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Dedication

To my mother
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Serene

MOM OPENS FORTUNE cookies from the only Chinese restaurant in town—Lucky Szechwan—one after another, until she gets the fortune she wants.

“Look, Serene! This one says ‘A pleasant surprise is in store for you!’” Mom smiles. She crumples up all the bad ones and adds the lucky one to her collection of good fortunes, housed in a glass jewelry box. “Better be true—or the investors will have my head on a clothes hanger!”

I roll my eyes. I wish Mom would stop worrying about the investors and just soak this in. It’s New York Fashion Week! Her big moment. She’s been working so hard, staying up late for months sewing her couture pieces. This time next week, all of New York’s elite fashionistas will be oohing and aahing over her creations. I’m only an intern, and even I can tell she’s outdone herself.

“You’re going to do great, Mom,” I tell her. I reach for the copy of Mom’s fashion week catalog and trace my finger over her name: LILY LEE. Someday I want to have my own label like my mom, except I won’t have my creativity choked by a bunch of money-grubbing investors. And it’ll be my real last name on the tag, Li.

Mom says Lee looks better. More American. So that’s what she goes by professionally.

“It’s a name white people could have,” Mom had explained when I was little.

“But we’re not white.”

“They don’t know that. All they see is the label.”

It had been Julien’s idea, I’m sure. Julien Pierre, Mom’s first angel investor, and the person she credits with opening the door for her in high fashion, has many opinions. His family started a famous line of handbags back in the day, which then got bought out by LVMH, leaving Julien and his siblings with twenty million dollars each. His brother and sisters took the money and snorted it, drank it, and Instagrammed it. But Julien, he was smart. He invested in my mom.

And now he’s the chairman of her board and a constant hemorrhoid in her ass. It’d been his “suggestion” that Mom use Lee, just as it’d been his suggestion that Mom start getting highlights and honey-brown eye contacts. Lighten, lighten, lighten. It was all part of his rebranding of Mom—an all-American designer for all Americans—which started when I was twelve and never stopped.

I guess you can never be too American.

“Have you decided what you’re going to wear when you come out after the show?” I ask.

Mom purses her lips, thinking, as she serves the beef noodles from the takeout container. Beef noodles are her favorite, but she suddenly wrinkles her nose. Lately, she hasn’t been eating as much—I think it’s the stress of prepping for New York Fashion Week. Instead, she takes out a piece of ginger from the fridge and dices it up fine. Mom’s always adding extra ginger to everything. And I’m always taking it out, hoping my friends and my boyfriend, Cameron, don’t smell it on me later.

Guess Mom’s not the only one trying to become more American.

“You should wear that silk high-neck piece we designed,” I suggest. The other day in the office, my mom and I were messing around with silk. She was trying to teach me how to sew the delicate threads, and we ended up designing this stunning dress, cinched at the neck, made of flowing satin that draped all the way to the floor.

“I liked that too. But it looks too much like a Chinese qipao,” Mom says, then sighs. “You know what they would say if they saw me photographed in Vogue wearing that.”

I look down. “It’s not all about the investors, you know. . . .”

Mom puts her chopsticks down and reaches out a hand.

“We all have to make compromises if we want to make it big mainstream,” she says. “That’s how this works. Julien and the others, they know mainstream. That’s why they’re here.”

I frown. And we don’t? Because we’re Chinese? I stare down at my own pieces of discarded ginger sitting next to my noodles.

Mom puts her hands on my cheeks and looks into my eyes.

“Hey. We’ve made it. We’re here. We got in.”

I smile back at my badass, trailblazing mom, a beacon of hope for all Asian American girls who dream of doing something different. Even if she can’t use her real Asian last name.

That night, I add Mom’s New York Fashion Week catalog to my collection. It’s not a fashion collection, but a collection of reasons why my dad shouldn’t have deserted us. He split when I was still in my mom’s belly, and she brought me with her swollen feet to America, where she didn’t know a soul. I imagine him out there, reading of Mom’s success, his regret painful. I hope it’s excruciating. Which is why every time something good happens to us, I add it to my box. It’s filled with Honor Roll certificates, Excellence for Artwork awards, and every single VIP invitation to Mom’s fashion shows.

I just wish I knew where to send it to.

I picture my dad, walking around in Beijing, opening the box and going daaammmn. Ruing his decision not to chase after my mom, not to chase after me. I wonder, if he knew the box would be so big, would he still have left us?

It makes me mad that I’ll never know (my mom doesn’t know how to get in touch with him—nor does she ever want to). And he’s never once tried emailing her, even though she is literally the most googleable person I know.

Most of all, it makes me mad that I’ll never know what’s in his box.

On Saturday, I drop Mom off at LAX. She has three full suitcases stuffed with clothes and two purses strapped to her body—and this does not include pieces from the collection, which have already been FedExed. These are her personal clothes.

I had stayed up late with her, helping her categorize and label her outfits, putting pieces together for cocktail party, interview, and major press. New York Fashion Week is so crazy and hectic, there’s no time to decide anything. So I preplanned, prelabeled, and presorted.

“What am I gonna do without you for a week?” Mom kisses me as I put the suitcases onto the luggage cart. “You sure you don’t wanna come?”

“I have a test for AP French,” I remind her. I’m taking French as my foreign language. I had wanted to take Chinese, given I can barely speak it and don’t know a single character other than my name, but Mom had felt it was more important for me to know the language of the great fashion houses.

