcut wasn’t going to be much faster, but at least fewer cars honked at us here. I’d actually gone up one of these streets, years ago with Ye-Ye, when we were looking for the tiger mural. I craned my neck to search for it again, but the stoplight changed and the car jolted forward.

I settled back and leaned my head against the window. If I came back to look for it again, I would have to do it by myself. Ye-Ye was gone. We pitched up another hill and then turned on to Bush Street, and soon the shops of Chinatown came into view.

Mom’s tongue clicked. “That dumpling place just went out of business.” She pointed at a sign. “I have to find a new place now.” She poked her head out the window and glanced down the road. “Here, let’s park in that garage.”

Fifteen minutes later, I was standing in the living room of apartment 3B. Everything was still there—the couch with the tattered edge, the pictures on the wall. Ye-Ye’s jade carving collection. The twin brush paintings that hung on either side of the doorway. This time, though, everything felt different. It was like I’d stepped into someone else’s home.

My parents and Nai-Nai were in the kitchen, but for that moment I was alone in the living room. I picked up one of Ye-Ye’s small carved lions, feeling the surprisingly heavy weight in my hand.

It would be so easy to slip out the door and down the stairs. I knew my way around this neighborhood. I knew where to get food and snacks. I knew where the bookshops were: the small one down the street, and the larger one a couple blocks away. I could go to the miniature brush-painting shop. It had been one of Ye-Ye’s scavenger hunt stops, two years ago. I still remembered how to get there.

But I couldn’t just run off. Running off was what got me in this whole situation.

“Ruby? Ruby-ah, where are you?”

I turned toward the sound of my name.

As I went to the kitchen and to my nai-nai, I told myself that I wouldn’t run. Not now. Even if I knew every way home.

To be clear, neither Nai-Nai nor I had particularly decided that we should spend most of the summer together at her apartment. Mom and Dad made that call at the family meeting a few weeks ago. Dad sat there with a serious expression on his face, holding the detention slip that the school principal had sent them. Mom just sighed.

“Ai-yah, Ruby,” she’d said. “You really had to end the school year on this.”

I kept quiet. There was a loose thread at the bottom of my shirt. I yanked on it and unraveled a seam. The last time we’d called a family meeting, it had been to decide where to take my older sister Vivian out for a celebratory dinner after she got into her top-choice college. The time before that, Mom and Dad made me sit at the table with them because my reading and language arts teacher told them I was flunking my one-page homework summaries. I’d refused to read the assigned book, Where the Red Fern Grows, and instead was reading The Baby-Sitter’s Club books in class under the desk. I’d told Mrs. Marconi that I didn’t want to read the assigned book because I wasn’t liking it, and someone spoiled it for me and told me that the puppies died at the end, anyway. Apparently my refusing to read about dying puppies was concerning enough for Mrs. Marconi to say something during parent-teacher conferences, which led to that family meeting. I read a few pages and got an A on my next homework. Mom and Dad were relieved. I then didn’t do any of the later summaries and “forgot” to bring home all my other graded papers after that.

I couldn’t really hide this detention from them, though, because the school secretary called both Mom and Dad about three seconds after I got assigned it. So now Mom and Dad were seated across from me. Viv was gone and off doing something with her friends, probably. I didn’t blame her. There were infinitely cooler things to do as a graduated high school senior than watch your little sister get scolded at the dinner table.

“But why did you do it?” Mom asked it while she was rubbing her temples with her fingers, like I was giving her a headache and she was trying to physically massage it out. “Why do you always cause trouble like this?”

I yanked on the thread. All I did these days was cause problems.

Dad leaned back and crossed his arms. “Look, Ruby,” he said, calmly, which is how I knew he was most mad. He liked to process information by sitting very still and swallowing it up. He would then set his jaw and talk. Quietly. “I know you’re having a hard time. We’re just trying to understand.”

I didn’t say anything. Mom took Dad aside and they had a hushed talk in the corner of the living room. I slipped upstairs. I’d hardly reached for my phone before I was called back down to the dinner table. By that point they’d decided that I would be spending every summer weekday at my grandmother’s place. I’d stay there, too, Monday straight through to Friday, only coming home for the weekends. The whole summer.

