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			Dusty rose is a color I like to use when I paint. It’s subtle and earthy, great for undertones. Like many colors, though, dusty rose doesn’t pair well with everything.

			A prime example is the floor-length taffeta dress I’m wearing, handpicked by Amy, my stepmom as of this afternoon. The fabric is stiff, the silhouette suffocating—and the ruffled collar? Atrocious. My stepsister, Josie, is equally unlucky in a teal monstrosity that makes her look more like a butchered fish than a mermaid. When hosting a summer wedding at an orchard known for its apricot jam and succulent peaches, you’d think a person would want to dress their bridesmaids in pastel tones and airy chiffon to combat the July humidity. But no.

			I wipe sweat from my brow and pluck an ice-cold glass of water from the tray of a passing server. As tempting as it is to pour the contents of the glass over my head, I politely sip my drink instead. The reception hall—or outside tent—is massive, sheltering nearly two hundred guests and staff on this scorching day. The pearly white fabric draped high above us provides a respite after we languished under the five o’clock sun for the ceremony. What truly tested my patience, however, was the hour-long photo shoot that preceded it.

			Amy hails from an overgrown family tree. The photographer wanted a variety of group shots with all her relatives, no matter how distant. Many flew in from Singapore and Taiwan to attend. I’ve never met any of them until today. In fact, over half the guests at the wedding are strangers to me. Contrary to the bride’s inflated guest list, Dad’s list mostly includes friends and workmates. His extended family lives in Taiwan, and everyone was either too busy or too elderly to venture to the States. Since his parents passed away years ago, the only immediate family he has left is Aunt Mindy, his sister.

			Cheers ripple through the hall as Amy and Josie step onto the raised platform in the center of the tent for their mother-daughter dance. I reluctantly join everyone around the dance floor to watch the pair as they waltz along to a symphony I’ve heard one too many times, their movements synchronized and rehearsed.

			Dad emerges from the crowd to stand next to me, and I notice the patch of foundation blended into his jawline, concealing the old scar he acquired from a shaving accident. For the sake of photos, he traded his glasses for contact lenses, despite having a chronic case of dry eye. He also grew his hair out to achieve a sideswept look I’ve never seen him sport until today.

			“You look lovely,” he says for the umpteenth time.

			I snort. “I look like I’m wearing a paper bag around my neck.”

			“Don’t say that. The dress suits you.”

			“Sure, if I were a PB&J sandwich wearing an Elizabethan ruff.” I sent Aunt Mindy a selfie after I got my makeup done this afternoon. She told me to wear the dress and suck it up for one day, but even she acknowledged how unflattering it is.

			Dad claps a hand on my shoulder. “Relax, today’s a special day. You should enjoy it.”

			“Easier said than done,” I murmur, tugging at my collar, my skin suddenly prickly.

			“Lynda.” He’s whispering now. “Be a team player.”

			It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes.

			Let’s not forget who designed, printed, and mailed the wedding invitations, and correct me if I’m wrong, but bridal showers don’t plan themselves—and that welcome sign outside with the watercolor lilies that says Amy & Brian in flawless calligraphy?

			That was also me.

			Happy bridesmaid I may not be, but I’ve certainly been a team player.

			I met Amy last spring. She’d been dating my dad for five months by the time he introduced her to me. The news wasn’t particularly shocking. He’d been single for over a decade, after Mom passed away. It made sense for him to put himself out there.

			Four months later, though, he proposed.

			That caught me by surprise.

			The news shook the ground beneath my feet, plummeting me into a hole I’m still clawing my way out of. I was a high school freshman when I met Amy. Now, the summer before junior year, I have a stepmom and a stepsister. How is one supposed to cope?

			You grin and bear it, according to my dad.

			Don’t get me wrong. Amy and Josie are perfectly nice. Anyone would be glad to have them as family. If the wedding weren’t for another year, maybe I’d be in a more comfortable place, but who can really say? Sadly, I had no say at all.

			There’s a smattering of applause as Amy and Josie clear the dance floor to make way for me and my dad. I spot Aunt Mindy among the crowd. She and her husband, Uncle Ben, are the only ones here I’m excited to see. They used to live within walking distance from me until they traded Fallbank, Virginia, for Chicago, Illinois.