Marcia, her personal assistant, runs up to us. Behind her, Julien is pulling up in his Porsche. He dumps his luggage by the first-class curbside check-in, doesn’t even bother to put it on the scale.

“Oh good, you’re here, we gotta go! Harper’s Bazaar called—they want an interview as soon as we land,” Marcia says.

“Harper’s Bazaar! That’s huge!” I squeal.

Julien walks over, overhearing, and adds, “It’s not Vogue, but . . .”

I frown at him. He’s always doing that, reminding Mom of some higher goal, as though what she’s currently achieving is not good enough. Like she needs reminding. He knows how long Mom’s been chasing the Vogue dream. It’s the holy grail for fashion designers. So far, they’ve featured a few of her dresses and mentioned her name once or twice but never done a full-blown interview.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” I assure her. “After the show, Vogue will come knocking—just watch.”

Mom flashes me a nervous smile as she turns to her senior designers. As is customary for New York Fashion Week, the entire senior design team is going, leaving the junior designers and me to hold down the fort (cue wearing flip-flops to work!). Jonathan, one of the senior designers, walks over.

“Oh, Serene,” Jonathan says, “can you do me a favor while I’m gone? It’s really important.”

“Absolutely!” I unlock my iPhone to take notes. “What do you need?”

I tiptoe on my feet, hoping to be trusted with an important email that needs to be sent. Or a meeting with a buyer that needs to be scheduled asap. Or a dress that needs to be FedExed—

“On my desk, next to my rulers and notebooks and fabrics”—he lowers his voice—“is a box of chocolates. Dark chocolate almonds. Can you put it away so no one eats it while I’m gone?”

Oh.

“Sure thing,” I say, trying to wipe the disappointment off my face. I wish the senior designers would see me as more than just a coffee order taker. I’ve been interning now at the company for months! I can handle more than chocolate lockups. I want to be trusted with real responsibilities—how else can I learn the ropes?

But I remind myself I’m lucky to have this job . . . considering. Everyone in the company still remembers what happened last year. It’s going to take people time to forget. But they will. I just have to keep proving myself to them.

You’ll get there, I tell myself.

When the last of Mom’s bags have been checked in, Mom turns to me.

“You gonna be OK?” she asks, suddenly a little misty-eyed. She always tears up when she’s leaving me. “Can’t I bribe you to come? A little New York pizza?”

“I’ll be fine,” I assure Mom. She hugs me hard. “Break a leg. I’ll be watching on Twitter!”

Julien reminds me as he walks away, “But don’t be tweeting anything. And stay away from One Oak.”

I flush at the not-so-subtle reminder of that horrible night. My phone dings as I shake my head—never gonna happen again—and I wave. It’s Cameron, my boyfriend.

Hey, Luke and I are having a debate. Settle this for us—what’s the plural of penis? Is it peni???

I laugh out loud as I walk to the parking lot.

Are u seriously asking me?? [image: image] I text. It’s penises u dope.

R u sure? What about octopi? [image: image]

I don’t have time to get into an octopus/penis debate with Cameron, so I text back At the airport. Just dropped off my mom. I hop back into my car.

Why?

Hello, does he not remember anything I say? My mom’s going to New York, remember? She’s showing at New York Fashion Week. 

I attach links to Mom’s show but Cameron’s more interested in something else.

So you have the whole house to yourself?? [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

I blush. Even though we’ve been talking about it forever, we still haven’t done it. My friends keep telling me to seal the deal already. “You’re not going to get hotter than Cameron.” Which is probably true. Cameron is very hot. As in perfect body at the beach and multiple girls looking like they’re going to stab me hot.

Still, I wonder if there should be a more compelling reason to have sex with someone than “probably can’t get someone hotter.” I remind myself that Cameron is fine. I’m seventeen. Maybe biological attraction is the only reason I’ll get at this stage in my life.

Maybe. [image: image] I text back.
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Lian

MY PHONE VIBRATES and I reach for the dreaded thing. Ever since we moved to America, the only people who text me in the morning are my parents and telemarketers. My friends in Beijing are all snoring due to the time difference. Sure enough, it’s my mom, already on my case at eight a.m. on a Saturday.

You up??? You should be studying!!! she texts.

I shield my eyes from the blinding sun—why is it in America the sun is so bright, it feels like you’re waking up in a tanning booth? To make matters worse, our house, the color of mustard, has these bright blocks of glass in the wall, which you can’t cover with curtains because they’re too small and all over the place. This is the result of Mom getting the house off the internet. No joke, she just ordered a house like a pizza.

My dad got the call from work that he had to move to LA to help with the operations of his company. And my mom googled “Need house in LA ASAP.” And then I think she must have eenie-meenie-miney-moed it because there’s no way a lactose-intolerant person would have picked a house that looks this much like cheese.

My phone vibrates again with increasing intensity.

I groan. Texting back only encourages her. It’s kind of like when I accidentally clicked on an ad on Instagram for “sexual wellness products,” just out of curiosity, and all of a sudden I get fifty-eight ads for dildos and they keep coming and I can’t stop it even when I scream into my phone, “Water bottle. Computer. iPhone. Lawnmower. Anything!” So I don’t reply.

No sooner do I put my phone down and stare into the glassy mouse holes than I hear her angry footsteps stomping up the stairs.

