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             One

         
         I barely have time to catch a whiff of oily reconstituted potatoes and identify the smell as Tater Tots, not french fries,
            when Katie runs up to me, waving a sheet of paper in my face. “Sophie, you’ll never believe what just happened.” My best friend’s
            face is shining with excitement. “We just hit a hundred signatures!”
         

         
         My eyes go wide. A hundred signatures?!
         

         
         Ever since last year’s Rainbow Fair, Katie has been on a mission to fix the glaring lack of an LGBTQ+ booth. As she put it,
            if Monroe Middle School is going to appropriate the idea of a Rainbow Fair, the least they can do is include an LGBTQ+ booth.
            Technically, the full name is Rainbow Heritage and Cultural Awareness and Acceptance Fair: Celebrating the Diverse Colors
            of Our School, but everyone just calls it Rainbow Fair. Yeah, it’s pretty cringey, but my amazing friend has been circulating
            a petition to get Principal Harvey to approve an LGBTQ+ booth for this year’s fair.
         

         
         I grin and high-five her. “That’s great!” It’s my signature right after hers at the top of her petition. Katie has been my best friend since kindergarten, so her fight is my fight. 

         
         As we walk toward the lunch line, I ask, “When are you going to give Principal Harvey the petition?”

         
         “We’re going to get assigned to booths soon.” She gives a determined nod. “I’ll give her the petition right after lunch.”

         
         “That’s a good idea.” A pang hits me. Does this mean that Katie (who came out as bi last year) won’t be in the Chinese booth
            with me? I had kind of assumed that we’d be with mostly the same Chinese kids as last year. The other kids are fine, but I
            can’t imagine running our booth without Katie. I mean, Rainbow Fair is bad enough, and my parents’ enthusiastic support doesn’t
            make it any better. No matter how many times I tell them that it’s not a competition, they keep insisting that the Chinese
            booth will “win” again. So . . . no pressure.
         

         
         But Katie doesn’t need to hear how worried I am about doing a booth without her. She’s celebrating a big win, and I need to
            focus on that and be happy for her. I grab an orange lunch tray from the stack. “I hope Principal Harvey approves the petition.”
         

         
         “Me too.” She picks up a tray for herself. “Okay, my friend with the magic nose—what’s for lunch?”

         
         Katie always jokes about my nose. I can smell a ham sandwich all the way from the entrance of the cafeteria. Hot dogs and hamburgers are wrapped in foil and harder to smell, so I had to learn how to tell the difference between Tater Tots and french fries by smell. “Hamburgers and Tater Tots,” I reply confidently. Hamburgers are always served with Tater Tots, and hot dogs with french fries. 

         
         It’s a weird party trick, but even Katie doesn’t know why I developed this skill.

         
         Basically, if I have to trot out my usual excuse of “cultural reasons” for turning down ham sandwiches and hot dogs—I need
            to be prepared.
         

         
         For one thing, I don’t want Katie or any of the other kids to hear me mumble this super vague explanation to Ms. Krumm, who’s
            in charge of the cafeteria line. Ms. Krumm is pretty nice, but she’s forgetful. No matter how many times I turn down a pork
            lunch, she asks me for a reason. Every. Single. Time. I’m pretty sure it’s in some standard operating lunch procedure handbook.
            I don’t know why she won’t just hand over the alternative lunch the school provides. I mean, it’s not like there’s a huge
            demand for the mushy apple slices, unsalted sunflower seeds, and vegan, gluten-free, nut-free, flavor-free crackers.
         

         
         As we slide our trays down the metal counter, Katie glances at me. “You’re coming to my birthday party, right?”

         
         Why is she even asking? We’ve been going to each other’s birthday parties since we were five. “Um, duh. Of course I’m going
            to be there!”
         

         
         “The thing is . . .” Katie avoids my eyes as she picks up a carton of milk. “It’s going to be a sleepover.”

         
         My stomach sinks. Katie is Chinese like me, but her parents are the kind who say things like “Just try your best!” or “We
            trust you to make good choices.”
         

         
         My parents are different. They’re the kind who say, “Make sure you reach your full potential!” or “Why would you need to sleep
            somewhere else when we’ve worked hard to provide a roof over your head, and anyway, it would be such a burden for your friend’s
            family, and what kind of present could you bring to thank them for all that?”
         