			Aunt Mindy gives me a thumbs-up, as if to say You’ve got this!

			Unfortunately, I don’t.

			Piano music begins to play from the speakers overhead. Dad and I sway, our hands slippery with sweat as we try to match each other’s pace. Although the pointed-toe heels Amy gifted me are the right size, every step I take is like walking barefoot through a cactus field. My feet are begging to be released from their prison; yet, somehow, the awkwardness of this moment surpasses the pain. While Josie might look like a fish in her mermaid dress, I feel like a fish flopping around on land, unable to tell left from right. Maintaining eye contact with my dad during a slow dance is…embarrassing, so I focus on his bow tie, wishing I could be anywhere but here.

			Then I hear him sniffle.

			Dad’s teary-eyed, just as he was when Amy walked down the aisle. He’s looking at me as if I am lovely, as if this moment is precious and he wants nothing more than to share it with me—even though I’m waiting for it to be over.

			I suck it up and finish the dance.

			

			•••

			In his speech, Dad’s best man, an old college friend of his I haven’t seen in ages, prattles on about how overjoyed he is that Dad found love again, while avoiding all mentions of my dead mom. After a climactic toast to the bride and groom, dinner is served, and a cacophony of clanging cutlery and drunken laughter descends on the reception hall. I’m seated at a table with Aunt Mindy; Uncle Ben; his sister, Aunt Elle; and her son, Peter.

			“When Brian told me they were hosting a big wedding, I wasn’t sure what to expect,” Aunt Mindy confesses as we all tuck into our first course: a peach and spinach salad. “They certainly outdid themselves. The venue is gorgeous.”

			We have Amy’s wedding planner to thank for that. Once you strip away the tent and decor, the orchard grounds themselves are quite bare. Amy’s first choice was a private estate that had been fully booked for the year by the time she phoned them. If she’d had her way, the wedding would’ve gone from semiformal to black tie.

			From the photos I’ve seen, Mom and Dad had a backyard wedding with no more than thirty guests. Mom wore a white tea-length dress and a handmade crown of daisies on her head, a glaring contrast to Amy’s bejeweled ball gown.

			What would Mom have thought about all this?

			I don’t have any memories of her—breast cancer took her when I was four—but if I had to guess, she would’ve found this wedding to be a bit…much. Just to be clear, I have nothing against lavish weddings. If you can afford to splurge, go for it. Except, Dad’s always been frugal. I guess if you didn’t go all out for your first wedding, you compensate for it at your second….

			“Lynda.” Aunt Elle taps her champagne flute to get my attention, short of snapping her fingers. “You’re going to be a junior this year?”

			With a mouth full of peaches, I reply, “Yup.”

			Junior year is the year colleges care about most, as every adult likes to remind me. Aunt Elle loves to talk academics, and nothing is more impressive to her than Ivy League status. Peter goes to UPenn. He and I aren’t close, but we have this running joke where I pretend to think he goes to Penn State. Just to piss off his mom.

			“Still thinking about art school?” she asks, twirling her fork between her fingers.

			I push some spinach around on my plate. “Yup. My first choice is RISD.”

			Aunt Elle stares at me like I’m speaking gibberish.

			“The Rhode Island School of Design,” I say.

			“Brian’s okay with that?”

			Dad prefers that I leave art as a hobby in favor of a more stable and lucrative profession. He doesn’t want to shell out thousands of dollars for a degree I’ll never use, and I get that. The art world is competitive. Not everyone can make it to the top, much less break into the industry. But Dad knows I’m committed, so he’s willing to help pay for art school under the condition that I keep my GPA above a 3.8 and apply for scholarships.

			“We’ve talked about it,” I finally say. “He supports me.”

			“Hmm…” Aunt Elle squares her elbows on the table and squints at me.

			I sense an incoming lecture.

			“Well, Lynda, I for one hope you’re applying to SAIC,” Aunt Mindy cuts in. “You’re welcome to stay with Ben and me.”