I grab my phone and quickly text back, Yeah I’m up! I’m studying! before the FBI-style door pounding begins.

The footsteps stop. I let out a cautious exhale.

Remember, Mom texts back. ECEP test coming up. You need 800!!!

ECEP stands for Early College Engineering Program. It’s this new program at MIT my parents are obsessed with, partly because it would allow me to enter college early (next year), and partly because they think I might end up like those guys from Silicon Valley. It’s the one American show they watch. Never mind the fact that the only Asian guy on the show is a squatter who might or might not have murdered his landlord (it’s not even confirmed, another reason why I can’t stand the show or the thought of being an engineer).

“LIAN!” Mom shouts, banging on my door. “I know you read my text message. Why you not reply me?!”

“Sorry! OK!” I snap back to reality.

I quickly reply [image: image] [image: image] [image: image], but it’s not enough for her.

She wants to know my exact schedule for the rest of the day, how I intend to bring up my score from a 680 to an 800, and whether the pimple I had on my face yesterday has gotten any smaller. She was like this in Beijing too, even though I had gone to a bilingual English school, which in theory was supposed to be more chill, but it just gave my mom more reason to stress out about me. I bury my head under the pillow. If my parents keep this up, I’m going to have to go home in one of those Amazon boxes the size of human bodies. Which I know they have.

Later, I’m watching Ronny Chieng’s show on Netflix—Asian Comedian Destroys America!, taking a break from the ridiculous ECEP test. So far the best part about this move to America has been the ability to watch Netflix. And Ronny Chieng, he makes America sound pretty good; not like fake-as-shit Instagram good, like listening to my lao ye talk about the Cultural Revolution good.

My lao ye, he can talk your ear off about the Cultural Revolution, and how he got his big toe stuck in a fence and the only way to get it out was to rip the flesh through the metal. Damn depressing, but you had to respect him.

I think about that sometimes, when I’m feeling really depressed about the fact that I’m the only Chinese guy in my school and half the people there mispronounce my name Liam, not Lian. Maybe America is my Cultural Revolution.

There’s a knock on the door and I respond instinctively, “WHAT! I’M STUDYING!”

But it’s just my sister, Amy.

“Hey,” she says, opening my door and carrying a vase full of blue delphiniums into the room. Mom must have asked her to put them in my room. My mom used to do the floral arrangements for big weddings in China. She had her own shop in Guomao, one of the biggest shopping malls in Beijing. That is, until the landlord’s daughter decided she wanted to be a florist. They kicked my mom out and took over her shop. For a while, Mom hung on to all her vases, hoping she’d open another shop, but there was never a right location or affordable rent. So she sold the vases. Now she just rearranges our house . . . and our lives.

Amy sets down the flowers and points at my laptop. “Can I watch dance videos on your computer?”

“What’s wrong with yours?” I ask.

“Mom looks at my history.”

I shake my head at my sister, just twelve years old, already getting spied on by my parents. And not letting it get in between her and her dance videos. Respect.

“Go ahead,” I tell her.

She giggles. “Ronny Chieng?” She presses Play before I can stop her. She covers her mouth, laughing as Ronny rants. I try to pry it away, but my kid sister insists on watching. And hey, it’s America. Land of the free, right? Get up there and say whatever you want. That’s the best part about this country to me.

As my sister takes my computer to her room, I close the door, making sure it’s shut all the way (unfortunately, my parents do not believe in locked doors). I go to my desk and pull out THE NOTEBOOK.

I walk to my bathroom, look into the mirror, and take a deep breath.

“What is it about American high schools . . .” I open my notebook and say, mimicking Ronny, “You have a note for everything. Teacher, can I get an extension? My pet spider died. I smashed my finger yesterday. Or my favorite—I don’t have an excuse, but can you cut me a break? In China, you say that, the teacher will come over and give you an excuse!”

I’m not nearly as poised as Ronny. My elbows poke out awkwardly as I hold my Sonicare toothbrush as a mic. But it’s fun being able to say my truth, even if it’s just to myself. After five minutes, I’m on a roll, smiling, pointing to the mirror, when Mom barges in.

“What you say?” she asks.

“Nothing!” I press on the electric toothbrush and pretend to be brushing my teeth. Except it’s upside down.

“You were in here talking to yourself.”

“No I wasn’t,” I say, right-side-upping my toothbrush. I pretend to gargle.

“I heard you say something,” she insists.

“Just going over formulas for ECEP while I’m brushing my teeth,” I lie, pointing the vibrating toothbrush at her, while dropping my secret stand-up comedy notebook behind me on the floor (and hoping it doesn’t land in the toilet).

The worry lines between her eyebrows temporarily disappear as she praises me for my diligence—studying while brushing my teeth! Now that’s a gui Chinese son!

“Discipline!” she praises. “Keep it up and you’ll get an eight hundred. Remember, that’s only six questions wrong. And if you get a seventh—”

“I know, I know,” I say. “You’ll enlist me in the army, where it’s legal for me to get shot.”

“I’m serious,” she says. “We go straight from test center to army office. I fill out application.”

“OK, Ma.”

At long last, I get her out of my room the only way I know how—telling her I’m hungry. As she makes dinner, I sit back down at my desk. And I start laughing. It’s the only way to process the messed-up way my parents talk to me. Which is probably why I love comedy so much.