         
         In other words, my parents don’t get the American concept of a sleepover.

         
         “Will your parents let you stay over?” Katie asks, watching me closely. This is not the first time she’s invited me for a
            sleepover, and she knows how my parents will react.
         

         
         “I’ll talk to them about it.” Never mind that I have no idea what I’ll say to my parents. All I know is that I can’t let Katie
            down.
         

         
         She squeals in delight. “Really? This is going to be amazing!”

         
         But I’m barely listening to her. Panic is turning my bones into liquid, and my eyes are locked on the foil-wrapped object
            that Ms. Krumm is putting on my tray with a pair of tongs. Even though she plunks a white cardboard box filled with Tater
            Tots right next to it, the object in its shiny foil wrapper is too long and thin to be a hamburger.
         

         
         It’s a hot dog.

         
         “But Tater Tots are always served with hamburgers!” I blurt out.

         
         Katie blinks in surprise, and Ms. Krumm pauses in the act of placing a hot dog on Katie’s tray.

         
         Oops. I guess I said that out loud.

         
         “There was a distribution problem with the fries.” Ms. Krumm puts the hot dog and the Tater Tots on Katie’s tray. “Don’t you
            like Tater Tots, dear?”
         

         
         As soggy and gross as the Tater Tots are, that’s not the problem.

         
         Katie answers before I can. “They’re fine, Ms. Krumm.” She turns to me. “Come on, Sophie. We have to hurry to get seats together.”

         
         She’s right. Most of the kids have gotten their lunches, and the cafeteria is filling up. “Go on and get us seats,” I say to Katie, my heart pounding. “I’ll just be a minute.” 

         
         She shrugs and picks up her tray. “Okay.”

         
         A tightness eases in my chest as Katie leaves, and once she’s out of earshot, I push the hot dog and Tater Tots back to Ms.
            Krumm. “Can I get the alternative lunch? Cultural reasons.”
         

         
         If Katie overheard me, she would think I was lying about “cultural reasons” to get out of eating something that I don’t like.
            But it’s not a lie. For the thousandth time, I wish I could just tell my best friend why I don’t eat pork. But after this
            long, it seems too late now.
         

         
         Ms. Krumm sighs and takes my meal with her plastic-gloved hands. “All right, dear.” She puts a new lunch on my tray. “Here
            you go.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” I pick up my tray and turn to see Katie waving at me from a table in the middle of the cafeteria.

         
         I imagine plunking my tray next to hers and saying, “Hey, you know how we’ve been best friends since we were five? Did I ever
            mention that I’m Muslim?”
         

         
         Yeah, no. Katie will wonder why I never said anything before. To be fair, I never meant to keep being Muslim a secret, and it’s not like my parents ever told me to stay quiet about it. But they also don’t talk about it in public, so it feels all weird and complicated. I guess it was easier for me not to talk about being Muslim either. 

         
         I reach the table and squeeze into the space between Katie and Sarah, another seventh grader. Sarah scoots down to make room
            for me. She’s Jewish and has the alternative lunch too. “Hi, Sophie.”
         

         
         “Hi, Sarah.” I smile at her. Sarah has always been nice to me. I have a feeling it’s because of the Great Pork Misunderstanding
            in kindergarten. I kind of blame my parents for that. If they had been just a little clearer about being Muslim, I might have
            been better prepared when the other kids asked me if I was Jewish like Sarah, who also didn’t eat pork. My face heats up as
            I think of everyone at my cafeteria table staring at me as I stammered, “I don’t think so . . . maybe?”
         

         
         “Hey, Sophie, are you okay?” Katie waves a hand in front of my face.

         
         “Yup!” I smile too brightly as I poke at a dry cracker. “Totally fine.” After I came home from that day in kindergarten and
            asked my parents if I was Jewish, they laughed and set me straight. They also made sure to remind me that I’m Muslim every
            few months—not in a big, heavy way. It’s more like “Let’s have ice cream for dessert, and by the way, remember that you’re
            Muslim.” Or “It’s time to go to bed. You’re still Muslim.”
         