			She gives my hand a reassuring squeeze, and I match her smile with my own. I can always count on Aunt Mindy to have my back.

			The School of the Art Institute of Chicago isn’t my second or third choice, but I can’t deny the appeal of free housing.

			“The guest room is yours to decorate,” Uncle Ben adds. “I’m almost done renovating the basement. Feel free to use it as your art studio.”

			Aunt Elle gives him a withering look before turning back to me. “Why not stay close to home? UPenn isn’t too far. Assuming you get in—”

			“I’m not interested in UPenn,” I tell her.

			Or staying close to home.

			She huffs with indignation. “You should keep an open mind. It would be such a shame to leave the nest so soon after Brian remarried. You’re not an only child anymore. Think about your new family. You need more time to bond.”

			“I’ll think about it,” I say, just to appease her.

			“Please do.”

			I sweep my eyes toward the front of the room, to where Dad and Amy are sitting alone at the sweetheart table. He feeds her a slice of peach before leaning forward to whisper into her ear. When he pulls back, they stare at each other adoringly, oblivious to everything around them.

			I want to be happy for them, but when I envision the future, all I see is an art school anywhere but here.
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			Bora, my best friend, is sprawled across my bedroom floor, scrolling through wedding photos tagged #Brian&Amy on Instagram.

			“I wish I could’ve been there,” she says. “It would’ve been the perfect opportunity to wear that vintage gem I found at the thrift store.”

			“You mean that silver dress?” I ask. “The one with the violet beading?”

			“The one and only.” Bora rolls onto her stomach, kicks her legs up behind her, and strikes a pose for an invisible camera.

			The wedding was two days ago. I’m still salty I wasn’t allowed to bring Bora as my plus-one. Dad thought she’d distract me from my “duties”—which he correctly assumed. Had Bora been at the wedding, I would’ve hung out with her the whole time.

			How could I not? We’re practically sisters. We had countless sleepovers throughout middle school, and when Bora wasn’t staying the night, she’d come over after school for homework and snacks (Aunt Mindy always stocked our apartment with shrimp crackers and egg tarts—Bora’s favorites).

			Aren’t weddings as much about the families as they are about the couple? Dad and Amy seem to think so, yet they wouldn’t let me bring my best friend.

			I have a suspicion that Amy didn’t want Bora at the wedding because of her fashion sense. Some consider it garish, others eccentric. I call it Bora. I employ bold colors in my art, whereas Bora likes to wear them, as evidenced by her turquoise hair and sparkly magenta eyeliner.

			“How did your dad and stepmom meet, again?” Bora asks.

			“On a dating app,” I say. “My dad wrote in his profile that he was looking for a biking partner as much as a life partner.”

			“Aw, that’s sweet.”

			“More like cheesy.” I don’t know how that line worked on Amy, and to think he reprised it during his wedding vows. “Can you believe my dad borrowed money from my aunt to pay for the honeymoon?”

			That, I overheard behind closed doors between Dad and Aunt Mindy. A trip to Singapore isn’t cheap, but Dad makes decent money in recruiting, and Amy outearns him as a data analyst at a hospital. How much could they have possibly borrowed?

			Bora winces. “Nothing like starting a marriage in debt. I mean”—she swipes through her phone and produces a photo of a four-tiered cake embellished with fondant roses—“their wedding must’ve cost mad money.”

			“More than fifty grand.”

			“Yikes, that could’ve gone toward a new house.” Bora eyes the packing boxes scattered around my room.

			I trace her line of sight and sigh.

			Tomorrow’s move-in day. Dad and I will officially be living with Amy and Josie in their house so we can all be one big happy family.

			I knew this day was coming, and I’ve been dreading it. The boxes have been gathering dust in my room for months now. Even with Bora here to help, I haven’t made much progress. I emptied out my closet and the stuff under my bed, and that’s about it.