And at the same time, I know with mathematical certainty that of all the things that will land me in the army office, stand-up comedy’s definitely number one.
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Serene

ON SUNDAY NIGHT, I invite Cameron over for dinner. I make us grilled chicken and sautéed spinach with roasted Marcona almonds that I got from Bristol Farms. I spent all afternoon slicing them perfectly, savoring the thought of our night together.

By the time Cameron arrives at seven forty-five, shirtless, an hour later than we agreed to, the roasted almonds sit soggy on top of the bed of wilted greens.

“Sorry, babe, the waves were sick today!” he says, kissing me. I turn away, fighting the urge to call it a night, if it were not for the sight of his bare surfer abs.

Still, he should have called. Cameron reaches out a hand to my skirt, cups my butt, and pulls me in toward him. “Hey . . . don’t be mad.”

“I’m not . . . it’s just, I made dinner.”

I try and lead him toward the dining room, where the plates are set and the food is ready, but Cameron stays glued to the floor, his hands traveling up the small of my back. He’s hungry for something else.

“You didn’t ask me what I was in the mood for,” he says breathlessly as he kisses me. First on my mouth, then on my neck. Lower and lower.

I know what he wants. But I don’t want it like this. I want it special. In my bedroom, where I have candles all set up . . . after we’ve stared into each other’s eyes during dinner and had a real conversation.

I can hear my best friend Quinn’s voice in my head: God, Serene, this isn’t a John Green novel! JUST DO IT!

I close my eyes and I let Cameron kiss me, breathing in the ocean salt in his soft, blond hair. He always smells like a pretzel. Still, I moan and kiss him back. Quinn says guys like it when girls moan. One of his hands finds a way up my shirt.

“God, your boobs are so nice . . . ,” he mutters into my ear, massaging them.

I feel myself glow with pride. There was a time when I was younger when I was legit scared I wouldn’t have boobs. I was one of the last girls in my grade to develop. The anxiety every day, coming to school and seeing everyone else changing into sports bras for PE, I thought I would be stuck with my two pale mosquito bites forever, but then one summer, they came in. Overnight, I had a cleavage that even some of Mom’s models don’t have. Quinn says they’re my greatest assets.

I just wish I knew how to handle them. Some girls, they call the shots with guys, and don’t let their body get in the way of anything. They know exactly when to turn it off and turn it on. Me, I’m always struggling at the wheel. It’s like I can only be at zero or one hundred, never a safe sixty-five miles an hour.

Cameron and I move to the couch, making out in front of the fireplace.

I look down and see his other hand is unzipping his fly—WHOA.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he asks, digging into his pants.

I look around at the living room. “Not here!” I tell him. This is the couch where my mom and I go over designs late at night. Where Mom hugged me after I confessed what I’d done last year, after I’d snuck out with Quinn to go to 1 Oak. Mom had every right to be infuriated, but she held me and told me it was going to be OK. Where we plan each other’s birthdays and Mom unwinds from her Julien anxiety with a glass of wine. Cameron can’t be whipping out his penis in here!

“Why not?” he protests. I try to block my view but it’s too late. He’s already got his hand on his, um, octopus.

I’ve seen plenty of dick pics before, mostly from jerkoffs in my school who declare at parties they would never date me, and then secretly DM me close-ups of their pubes.

But it’s one thing seeing it online and IRL. It looks so . . . pink.

“You want to touch it?” Cameron asks.

Thank God my phone rings.

I jump up from the couch, grateful for the distraction.

“Hello?” I answer, taking my cell and walking into the kitchen, trying to catch my breath.

“Serene? It’s Marcia.”

“Oh hey, Marcia,” I greet my mom’s assistant. “How’s New York?”

“Not great. Your mom just had an accident. We were at a fashion awards dinner and she just . . .” Marcia’s voice cuts out for a minute and my mind races, trying to fill in the blank. What kind of accident? Are we talking wine-spilled-on-dress or something worse?

“She fell,” Marcia finally says. I exhale in relief. Falling is totally recoverable. Hayden Panettiere fell at the Met Gala. Heidi Klum at the Emmys. If anything, it’s trendy to fall.

But Marcia’s next words suck the relief straight out of my lungs.

“Your mom’s in the hospital.”

“The hospital?” I ask. Cameron calls out to me, “What’s going on?” but I can hardly hear him above the pounding in my ears.

“New York-Presbyterian,” Marcia says. “They’re running tests. I should know more in a few hours. I just thought you should know.”

“Wait! What happened—” I start saying.

“I gotta go.” Marcia quickly hangs up. I stare at my phone.

“Babe, get back here!” Cameron calls for me. But I speed-dial Mom, pulling up Twitter as I wait. If Mom fell so badly she needed to go to the hospital, it would be all over social media. It rings and rings but she doesn’t answer.

I scroll through Twitter, looking for posts from the award dinner. And then I see it.

Lily Lee, looking emaciated, falls down red carpet stairs at InStyle Fashion Awards Dinner.

My jaw drops. Mom fell down the stairs? I stare at the picture of her kneeling on the stairs in her dress, trying to steady herself, surrounded by her team. She looks thin, but not emaciated. How dare they?

“Hellooooo?” Cameron complains.

“Sorry, my mom’s having a problem!” I reply, continuing to scroll through Twitter as I try Julien. Maybe he’s with her.

American Designer Lily Lee taken to the hospital at New York Fashion Week, fighting for her life.