After Mom and Dad left, it was just the two of us.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t been alone with my nai-nai before. I used to stay weekends when Mom and Dad were going away on a trip or when I just wanted to come over. When I was really little, Viv would come with me. Ye-Ye would go on walks or to do tai chi in the mornings after making me breakfast oatmeal with just a little bit of honey and mango in it, and it would just be me and Viv and Nai-Nai. She’d turn on the TV and busy herself with something, and the Mandarin would float in and out of my understanding. In the afternoons she’d take us to the fresh food market with her, and we’d follow her bright handmade flower pants through the crowd.

I knew every inch of this apartment. Nai-Nai used to say that I’d sometimes forget where the walls were because I kept running into them. One of the willow rocking chairs by the TV had a hole in the seat from when I was jumping on the chair and my foot went clean through. Ye-Ye put a pillow over it and told me not to tell Nai-Nai. Nai-Nai discovered it a few months later when she was dusting the chairs and she almost fell over herself laughing.

Now I nestled into the couch, feeling the springs under my butt. This apartment looked virtually the same from when I’d left it last, except now Ye-Ye was gone and neither Nai-Nai nor I wanted to be here together. I screwed my eyes shut. I tried not to think about what had happened in this apartment the last day I’d been here or what I could have done then.

I shifted over to a springless section of the couch, where the seat caved in just a little bit. I could hear Nai-Nai shuffling in the kitchen with her plastic slippers and the bubbling of the electric kettle. She couldn’t quite look me in the eye yet. Maybe she blamed me for what had happened. She’d set me up with my room and then walked off. She didn’t hum to herself or chuckle like she used to.

“Dinner, Ruby.”

I rose from the couch. I could feel Nai-Nai’s eyes on me.

I was being watched. Not just watched—grounded, because of my detention. And of all people, I was grounded with my grandmother.

“Why do I have to be with Nai-Nai all summer?” I’d asked two weeks ago at that family meeting.

Dad rubbed his forehead. “Well, you don’t really have anything to do.”

“And it’s too late to sign you up for a camp,” Mom said. “We should have signed you up for soccer camp again. Or done robotics. Viv really liked that robotics camp.”

“I don’t like robotics. And I haven’t played soccer in years.”

“Okay.” Mom looked at me, her lips pressed in a thin line. “Then you have nothing to do. So you’ll go be with Nai-Nai. We can’t—your dad and I need to go into the office. We can’t watch you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I can’t have you in this house alone. You’re going to wander right off into the city.”

“I wouldn’t—” I slumped down. “That happened, like, twice. Besides, I’m thirteen. I’m too old to be watched.”

“Not after what you did,” Dad said, firmly, and I knew that it was final.

I’d stared out the window then. Mom was right about one thing: I didn’t have a single thing to do. When I scrolled through Instagram, all I saw were stories of people going on road trips or hanging out by their friends’ pool. I couldn’t even get a text back from Naomi.

“Come on, Ruby-ah,” Mom said. “Nai-Nai is lonely.”

I turned to look at her. She knew I couldn’t say anything to that.

We got dinner with Nai-Nai at a restaurant last week, after she’d returned from her friend Auntie Theresa’s home in a beach town north of Los Angeles. Nai-Nai had left San Francisco back in February, less than a month after Ye-Ye passed away, and barely spoke to us all these months. Before, Nai-Nai would be talking nonstop about the weather or the prices of lychees or she’d be trying to match Viv up with her future husband based on her Chinese zodiac. But at the dinner, she stared quietly at her plate. Mom and Dad tried to talk to her. Viv attempted a few questions in Mandarin. I didn’t even try. I stared at my kung pao chicken and stir-fried greens, and my stomach was in a big tight knot. Things weren’t the same without Ye-Ye. I think we all wanted to talk about it but none of us wanted to bring it up.

“Please spend some time with her, Ruby,” Dad said. “Just talk to her. You might help her feel better.”

Now, sitting at the dinner table, Nai-Nai only looked up every once in a while from her bowl of ramen.

“Hái è-ma?”

Are you still hungry?

It was all she’d been asking me, every few minutes.

Are you full?

Are you still hungry?

Maybe it was all that she knew to say to me right now.

I sat with my bowl in front of me. “Bǎo-le,” I said, with my rusty Mandarin. I’m full. I’d eaten all the noodles. I lifted the bowl and drank the soup, just so she wouldn’t keep asking me.

“I’ll make some oatmeal for breakfast tomorrow. And then we’ll go to the senior center to meet up with some friends.”

So that was how my summer was going to be. With my grandma and a bunch of old Chinese ladies.

Come on, Ruby. Nai-Nai is lonely.