			Part of me is glad that the wedding is over. I was losing my mind from all the talk about centerpieces and tablecloths. But another part of me wishes my dad were still single. Then I wouldn’t have to say goodbye to this apartment. The upstairs neighbor can be obnoxious with his weekend karaoke nights, but this place has been my home for sixteen years. Aunt Mindy moved away four years ago, but her presence remains—in the powdery shade of blue she picked for my bedroom walls, in the mermaid mural we painted together in the bathroom, and in the narrow eat-in kitchen she retiled because our landlord couldn’t be bothered. (If you search hard enough, you’ll notice there’s a single tile where she and I etched our initials.)

			I’ve made countless memories here, and now I have to leave.

			“You’ll still come over, right?” I ask Bora.

			“Of course!” she replies, outraged that I’d even ask. “I mean, our sleepovers won’t be the same now that there’s Josie, but we’ll make it work. We always do.”

			“And I’ll always have shrimp crackers and egg tarts waiting for you.”

			“No doubt you will.” Bora winks and shoots an invisible bullet at me. “You know, moving in with Josie is kind of like having a perpetual sleepover.”

			Josie and I are both incoming juniors at Fallbank High. We were in study hall together freshman year but never talked. I simply knew her as the shy girl with the long silky hair always tied in a gingham scrunchy. I wasn’t thrilled to discover my dad was dating my classmate’s mom, and now I have to share a roof with her.

			“Are you and Josie hyphenating your last names?” Bora asks as I assemble a box with heavy-duty tape and then set it aside as if it’ll magically pack itself. “Lynda Fan-Koh has a pleasant ring to it.”

			“Amy and Josie are taking mine,” I tell her.

			Dad asked if I wanted to hyphenate or take their surname. My answer was no to both. I refuse to give up my name on top of everything else.

			“Josie Fan…” Bora taps a finger to her lips. “Not sure I like it.”

			“Good thing it’s not your name, Bora Lee-Carter.”

			“Hey, I like my last name. It highlights my Korean and English roots.”

			“Lee-Carter sounds way better than Fan-Koh.”

			Even though I’ve barely started, I give up on the boxes, wheel the chair out from under my desk, and remove Henry, my iPad Pro, from his protective sleeve. (Yes, he—not it—has a name, and he’s my baby.)

			“Ooh!” Bora leaps to her feet and hovers over me as I wait for the drawing app to load. “Any new Buncleaver content?”

			Buncleaver is a cartoon beaver that wields a cleaver and wears fake bunny ears. Soft, pudgy, and a little menacing, he sincerely believes he’s a rabbit. Ever since he came to me in a dream last winter, I’ve been posting drawings and short comics of him to my Instagram. What started as a silly side project turned out to be my golden ticket.

			People love him. I gained tons of followers and started an online sticker shop all thanks to him. Before, my Instagram mostly consisted of fan art and celebrity portraits. I’d receive a few DMs every month from people seeking to commission me. Far too many influencers asked me to draw for them in exchange for exposure and then got upset when I said no. I didn’t need their endorsement. What I needed was Buncleaver, and now my DMs are inundated with paying customers.

			As much as I enjoy drawing animals, I draw people on request. It’s how I control my brand. Cutesy animals for stickers, and human subjects strictly by commission. My rates are fifty dollars for a headshot, one hundred for half-body, and two hundred for full-body illustrations. Additional fees are calculated based on the complexity of the request. I used to charge less, but as my art improves, so do my rates.

			Art school isn’t cheap.

			I don’t want to be too reliant on my dad, so I need to make money somehow.

			RISD costs about sixty thousand dollars a year. That’s three hundred full-body commissions (and carpal tunnel) just for tuition. Buncleaver would have to become the next Pusheen for me to afford my dream school. Bora did suggest that I try selling plushies, but I’m not that business savvy. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

			“Lynda. Are you going to answer or ignore me for eternity?”

			“Sorry,” I say, finally snapping out of it. “I don’t have anything lined up for Instagram yet.” I had to close my commissions to focus on the wedding. As a result, my fun money has dwindled, and my college savings have plateaued.

			“Bummer.” Bora pouts. “I’m, like, starved for Buncleaver.”

			“You won’t be hungry much longer, my friend.” I tap open a file and pull up a rough sketch I did this morning, of Buncleaver chopping green onions on a tree stump. “You can expect a new post soon.”

			Bora claps her hands and squeals. “How I’ve missed you, Buncleaver!”