Fuck! I pace the kitchen. Pick up, pick up, pick up! It goes straight to voice mail. Where is that tight-jeaned fucker when you actually need him?

Cameron walks in. Thankfully, his fly is zipped as he crosses his arms. “What’s the big emergency?”

“My mom’s in the hospital,” I tell him. I pick up my phone and show him the picture of Mom on the floor.

“She probably just got drunk. You should see my mom after a couple of martinis,” Cameron says. He reaches for my arm and tries to lead me back. “Now c’mon, let’s get back—”

I shake my arm free. “No,” I tell him. I start googling the number for New York-Presbyterian. I should be the one the doctors talk to. Not Marcia or Julien. I instantly regret staying for my AP test. “You have to go.”

Cameron throws his arms up in protest. “You always do this,” he says, shaking his head at me as he glances down at his pants. “I’m gonna start calling you blue balls.”

I glance down at his pants, imagining, feeling mildly bad but mostly relieved I don’t have to look at that.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I just really need to deal with this right now. . . .”

I push Cameron out the door. As soon as he leaves, I dial the main number for New York-Presbyterian. As I listen to the hold music, I tell myself everything’s fine. It’s just social media making a big deal out of everything, as usual. When Mom’s back, we’ll engage Sabrina the publicist to make it better, just like when I made the mistake of going to 1 Oak.

Mom is the toughest person I know. She’ll be fine. She has to be.
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Lian

ACCORDING TO THIS Medium article I read, in order to succeed in stand-up comedy, I have to first be the class clown. This guy swears that it’s an unskippable step, because if you’re not the class clown, you’re not funny. Ergo, every day I go to school with one goal: to be the clown, dammit.

But it’s hard to clown around when you’re invisible.

Serene Li, with her long flowing black hair with purple highlights, walks right by me on our way to AP Calculus. I wave but she doesn’t see me. She’s checking her phone, like an atomic bomb is about to explode. Her friends, though, they see me. They give me the kind of eye roll usually reserved for toddlers who squat and take a shit in the middle of the street in China (yeah, that still happens, but we’re working on it).

The girl rolling her eyes the most is Quinn, Serene’s best friend. When I first got here Quinn went out of her way to make my life hard. She laughed at my shorts in PE, told a bunch of people I couldn’t speak English, and insisted I couldn’t park in the school parking lot because I didn’t have a California driver’s license yet. It took me six months to get a driver’s license, and in the meantime I had to walk five blocks each way. Do you know how hard it is to find parking in a beach town?

Worst of all, Quinn was the one who renamed me. She just kept calling me Liam until it caught on. There was not a thing I could do to stop it. Even my own phone started autocorrecting my name. That’s when I gave up. I can’t compete with Siri. Now I don’t even bother correcting people anymore.

While all this was happening, my friends in Beijing, Lei and Chris, wouldn’t believe a word. It’s like they could not reconcile the real America with the movies of American high schools they’d seen, where everyone hangs out together on the weekends, and even Jonah Hill managed to get to the party. I keep telling them that’s not real, none of that is real!

“What about the other Asians? There must be other Asians,” Lei had asked.

There’s only Serene, I had told him. And while she didn’t join in the Liam renaming, she didn’t exactly stop Quinn either. Her rule of thumb for me has been STAY AWAY.

Maybe it’s because I live in the Dunes. The entire town of Sienna Beach is divided into three main communities. There’s the Cove, the most expensive area, where oceanfront houses cost three million dollars. That’s where Serene and all her friends live. Then there are the Highlands, which is slightly less expensive but still gives some serious fuck off vibes, mostly due to the fact that it’s housed some “ex-celebrities.” Finally, there’s the Dunes, where I live, which are not gated at all, and therefore the equivalent of charcoaled turd in my classmates’ minds.

I’ve never seen a group of teenagers more obsessed with real estate than a broker. I tell myself that’s why they don’t like me, because of my sad, gateless neighborhood. Because the other reason is a lot harder to swallow. Which is that I’m different. And even though Serene is too, she’s assimilated and I haven’t.

I bend down to tie my shoelaces, sneaking peeks at Serene, when I hear a voice call out, “Hey, Liam!”

I look over to see Noah, Oliver, and Stu, three guys from my AP Calculus class, walking over. Even before they open their mouths, I know what they want.

“Cough it up, bro!” they call. “Where’s your math homework?”

I hesitate for a second before handing over my problem sets. How Noah, Oliver, and Stu got into AP Calculus is a mystery to me. Their idea of a fundamental theorem is to dot their chin with a Sharpie, in an effort to add more stubble. As they copy my hard work, I gaze over at Cameron, Serene’s boyfriend. He’s in a category all his own. He doesn’t even bother calling me Liam, he just calls me “Belt Bag”—for the record, I wore it once. I don’t know what Serene sees in him. Just because he’s the captain of the water polo team? Right now, he’s got his wet, sweaty arm draped over her soft shoulder.

“Don’t even think about it. Cameron will eat you for lunch,” Stu says, following my gaze.

“What are you talking about? I’m not thinking anything,” I mutter.

“Ever since he got tall, he thinks he’s better than everyone. One time, he tried to flush my shoes down the toilet, just for bumping into him in the hallway,” he says. “I had to walk around with shit-soaked Vans for a whole day.”

I tear my eyes off Serene and look down at my own shoes. That would not be good.