Why did I have to be with her if she had the senior center?

I nodded. “Okay.”

I got up and felt the soup sloshing around in my stomach. The silence stretched on between us. Maybe it was okay that we weren’t speaking much, anyhow. Maybe that was how I liked it. For now.
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Two

THE SENIOR RECREATION center was a couple blocks away from where Nai-Nai lived and smelled like linoleum and old oranges. Nai-Nai didn’t complain when I slept until ten o’clock that morning, which secretly made me feel better. At home, Mom wouldn’t let me sleep past nine before marching up the stairs and asking if I was sick. If there was anything the Chu family wasn’t, it was late risers.

We walked through the doors of the senior center, and immediately I got the full attention of at least thirty grandparents. I gripped my mini backpack straps.

See, the one thing possibly scarier than being a new kid at school was being the new—and only—kid at a Chinese senior center.

“Evelyn!”

At the sound of my nai-nai’s name, I turned. Someone in a blue sweater rose from the edge of the far table, waving.

“May!” Nai-Nai steered us toward her.

She was exactly as I remembered. Nai-Nai used to always change up her clothes or her look, from flowery and bright to dark shades, from one lipstick color to another. She permed her hair one year and kept it straight the next. But May Wong always looked the same, pretty much. I’d see her around her bakery, and when she retired and handed the bakery operations over to her daughter, Annie, I always saw her in Ye-Ye and Nai-Nai’s apartment, with her classic blue sweaters and her short, poufy graying hair, sipping tea. Or I’d spot her in one of the vegetable markets on a Friday afternoon, talking in rapid-fire Cantonese with someone over a pile of yams and making a lot of hand gestures. She talked to quite literally everyone—in Cantonese and English to Ye-Ye, in Mandarin to Nai-Nai, in English to my parents and me. She always gave me a hug when she saw me and always made me call her by her first name (May, never Auntie Wong or Wong Nai-Nai). She peered up at me from her tortoiseshell glasses. “Little Ruby, taller than me? Impossible.”

She laughed and I couldn’t help but smile. It was pretty easy to be taller than someone who was, on a generous day, not an inch over five feet in her sandal heels. “Hi, May.”

“I remember the days your grandparents had to bring a step stool with you to the bakery just so you could see what was on shelves.” May Wong paused. “Speaking of. I brought you something. Come sit. We’re about to do crosswords.”

As we walked over to her, I glanced around the long rectangular room. The walls were this off-white color, with sections of cracked paint. The tables were crammed together, so I had to squeeze by just to get to May. Playing cards were strewn across one end of a table. Crosswords and colored pencils lay across another. I sat on a rickety plastic chair right next to May, with Nai-Nai on the other side. Voices in Mandarin and Cantonese rose again as the others went back to their card games and conversations. May reached into her bag and pulled out something in a small white paper sleeve. “For you. I know these are your favorite.”

I peered in.

“I hope you still like egg tarts,” May Wong said.

I perked up. “Yeah. Of course.”

“Some things don’t change.” May pushed her thermos near me. “Here, have some of my green tea with it.” She leaned in and said, in a low voice, “Their tea here is awful.” She opened the thermos bottle and popped in the button. She set the lid down and it doubled as a teacup, and then she handed me the hot cup of fragrant tea.

I let the tea warm my fingers. Nai-Nai asked, in Mandarin, “How’d the meeting with the landlord go, May?”

“Oh.” May sighed. She responded, in Mandarin, “We’re trying to negotiate it down. We’re still going back and forth on whether to renew the bakery lease.”

I looked up, feeling the steam dissipate from my cheeks. “Wait. What? What’s going on with the bakery?”

May and Nai-Nai exchanged a look.

“It’s nothing, child,” May said. “Just rent going up a lot. These discussions happen every year.” She nodded toward my egg tart. “Go on, eat.”

I took a bite and savored the sweet, creamy egg custard, pressing down the inkling of worry in my chest. The crust was soft and flaky and melted on my tongue. “Thank you,” I said, muffled, my mouth half-full. It was just like how I remembered it in May’s Bakery on a busy Saturday morning or on a quiet Sunday afternoon, leaning over the counter to peer at the egg tarts and sponge cakes through the glass. I took a sip of the tea and leaned back, and felt warm and full.

That was, until Nai-Nai’s other friend came later that morning.