         
         So ever since then, I’ve been clear that I’m Muslim. But I’m not sure what that means. It’s kind of confusing when the only Muslims I see on TV don’t look like me. I’m not Middle Eastern, don’t speak Arabic, don’t pray at a mosque, and don’t wear a hijab, so how can I be Muslim? That’s probably a lot of why I don’t talk about being Muslim. 

         
         “Are you thinking about the birthday party?” Katie is looking at me with a worried scrunch on her face.

         
         My face flushes. I had forgotten all about the sleepover problem, but now that I am thinking about it, I feel even worse. Why did I make it sound like I could talk my parents into letting me stay the night?
            “I’m sorry, Katie, but I don’t think it’s going to work. Maybe I can come for the party and just leave before the sleepover
            part.” By “before the sleepover part,” I mean before staying up way too late giggling and telling ghost stories in the dark
            while we’re all snuggled up in our sleeping bags. Before the fun part. My heart twinges miserably.
         

         
         “Do you think you could at least ask your parents?” She gives me a sideways glance. “You never know what they’ll say. Remember
            roller derby?”
         

         
         “They didn’t just agree to roller derby all of a sudden. That took weeks of rock-solid research, divine inspiration, and a
            twenty-slide presentation.” But yes, technically, roller derby is something that I talked my parents into.
         

         
         “We could do a pajama party,” she says, seemingly at random. “You could wear your new Wonder Woman pajamas.”

         
         Darn that Katie Yang. “Now you’re just fighting dirty.”

         
         Her eyes light up as she goes for the kill. “Come on, Sophie! You have to convince your parents to let you come. We’ll watch
            one of those Marvel movies you love so much to go along with your Wonder Woman pajamas.”
         

         
         I’m touched. That’s a big concession for Katie, who couldn’t care less about superheroes, as evidenced by the fact that she
            can’t tell the difference between the DC and Marvel universes because Wonder Woman is obviously DC, not Marvel . . . and this
            is probably why I don’t have many friends outside of Katie. At least I didn’t correct her out loud. This time.
         

         
         “But don’t worry if your parents say no.” Katie gives me a small smile. “Because it doesn’t need to be a sleepover. It will
            be just as fun as a regular birthday party.”
         

         
         I can tell that she’s just saying that to make me feel better, and I also know that she will cancel the sleepover if I can’t
            be a part of it. I won’t be the reason for Katie’s birthday plans going up in smoke. “I’ll convince my parents.” I take a determined bite of the cracker that is somehow as hard as Wolverine’s adamantium bones
            and weirdly crumbly at the same time. “You can count on it.”
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             Two

         
         I take a deep breath before I walk into the living room with my school laptop. Mom looks up from her own laptop, and Dad puts
            down his book.
         

         
         “Do you need help with your homework?” Mom asks.

         
         “Um, not exactly.” Okay. I got this. It’s not the first time I’ve had to do a slide presentation to convince my parents of
            something—like letting me try out for Seattle’s tween roller derby with Katie. Not to brag, but my research into how hard
            it is for an Asian girl to get into a good college without a “brand” was inspired. Unfortunately, roller derby did not end
            up being my brand. But if I could convince my parents into letting me do a high-contact sport where I could easily lose a
            tooth or break a bone, then a sleepover should be easy. “I actually have a presentation I want to show you.”
         

         
         Dad smiles. “It’s been a while since you’ve done one. Your recycling presentation was so interesting. Is this one on composting?”

         
         Oh, right. I had planned to do a companion piece to the recycling presentation. “This is a little different.” I open my laptop
            and begin to screencast my presentation onto the TV. It had taken longer than it should have to think of a good title. I had
            started with variations of “Why Sleepovers Are a Good Thing” or “Don’t Ruin My Life” before deciding that I needed to ease
            into it.
         

         
         The title of my presentation comes up on the screen in bright purple and pink.

         
         
            SOPHIE AND KATIE: A FRIENDSHIP STORY

         

         Dad’s face falls. “So, not composting?”

         
         “Okay . . . what’s this really about?” Mom asks. She knows me a little too well.
         

         
         “Just wait.” I click to advance the slide to a picture of Katie helping me up the monkey bars when we were both six. The title
            of this one is “Friends Helping Friends.” I clear my throat. “Remember how afraid I was of the monkey bars? Katie could have
            left me and gone to play with the other kids at the park, but instead, she stayed with me until I got over my fears.”
         