Stu leans over. “I heard she went down on him this weekend while her mom was out of town.”

“Fucking unfair,” Oliver protests. “I had to help my grandma clean up her garage this weekend. I had to sort through her hairnets and wigs.”

I turn to Stu. “Where did you hear that?”

“He bragged about it on the water polo group chat. I’m still on it,” Stu says, practically glowing because his number hasn’t been kicked off the chat.

He pulls out his phone. Noah and Oliver both turn to look. I want to chuck the phone halfway across the field. I can’t believe Cameron would brag about that in a group chat. Then again, I can totally believe it. I try and distract the guys by offering up my AP Econ homework, instead. That gets their attention.

“Sweet! Econ!” They get right back to copying.

Stu points to my penmanship and starts giggling. “Shit, man, your handwriting is so neat.”

“It’s neater than my little sister’s!” Noah agrees.

I try and grab my paper back from them, but they take off with it, running through the maze of people to the cafeteria. They stuff it behind the Coke machine and by the time I finally get it back, I’m ten minutes late for calc.

I slip into calc as quietly as I can, hoping the teacher doesn’t notice me. But of course he does. I stick out like a neon filter on Instagram.

“Liam Chen!” my teacher, Mr. Dabrowski, exclaims. “Where were you?”

“I was just . . . getting something,” I say.

“Yeah, getting off in the bathroom!” Cameron calls out.

There’s a loud chortle of laughter from his water polo buddies in the back row. I look over at Serene, mortified. She meets my eye for a second, then quickly looks away before anyone sees.

I am most decidedly not the class clown.

I am the class . . . nobody.

Maybe getting out of here early wouldn’t be so bad.
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Serene

WHEN I FINALLY reach Mom on Monday, she acts like nothing happened. She’s back at the show, putting last-minute touches on the models. She’s more interested in talking about the models’ hair.

“This hair spray is just not working. I’m trying to make it messy, but every time, it just looks sticky,” Mom says, frowning into the FaceTime camera.

“Mom, you’re not answering the question. What happened at the hospital?” I ask.

Mom puts the hair spray down. She waves to the makeup artist to take over. “It was nothing. They’re running tests but it’s total overkill. I feel fine.”

Mom smiles into the camera and shows me the backstage area. I am temporarily distracted by the dizzying kaleidoscope of dresses and models and lights behind her. I relax and tell myself I probably would have fallen eight times just looking at all those people and lights!

“You know what tests?” I ask, leaning against the hallway. I have a couple more minutes before French.

“Oh, blood tests, they think my bilirubin is a bit high. But I keep telling them it’s just the stress of everything. They have no idea what it takes to put on a high-profile fashion show!” Mom says. There’s a tap on her shoulder as one of the models exchanges words with her. “I gotta go.”

Mom hangs up before I can say bye. I type “bilirubin” on my phone, ignoring the texts from Quinn that keep popping up:

So what happened this weekend??

Tell me you guys FINALLY hooked up.[image: image][image: image][image: image] [image: image][image: image]

OMG stop, I text back.

Google spits out various different possibilities associated with high bilirubin:


	Gallstones

	Bile duct inflammation

	Liver dysfunction

	Hepatitis

	Gilbert’s syndrome



Hepatitis? Liver dysfunction? That can’t be right. Mom doesn’t even drink much.

Quinn and Emma walk over to me and I throw my phone into my purse.

“SOOO?” Quinn asks, peering at me. “How was your candlelit dinner? I saw you cooking on Instagram in your apron . . . so hot!”

“Ugh,” I tell her. “My mom had some kind of emergency in New York and Cameron had to leave.”

“Oh no!” Emma says, looking up from her phone. “Is she OK?”

I put on a smile and assure them she’s fine. My cardinal rule since fifth grade. Never show any weakness. Don’t let people think anything about you is less than perfect. Because in Sienna Beach, the minute they start wondering, it might as well be true.

“Well, that’s disappointing. So you guys didn’t do anything?” Quinn asks. “That’s not what he told Luke.”

Luke is Quinn’s boyfriend and Cameron’s best friend. And even though it’s massively annoying that Cameron tells Luke everything we do, it’s also helped cement my status in our circle, from guest star to series regular. I remind myself of this as Quinn and Emma poke me for details.

“We . . . explored,” I admit.

Quinn, always the budding reporter—her dad owns a bunch of magazines—keeps prodding. “And? Did you like the goods?”

I blush, trying to cover my face—this is so embarrassing. “I’m not going to answer that.”

Quinn and Emma glance over at Cameron, on the other side of the courtyard, as if trying to decide for themselves. “At his level it doesn’t even matter,” Quinn concludes.

“Exactly. His pubes could be metal wires—”

“Shut up!” I scrunch my face, disturbed, but they’re probably right.

“So when’s round two?” Quinn smiles mischievously. The bell rings and we walk back to class. I can feel the eyeballs on us, girls watching as we parade down the hall. I used to be one of those girls, looking in. Now I can’t believe I’m one of them. “C’mon, you guys have to catch up with us, so we can go on double dates!”

“We can still go on double dates,” I remind her.

“Nah. Won’t be as fun. You and Cameron still have that awkward two-people-who-haven’t-had-sex energy,” she shudders.

Her judgment is so strong, it almost makes me want to grab Cameron and consummate the relationship right there in the bathroom. Instead, I bring up the only thing that puts me back on even keel, my ace card.