“Did I miss doing crosswords?” she said, immediately upon setting down her tote bag. Over her pointy glasses, she peered at the sheets strewn around the table. “Good. That stuff bores me out of my mind.”

Me, too. Except it wasn’t just crosswords. This morning I found out the hard way that one of Nai-Nai’s outlets didn’t work. My phone sat like a brick in my pocket, out of charge.

Her fingers were clad with rings and her nails painted a bright red, her short cropped hair streaked with gray. That was the first thing I noticed. The second thing I noticed was that she liked to purse her lips together. A lot. She looked quite a bit younger than Nai-Nai and quite a lot more irritated. Nai-Nai’s friend pulled up a folding chair to the table, the legs clattering against the floor. She sneezed loudly into a handkerchief, and then groaned and said, in sharp-toned Mandarin, “Ai-yah, I can feel the dust in here.”

“Hello to you, too,” May Wong said mildly. “Someone’s had a good morning.”

“Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?” the friend said. She leaned back in her chair. “Just in time for bingo. I’m ready to earn my keep and win my candy of the day.” She looked up and finally fixed me with her gaze, and her eyebrows arched upward.

“This is Ruby,” Nai-Nai said. “My granddaughter. She’ll be with me for some of the summer.”

“She’ll be joining us,” May Wong said, giving me a warm look. “And this is Auntie Lin, Ruby. She’s been here the longest out of all of us. I’ve only been coming for a couple months.”

“Ru-by,” Auntie Lin said. Two hard syllables. I didn’t like the way it sounded when she said it.

“That’s me,” I said. I put on a smile and tried, in my best Mandarin, “It’s nice to meet you, Auntie Lin.”

An eyebrow arched. “You speak pǔtōnghuà?”

“Yī-diǎn.” A little bit. But the words sounded clumsy in my mouth, like I was pushing around marbles. Still, she pursed her lips together into what kind of looked like a smile.

I relaxed. Maybe this summer wouldn’t be too bad. It would just be me sitting here, watching them all play bingo, but at least they were okay with me around.

They passed out bingo cards and chips. And right before it started, Auntie Lin leaned back to speak to May Wong. She kept her voice low, but I was just close enough to hear her say, in Mandarin, “Another kid to babysit? What are we, a day care?”

May gave her a look. I felt my cheeks get all hot. They started calling numbers for the bingo game. Nai-Nai said something, but I couldn’t hear. I looked up to see Auntie Lin staring at me. I glared right back and crossed my arms.

Guess what? I retorted, in my head. It’s not like I wanted to be here, either.

I wished my phone was charged. Or I’d brought a book. Or even that watercolor set that I didn’t think I’d use again, so I could do anything but this.

Also: another kid? Some other grandchild was being brought here against their will?

Five hours to go. The clock was literally slowing before my eyes.
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Three

“WELL?” DAD GLANCED over, his hands on the steering wheel. “How was your week at Nai-Nai’s?”

I shrugged. “It was okay.”

Five days and approximately seventy bingo games later, I was heading home for the weekend. Nai-Nai and I had gone to the senior center from Monday through Thursday. May was nice to me. Auntie Lin and I held mean staring contests. On Friday, Nai-Nai thankfully switched it up and took me to the market in the morning, where she bought vegetables and a big bag of lychees. I ate a couple of sweet, ripe lychees in the kitchen before retreating into my room. I scrolled Instagram with Nai-Nai’s spotty Wi-Fi. People posted pictures of themselves kayaking in the bay and backpacking in the mountains. Mia had just posted a picture of herself posing on a lake dock, sunlight beaming down softly on her brown skin and curls. Naomi posted a series of pictures of herself at travel soccer camp, sweaty and grinning with her friends, her cheeks pink. Her new friends who were actually good at soccer, unlike me. I sighed and stuffed my phone under a pillow.

Dad came to pick me up a few hours later. I gave Nai-Nai an awkward hug to say goodbye, and then climbed into Dad’s car, duffel and all.

“Ruby,” Dad said. “Please give me more than that.”

“I mean,” I said, “there’s not much for me to do at a senior center.” I tuned most of it out. I sat next to Nai-Nai while they did crosswords. Or played cards. Or bingo. I played games on my phone until I heard Auntie Lin snarkily comment how teens these days are obsessed with their phones. After that I joined them for a round of rummy, just to make a point. I went back to my phone and played on it until the battery died. I had Viv’s old hand-me-down phone so it had a battery life of like two hours. I spent the rest of the time counting the chipped ceiling tiles.