         
         “If this is about roller derby again, then the answer is no,” Dad says. “We’re lucky you escaped with all your limbs intact.”

         
         “It was just a few scrapes,” I say, trying to stay dignified. I don’t need to bring up that despite full padding and a helmet, I had managed to scrape my hands and legs, and get a huge bruise on my butt. “But no, this is definitely not roller derby.” I click to the next slide. 

         
         It’s a picture from a few years ago, and it’s of Katie and me hugging, both of us bawling our eyes out. The title of this
            one is “The Tragedy of Separation (for the whole summer).”
         

         
         “We’re not sending you to horse camp, either,” Mom says flatly.

         
         I was actually secretly relieved that they didn’t let me go to horse camp. I mean, I love the idea of horses, but I didn’t
            realize how tall they were until I got up on a pony for the first time. “Totally agree.” I click to the next slide.
         

         
         It’s labeled “Together in Everything.” This one has a picture of Katie and me in front of the Fort Worden retreat center,
            where my Chinese school held its weeklong summer camp. Katie didn’t even go to Chinese school, but she always came to camp
            with me because it was the only summer camp that my parents would let me go to.
         

         
         Dad perks up. “Are you saying that you’re thinking of going back to Chinese school?”

         
         “Sorry, but no.” Inwardly, I cringe. I should have anticipated that response. Rookie mistake to bring up Chinese school and raise false hopes. I went to Chinese school from third through fifth grade, but my parents finally let me quit at the start of sixth grade because I convinced them that I had too much homework as a middle school student to give up four hours every Saturday for Chinese school. Even then, they kept trying to get me to go back to Chinese school until last year’s Rainbow Fair Chinese booth convinced them that I wasn’t going to totally forget about my heritage. I almost remind them of the booth, but I can’t lose the thread of my narrative by going down the Chinese school rabbit hole. 

         
         Quickly, I advance to the next slide, labeled “Katie’s Dream.” It has a picture of Katie and me in her bedroom with blankets
            around our shoulders, and each of us is clutching a pillow. We’re looking into the camera with big grins on our faces. “Ever
            since I’ve known Katie, she’s wanted to have a sleepover. Now she wants to do one for her birthday, but she says she won’t
            have one if I can’t be there for it.”
         

         
         Dad sighs. “I just don’t see the point. Why can’t you just go to the mall like you did for your birthday last year?”

         
         For my twelfth birthday, my parents dropped off Katie and me at the mall for sushi, shopping, and the latest Marvel movie.
            “That was perfect for me,” I say with absolute honesty, “but this is Katie’s birthday.”
         

         
         “Sophie, you know we’re not trying to be unreasonable. We just don’t understand.” Mom gestures to our bright faces on the screen. “It’s obvious that you girls have plenty of fun together without imposing on Katie’s parents to have you stay the night.” 

         
         At last—an argument I’m prepared for. “That’s a good point, and I wouldn’t ask if Katie’s parents weren’t a hundred percent
            happy to host a sleepover.”
         

         
         “That’s nice of the Yangs,” Mom says, “but what kind of present would we even—”

         
         I’m already clicking to the next slide. It’s an image of a white box of chocolates with the distinctive Seattle’s Sweets logo
            on it. “I checked with Katie, and this is her parents’ favorite chocolate.”
         

         
         Dad squints at the screen. “Didn’t Seattle’s Sweets go out of business?”

         
         “No,” I say, “but most of their stores did close, and that’s what makes this the perfect present to thank the Yangs for hosting me.” I pause for dramatic effect before
            clicking to a slide with a link to a seasonal pop-up shop in a nearby suburb of Seattle. “This is the only place in the whole
            world to get this chocolate, and it happens to be open right now for only a month.” I couldn’t believe my luck when my last-minute
            research found this.
         

         
         Mom’s eyes light up, and I know I have her. “That would be a good gift.” Mom loves finding the perfect present for someone. I kind of get that from her.
         

         
         It’s why I used my allowance money to bid on a signed copy of Not Your Sidekick (with a bookmark and a mug too) from C. B. Lee, Katie’s favorite author of all time. I literally screamed out loud when I
            won the book in the auction. What makes it even better is that the auction benefited the We Need Diverse Books organization.
            The book is the perfect mix of my love of superheroes and Katie’s love of queer young adult romance—bonus that the author
            and main character are Chinese. Katie is going to love it almost as much as she will love having a sleepover for her birthday.
         