			I’ve missed him, too.

			It’s good to be drawing again.
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			Amy inherited her house from her previous marriage, which ended more than a decade ago, after her ex-husband walked out. I don’t know all the sordid details, but at least she got to keep the house in all its cozy tarragon-green glory. I’ve been over plenty of times at my dad’s insistence. The place certainly beats our cramped two-bedroom apartment.

			As for everything else, well, time will tell.

			Thanks to my procrastinating, I stayed up late last night to finish packing. Dad sold most of our furniture, so the move shouldn’t take too long. As I haul my first box out of the rental truck, I take in the low-pitched roof and decorative dormer windows of the house. Starting today, I get to call this place my home. Unfortunately, it’s far from mine because I have to room with Josie.

			The house has three bedrooms, the smallest one reserved for Josie and her violin. The walls are outfitted with soundproof padding, and the space is furnished with a love seat and desk. The room isn’t wide enough to fit a dresser and bed, but with some imagination, I could’ve made it work. Still, my dad thought it would be too much to ask of Josie. I’ve pleaded my case, but the winning argument is that if Josie wants to get into the Curtis Institute of Music, she needs a private practice room more than I need my own bedroom.

			Curtis is a conservatory in Philadelphia with an acceptance rate of four percent. Tuition is free and admission is based solely on artistic promise, which means you need to master Mozart, Bach, Paganini—and I can’t recall the rest. I don’t know much about classical music. The little I do know I learned from hanging around Josie. She spent freshman- and sophomore-year summers at music camp, and the only reason she didn’t go this year is because of the wedding.

			“Do you need help with that?” Josie asks as I lift my knee up to support the bottom of the box I’m carrying and then shimmy my way into our bedroom.

			“I got it.” I deposit the box on the floor and take a moment to stretch.

			Amy kindly bought a new bedframe and mattress. Both are waiting for me, made up all neat and tidy with nautical-themed sheets I wouldn’t have chosen for myself. Josie’s bed is by the window, while mine is closer to the closet. A nightstand acts as a demarcation line between us, and across from all that will be the dresser and desk I brought over from my apartment.

			Sunlight filters in through the curtains, lending a warm glow to the pragmatic furnishings and sparse decor. I’ve already been told I can’t personalize the room with prints or decals, much less paint the walls anything besides eggshell white, to accommodate Josie’s minimalist taste. I’ve ranted to Bora countless times, but other than that I bite my tongue. After all, Josie was here first. Although she’s never complained, she probably isn’t too fond of me intruding into her space. She hasn’t given me a hard time, so I try not to give her one. Since she has her own music room, I suppose I should be grateful that I don’t have to listen to her practice violin every day.

			Still, I need time to get used to this arrangement. I’ve never been self-conscious about snoring or talking in my sleep, but now…

			“Well.” Josie throws her arms out in an awkward welcoming gesture. “Make yourself at home. Let me know if you need anything.”

			Oh, there’s a lot that I need. But Josie can’t help me.

			

			•••

			Once all the boxes and Bubble Wrap are recycled, Dad and Amy go to buy some last-minute items before they fly out for their honeymoon tomorrow. I don’t know why they scheduled their flight so soon after our move, but I won’t pretend to understand how my dad thinks. At least with them gone, I’ll finally have some quiet time to myself.

			Just as I’m settling in, the doorbell rings.

			I wait for Josie to answer it. When the doorbell rings six more times, I realize Josie must be practicing violin and open the front door, only to come face-to-face with Amy’s sister, Val, and her eight-year-old nephew, Luke.

			Arms laden with groceries, Val trudges past me in a thick plume of perfume and unloads the bags onto the dining table before collapsing into a chair. Meanwhile, Luke turns on the TV and plops down on the living room couch.

			“Tea would be nice,” Val says, side-eyeing me. “Amy should have those jasmine leaves I gave her. She keeps them in that red tin. You know, the one above the sink?”

			Demanding tea is the new hello. I know where most things are in the house, but I haven’t explored every nook and cranny.

			“Would Luke like something to drink?” I ask.