Nai-Nai also didn’t do much after the days at the senior center. She used to always go on small trips and errands. Back when she was really into making clothes, she’d take me with her to the fabric store. We’d hang out for hours while she draped lengths of fabric over herself, so it looked like she had a rainbow cape. Or during her paint phase, she’d grab watercolors and have Ye-Ye and me paint with her. But now, like clockwork, we headed straight back to the apartment in the late afternoon. She wore gray sweater-vests and different varieties of handmade baggy pants. And her only hobby these days seemed to be watching TV.

“You could read a book,” Dad said. He turned onto the road that dipped sharply down, so my stomach jumped a little. “There’s a summer reading list going around, right? Or you could talk to your nai-nai. It would be a great time for you to . . . reconnect.”

“Sure,” I said. Dad knew the chatty Nai-Nai. The one who wouldn’t stop talking about how the weather was affecting her joints or some piece of gossip she heard from May Wong. Mom called her luōsuo sometimes, which, in Mandarin, basically translated to someone who would talk your ear off. Viv called her loquacious. It was one of the fancy words from her vocabulary flash cards. I liked the way it sounded.

But this version of Nai-Nai still didn’t speak at dinner. We sat by the window in the kitchen and ate. Nai-Nai cooked her egg-and-tomato dish, and she sometimes would cook too much rice for both of us. Then the next day she’d cook too little rice, and then to make up for it she’d cook too much rice, again. If Ye-Ye were here, he’d tell Nai-Nai, in his soft voice, about running into someone at the market and about the conversation they had. Nai-Nai would start a story a neighbor had told her, which would ramble on into ten other stories, and I would sit and listen to both of them, finishing each other’s sentences. Now there wasn’t really anything to fill the silence between us.

So I’d started watching TV with her after dinner instead of retreating to my room, because staring at my phone screen for a long time made my eyes hurt. Nai-Nai would cycle through the three Chinese dramas she was watching because she couldn’t pick one. There was the old spy show, where everyone wore trench coats and ran through unlit streets. There was the historical one, where everyone wore long flowing robes. And then there was the modern drama about two movie stars who were friends as kids reuniting on the set of a movie they were filming together, which was the one I liked the best.

As the week went on, I found that I didn’t mind watching the dramas with Nai-Nai, actually. We could sit on the couch and not have to say anything to each other. Plus, it was kind of nice hearing Mandarin again. I liked the way it sounded when Nai-Nai and the people on the TV spoke it, since Mom and Dad didn’t speak it much. Mom and Dad were second-generation, which meant that Dad had grown up hearing Mandarin and Cantonese in Chinatown, and Mom had grown up in Seattle with her parents from Beijing, whom she still conversed with in Mandarin. But they didn’t speak much of it to us because they said they spoke with an accent and had forgotten some words. They wondered if they should send us to Mandarin or Cantonese classes before they settled on Mandarin. And so Viv and I spoke it, but it always sounded all weird. Viv said it was like a sixty-year game of telephone between all of us.

Dad was quiet the rest of the way home. We turned onto our street. “Mom and I are grabbing coffee with an investor tomorrow. But Vivian should be coming home from her sleepover and around the house starting at ten, if you need someone.”

I nodded. All Mom and Dad did these days was meet with people from companies with fancy names who supposedly had a lot of money to invest in their business. I didn’t know much about their business, only that it had to do with energy. There was a lot of talk about the solar grid and something neutrality, whatever that meant. I used to hate that they were starting a business together, because it was the thing that got Mom and Dad to start fighting in the first place. After Dad got laid off and Mom quit her old job two years ago, they were really excited for a couple months at the start before they started arguing, first about their company, and then about everything. Where to eat. Where to take trips on the weekends. But things had gotten better over the last few months. Now they still had heated discussions about their work, but at least they didn’t fight over dinner anymore.

“Viv doesn’t have to watch me,” I mumbled. I wasn’t planning on doing anything tomorrow, anyway. I had texted Mia earlier today asking if she had time to call. I’d stared at my last conversation with Naomi and decided, for the hundredth time, that I wouldn’t text her because I had nothing to say.

Dad sighed. “Sure. If you say so. And don’t forget, your cousin Josh has a birthday party on Sunday.”

“Right.” I watched the orbs of the headlights on the wall expand as Dad pulled in. I pulled my duffel into the living room, where Viv was staring at her phone.