“You know who’s going to be at my mom’s show at New York Fashion Week today? Ariana Grande!” I say.

“Oh my God! That’s so amazing! So, do we get some free samples?” they ask, clamoring for my phone. “Hook us up!”

I hesitate for a second.

Quinn frowns at me. You owe me. And she’s right, I do.

“Come to the office after school today. I’ll see what I can do,” I say. I feel bad, given Mom’s out of town. But I tell myself she’d get it. It’s a game she’s had to play too. A different variation of it, with fancier people and company stock instead of clothes. But what about my dad? Would he get it, if he knew what I’d had to do to survive? Would he be proud? Or disappointed?

Later, Quinn, Emma, and I are cruising down PCH in my car to Mom’s office in Santa Monica. It’s across the street from the Snapchat campus and as I park, Quinn and Emma taunt the army of tech guys who lumber into work in their black hoodies and jeans.

“Come and snap this,” Emma says, sticking her ass out as she exits my car.

I grab my friends and head inside.

Stepping off the elevator, I scan my employee card and open the doors to my mom’s office. Inside, it looks more like a luxury boutique hotel than an office. The reception area is warm and inviting, with thick white carpet that all the designers’ stiletto heels sink into. Today the junior designers are wearing flats and sweats. It’s New York Fashion Week, baby! Which means we get to be totally unfashionable for once.

I stop by my desk and log on to my computer to check the updates.

“Did you see? Your mom’s Harper’s Bazaar profile just went live!” Carmella, one of the junior designers, says.

“What’s it say?” I ask.

Ali, another junior designer, hands me a printout: “Lily Lee Knows How to Turn Up the Heat—New Collection Shines at New York Fashion Week.”

I beam as I read the piece. It’s a beautiful profile of my mom’s latest collection, concluding her show today was masterful.

“This is amazing!”

“And they haven’t even seen the tulle!” Carmella adds with a wink.

The tulle is this jaw-dropping five-hundred-layer couture gown my mom’s been working on for nearly a year. Her masterpiece. Each individual layer is so delicate, it feels like you’re holding up a fragile flake of croissant. She was going to show it in New York, but she hadn’t completely finished before she left. The buyers will have to wait until Paris. I turn around to show my friends the Harper’s piece, but they’ve disappeared.

I find them in the sample closet. The sample closet is where we keep all the samples of our latest collections for model fittings. And inside, Quinn and Amber are grabbing shirts and dresses and pants faster than their hands can pry them off the coat hangers. Some of the pieces in their arms aren’t even fully done—there’s still loose string and fabric hanging off the side. I rush to try and save them from my friends’ grabby hands.

“You guys, I think they still need some of this stuff,” I say gently, closing the closet doors, worried what will happen if my coworkers walk in. I know it was my idea, and we’ve done it many times before, but it’s always been when my mom was here. With her gone, it feels mildly like . . . we’re stealing?

“Can’t you guys just make another?” Quinn shrugs.

I bite my lip. It doesn’t quite work that way. I look into Quinn’s eyes, trying to reason with her.

“Relax. Your mom’s not even here,” Emma says. “She’ll never know.”

I hear a sound by the door and look over to see some of the junior designers standing there, gazing over at Emma and Quinn. I know what they must be thinking, but they’re kind enough not to say it out loud.

“I just need one more shirt! To go with these pants!” Quinn says. She reaches for a silk charmeuse top.

“Careful with that!” Carmella calls out from the doorway. “I’m playing around with that material for our ready-to-wear collection.”

Unfortunately, Quinn pulls a little too hard. And the delicate fabric rips.

There’s a collective gasp as all the designers take in what happened. I want to shrink into a mothball, I’m so mortified.

Later, after my friends leave, I overhear the designers talking as I’m hunched in Jonathan’s office, dealing with his chocolates.

“Can you believe she let her friends come in here and raid the closet like that?”

“Of course she did. It’s Serene. The same girl who got drunk at One Oak and told a reporter she thought her mom’s last season was ‘bland.’”

I shrink under Jonathan’s desk. For the record, I didn’t know he was a reporter. He told me he was a fashion student at UCLA. I hadn’t meant it. I was just trying to seem cool.

“And to think she still has a job here.”

“She’s the boss’s daughter. What do you expect?”

I hide my face under Jonathan’s desk for hours, too ashamed to come out. Because they’re right. I have no business being here. I messed up. I should be shown the door.

Sandwiched against Jonathan’s trash can and his sneakers, I use my phone to repurchase the items my friends took. Quiet as a feather, I take out his design files from his filing drawer and study them. Because even though these people think I’m a joke, I’m not going to give up on my dreams just because I made a mistake.
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Lian

MY MOM IS island walking when I get home, doing circles around our kitchen island like a hamster on speed. She says it’s for exercise but I’m thinking Oh shit. She usually only island walks when she’s lost at Bragathon.

Bragathon is what I call it when my mom meets up with her friends. They get together, usually over chrysanthemum tea and stale pastries, and brag about their kids. One of them will bring over the latest Korean face mask, which they’ll all put on to try to smooth out their wrinkles but really it’s to cover up the shock and horror of hearing about someone else’s kids’ accomplishments. Invariably it sends my mother on a nonstop kitchen island sprint.

“Hey, Mom,” I say. “You want to go to the beach or something? Jog there? I can drive you.”

My mom’s eyes stab into me.