         
         Dad is looking thoughtful. I can tell he likes the idea of the chocolates, but for different reasons than Mom. He’s super
            into the idea of kèqì, which is basically the Chinese way of out-politing each other. The way to get Dad on board is to convince
            him that my parents won’t owe the Yangs a huge Chinese-polite debt for hosting me overnight. “I could pick up a box after
            work tomorrow,” he says.
         

         
         Yes. Excitement bubbles up in me. “Does that mean I can sleep over at Katie’s for her birthday party?”
         

         
         Mom purses her lips, but I can tell she’s thinking about it too. “How many kids are going to be at this party?”

         
         “Five total with Katie and me.” That makes it three more kids than have ever been at either of our birthday celebrations,
            which have always just been the two of us. But Katie made new friends since joining the LGBTQ+ Student Union. The club is
            open to allies, so I joined too, but I haven’t gotten close to the other members the way Katie has. Maybe I’ll get to know
            them better at her birthday party if my parents let me go. Of course they know Katie is bi and are fine with me joining the
            LGBTQ+ club, so that’s not an issue. The problem is . . . there’s a lot my parents just don’t get about being an American
            teen. They’re worried I’m going to care too much about American customs like sleepovers and forget I’m Chinese. That’s never
            going to happen. I wish I could show them I can still be Chinese and go to a sleepover.
         

         
         “Five girls is a lot for the Yangs to deal with,” Mom says.

         
         “It’s really not.” No one but my mom would think that five kids qualifies as an out-of-control rager. “And it’s not five girls.
            Remember I told you that Katie’s friend Shane is nonbinary and doesn’t identify as a girl or a boy?”
         

         
         “Oh, right.” She has that carefully blank look on her face. The one she gets when her coworkers invite her to an eighties party or tell her to bring a casserole to a potluck—like she doesn’t quite understand but is pretending she does. 

         
         But the look fades fast because I’m not her coworkers. I’m the one who put together a ruffled black skirt and fingerless lace
            gloves for an awesome eighties outfit and helped her bake that truly awful tuna casserole. “Is there anything we should do
            or say around Shane?” she asks.
         

         
         “Or anything we shouldn’t do or say?” Dad asks. He hasn’t lost the expressionless look yet—the one he gets when his coworkers invite him to go for a drink. Unlike pork, alcohol is less of a hard “no” for my parents and more
            of a “drink in moderation” kind of thing, but I get the sense that his tech-bro coworkers aren’t the moderate type. “We don’t
            want to offend your friend.”
         

         
         That’s the cool thing about my parents being immigrants. They know what it’s like to be in a new world and aren’t afraid to
            ask questions. Plus they get what it’s like to be disrespected for a culture that others don’t understand, and they’re not
            about to do that to anyone else.
         

         
         “Shane uses they/them pronouns,” I say. “So you can make sure to use their correct pronouns.”

         
         “We can do that,” Mom says.

         
         “Got it,” Dad adds. Pronouns are no big deal for my parents. They’re already hyperaware of using the right pronoun in English because Chinese doesn’t have gendered pronouns. 

         
         But I’ve gotten sidetracked. “So, if you think five kids is a lot for the Yangs to handle, then that’s another reason I should
            go to the party,” I say. “If I’m there, I can help Katie and her parents out.”
         

         
         My parents exchange a look, and I almost stop breathing from anticipation. They finish their silent communication at last,
            and Mom turns back to me. “You need to be polite to the Yangs and follow their rules.”
         

         
         Like I’d ever be rude! But they know that, so I just say, “I’ll be respectful. I promise.”

         
         “Then I suppose you can go,” she says.

         
         My hands are so shaky with happiness that I can barely click over to the next slide, which says “THANK YOU” in big, colorful
            letters with animated confetti and balloons. I close the slideshow before I accidentally click over to the “just in case my
            parents say no” slide, which just has a big crying emoji.
         

         
         Dad has an anxious crease on his forehead. “And remember that you’re Muslim.”

         
         So they keep telling me. “Okay,” I say, but confusing emotions tighten my chest.

         
         Other than not eating pork, what does it mean that I’m Muslim?
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