“Hey,” she said, bounding up from the couch. One of her friends had just cut her hair so it fell around her shoulders. She looked up from her phone, and her long earrings jangled. “How’s Nai-Nai?”

“She’s okay.”

“Cool.” She shrugged on an oversize sweater from her high school. She turned to Dad. “I’m going over to Laura’s, if that’s okay.” Without waiting for a response, she gathered up her tote and put on her shoes. The door closed, and Viv was out.

“Tiān-nah.” I heard Mom sigh from behind me. She came out from the kitchen, wringing out a towel with her hands. She shook her thin hair out of her bun. “She’s gone out every single day this week.”

“Let her live, Katie,” Dad said, going to meet Mom in the kitchen. He rubbed her shoulders. “It’s the summer before she goes to college. She can do what she wants.”

I dragged my duffel up the stairs. It thumped on every step.

Maybe there was a point when Mom and Dad would let me go wherever I wanted and do whatever I wanted. Viv no longer had to sneak out of the house or have her friends cover for her. Now she didn’t have to reason with Mom or tiptoe around it with Dad. She could just go.

I had a feeling that for me, that was going to be many summers—and approximately three hundred more bingo games—away.

My FaceTime with Mia didn’t go through at first. But moments later, my phone lit up with her contact picture and a FaceTime notification.

Mia Ortega-Anderson.

“Ruby-roo!” Mia said in her singsong voice, using her nickname for me. For a split second, happiness rushed through me and it was like old times again. “What’s up?”

“Not much.” I lay on my bed, holding the phone above me. “Well, actually, a lot has been happening. I really miss you.”

“I miss you, too,” Mia said, but she wasn’t looking at me. Rays of sun streamed into the frame. “What’s been going on?”

I sighed. Might as well come out and say it. “I, uh. Got grounded.”

“Wait. What?” Mia’s dark brown curls flew as she looked right back at me. “You? Grounded? But your parents never do that. So you have to stay in your house the whole summer? What happened?”

“Long story,” I said. It had been almost a month since Mia and I last spoke. She was busy with her dance rehearsals, and then she told me she was on vacation with her family, and then she was having a sleepover trip with her friends. It all sounded amazing, but it was hard to feel happy for her when my summer seemed so empty by comparison. I still hadn’t told her about what had happened with Naomi. I didn’t want to. “My parents are overreacting, and they’re making me stay with my nai-nai on the weekdays so she can watch me. I’m being babysat, Mia. It’s awful.”

“Aw, Ruby.” Mia hugged her knees to her chest. “At least you get to hang out with your grandma. And you still get weekends to do stuff. Right?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t mention that Nai-Nai and I barely talked these days. Or that I did nothing on the weekends because I was grounded and couldn’t hang out with anyone. I could practically feel Mia’s pity from three thousand miles away. “How’s New York?” I asked, switching subjects.

“Oh, my God, it’s hot,” Mia said. “And sticky. Especially in the subway stations. And it’s humid. Like, the backs of my knees are sweating. I didn’t know they could do that.”

I laughed. “You didn’t know the backs of your knees had sweat glands?”

“Did you?” She shifted her phone. “Even the cat has started lying next to the fridge all the time.” She turned. “Hello, Simburton.”

The orange cat raised his head, blinked once, yawned, and lay back down.

“Where’s Charlie?” Mia also had a King Charles spaniel. I loved both.

“On a walk with Mom. Anyway,” Mia said. The phone frame shook, so I knew she was walking through her apartment. Soon, I saw the lavender walls of her room and the corners of her music posters. “Yeah. It’s hot out here. Going to dance these days is miserable.” She drew her hair up and wrestled it into a bun. “But I got to go with Ingrid to her family’s lake house in Vermont last week. It was nice and cool there.”

“Oh, right. I saw your post.” I heard about Ingrid all the time. She shared a homeroom and dance studio with Mia.

“Isn’t their lake house awesome? They taught Anika and me how to Jet Ski and kayak and stuff. We got really good at kayaking.”

“Anika,” I said, slowly. “Dance friend?”

“Homeroom. She sat across from Ingrid in Madame’s class. We made a group chat to complain about the French homework and then we kind of became a squad.”

I felt queasy. Mia was talking about her new friends so easily, as if she knew them her whole life. As if she forgot about the weekend before she moved away because her dad found an even better professor job in New York, when we slept over at Naomi’s house and Mia cried until one in the morning and said that she would never find friends like us again.

“Naomi
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