“This your problem. This why you not get eight hundred yet on ECEP.” She pokes her finger into my chest. “You thinking about the beach! You know Auntie Linda’s son Edward got eight hundred on SAT when he was twelve?”

“Wow, twelve . . .” I shake my head at this tragic news. It means he had to study for it when he was ten or eleven, poor kid.

Mom wraps her hands around the glass vase of fresh peonies in the center of the island. I can smell the sweet scent drifting toward me. Even though our house feels terrifying at times, at least it always smells nice.

“You don’t appreciate what you have here,” she says to me. She points to me and my sister. “Neither of you appreciate.”

“What do we have here?” I ask, crossing my arms.

“You have chance here,” she says. “America is meritocracy. Doesn’t matter who you are, or what your family owns.”

She gazes regretfully down at the peonies, and I wonder if she’s referring to her old shop in Beijing. Is that what this is about?

“I think it still matters here,” I offer.

“No. In this country, you in charge your own destiny.” Then she lifts her finger and digs it into my chest. “If you fail, that’s on you. Nobody else to blame.” She picks up her keys. “Come on. Let’s go see Highway Robber.”

“Now?” I ask, glancing to my room. I want to write a joke about island walking in my notebook before I forget it.

“Now!”

Highway Robber is the super-expensive college admissions consultant my mom hired when we moved here. He’s the one who told us about ECEP and recommended the schools in Sienna Beach. We call him Highway Robber in our house because he’s so expensive, it’s basically highway robbery. He charges a whopping eight hundred dollars per session, which is what cancer doctors charge. I guess to Chinese parents, not getting into Harvard is a cancer.

Mom calls Dad in the car on the way over and tells him to meet us there.

“You want me to leave work now?” he asks. “I can’t do that. What will Roger think?”

Dad’s new boss, Roger, is the reason he stays up till three a.m., working. Even though it was his idea to have Dad come out, so far he’s been impossible to satisfy. Something about Dad not exceeding all his KPIs. Sometimes at night, Dad is just sitting there, staring at the computer. He looks miserable, like the life has been sucked out of him with a vacuum cleaner.

“We’re paying eight hundred dollars a session,” Mom reminds him. “This is your son’s future!”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Dad mutters.

Mom and I sit outside Highway Robber’s office, my butt sinking into the brown leather chair that smells faintly of a decomposing animal, studying all his various degrees and certificates on his wall. Columbia. Yale. Princeton. Cornell. University of Pennsylvania. That seems like an illegal number of degrees for one person.

The door opens and Highway greets us as another set of Asian parents and a nervous-looking boy scurry out. Highway’s a fifty-year-old white guy. He’s wearing a striped shirt with a bow tie and a tweed jacket with elbow patches. His preppiness is blinding me.

“Come on in, Lian! Mrs. Chen! Will your husband be joining us?” he asks.

Mom takes one last hopeful gaze toward the parking lot.

“I’ll just leave the door open, in case he comes,” Highway says. His unusually white teeth gleam at us as we take a seat on another set of leather chairs. He has an identical set of degrees on his wall. I wonder which are the originals—the ones inside, or outside? Definitely outside, I think.

“All right, well, let’s get started,” he says. “How are you liking junior year so far? Sienna High’s the best, isn’t it?”

I gaze down, then start to nod. “Yeah, it’s OK. Not the most diverse place in the world.”

“Oh, well, sure it is!” he insists. He starts listing all the different types of diversity with his fingers. “You have religious diversity, physical abilities diversity, behavior and ethno-diversity—”

“Never mind,” I say.

“He’s a straight-A student,” my mom cuts in. Her face beams with pride. “Ten APs.”

Highway jots this down in his notebook. “Very impressive. And your SATs?”

“I got a fifteen eighty.”

“Just twenty points shy of perfect.” My mom shakes her head. I picture an American mom saying it, “Just twenty points shy of perfect!” Mom says it like a baby died.

“I also took the ACTs—”

Highway cuts me off. “OK, so you have a good SAT and good ACT scores. But ECEP is a highly competitive program. I mean, this is MIT we’re talking about. Home of the Whirlwind! The CSAIL! Every Asian kid in the country’s gonna be applying. What else you got?”

Mom looks like she’s about to start doing laps around his desk.

“Does Lian have activities? Hobbies? Things he likes to do after school? And please don’t say piano!”

“What’s wrong with piano?” Mom asks. Both me and my sister played until we passed all the exams, which meant hours and hours of practice every day until our fingers practically bled. When we passed the final exam, it was the proudest moment of my mother’s life.

I quickly tell Highway all the various clubs and activities I’m a part of at school—there’s the Summer Camp Club for underserved youth and the American Red Cross Club.

“Are you the president or co-president of any of them?” Highway inquires.

I shake my head. “Just a member. We distribute first-aid kits whenever there’s an event. For the Summer Camp Club, I’m the volunteer coordinator. But since it’s in the summer, we only start meeting up in the spring.”

Highway frowns. “That’s not good enough, you need to show leadership. That’s one thing Asian applicants don’t have enough of—leadership.”

I flinch every time he says Asian. Like he knows everything about us. Like we’re a monolith.

“But I just got to Sienna Beach. Last year,” I remind him. “Most of the club presidents are seniors. And they’ve been at the school their whole lives. They know everybody.”

“So start your own club!” Highway suggests.

Oh yeah, like that’s
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