			“He’ll drink tea as long as there’s honey.” Val gestures widely at the groceries. “Organize these while you’re at it. I wanted to make sure the fridge was stocked while Amy and Brian are away.”

			First day in my new house and I get to play host. Fun.

			I grab as many bags as I can and head for the kitchen.

			“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Val says loudly behind me.

			I stop in my tracks and take a deep breath. “Thanks for the groceries.”

			“Thanks for the groceries, Aunt Val,” she tuts. “Now that—”

			I leave before she can finish and take my sweet time organizing everything into the fridge and pantry. From the moment we met, Val’s been nothing short of insufferable. As for Luke, well, he’s just there. The kid doesn’t do much except stare at a screen.

			Once tea is served, I retreat to my room and pull out my sketchbook. Just as I’m about to sharpen my pencil and start an exercise on how to draw dragons, there’s a knock at the door. When I don’t respond, the doorknob rattles against the lock.

			“I’m busy!” I shout. For a moment, there’s silence. Then the knocking continues, incessantly. “I said I’m busy!”

			“Luke’s hungry!” Val shouts back. “I need your help with dinner.”

			I reluctantly open the door to say, “Why don’t you ask Josie to help?”

			Luke is her cousin, not mine.

			“I don’t want to interrupt her,” Val says. “It’s not like you’re busy with anything.”

			“I was about to be.”

			“Whatever you were about to do can wait.” Val crosses her arms. “I don’t think Brian would appreciate how disrespectful you’re being right now,” she says, arching a brow. “Is this any way to treat your—”

			“Okay, I’ll help.” But not because I’m scared of getting in trouble. The less resistance from me, the faster I can get this over with.

			

			•••

			Halfway into dinner prep, as I’m browning the garlic and ginger in the wok, Josie graces us with her presence.

			“Look who’s here!” Val reels her in for a hug. She peers at me over Josie’s shoulder and says, “You can drop in the chilis now. Don’t let them burn.”

			“I know what I’m doing,” I grumble, dropping the chilis and chives into the wok. Not sure why Val demanded my help when she clearly doesn’t think I can cook.

			Dad’s job requires him to work overtime, so Aunt Mindy and Uncle Ben used to babysit me, starting from the time I entered preschool. They taught me how to swim and ride a bike, how to tie a three-strand braid and a necktie, and how to read a recipe and follow it—starting with what they grew up eating in Taiwan: xifan and dan bing. I learned to be quite self-sufficient by the time they moved to Chicago when I was in seventh grade.

			Luke darts into the kitchen and latches onto Josie’s waist. It’s kind of sweet how he nestles his face into her abdomen.

			Josie ruffles his hair. “Hey, kiddo. Did you have fun at the wedding?”

			Luke puckers his lips. “It was boring. Aunt Amy looked like a giant cupcake. Anyway, can I play with your iPad?”

			“Sure, it’s in my room.” Once Luke’s gone, Josie comes up from behind me. “Smells delicious. Anything I can do?”

			“Can you pass me the eggplant?” I ask, cranking up the burner. “Also, can you please clear the drying rack?” Josie gets right to it. “Thanks.”

			“Now, isn’t this beautiful: sisters working together.” Val places a hand over her heart as her eyes mist over, her expression somewhere between endearing and patronizing. “If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought you two were related.”

			Josie and I scan each other from head to toe. We both have black hair. Mine’s shoulder length and choppy while hers falls to her midback and is usually curled. Our eyes are the same dark shade of brown, but I have double eyelids. She doesn’t. The biggest difference between us is really our height. At five six, she has four inches on me.

			The air fryer beeps.

			“Chicken’s done!” I announce as I plate the fried eggplant.

			Val checks the chicken with a thermometer. “Looks good. Now go—”

			“Time to change!” I make a big show of flashing my sweat-stained shirt and even take a whiff of my armpit. “I’m going to freshen up. Josie can handle the rest.”

			Before Val can protest, Luke reappears at the doorway, hands tucked behind him. We all watch as he lingers there, quietly worrying his bottom lip as he stares at his feet.

			The telltale signs of shame.

			Josie stoops to eye level with him and says, “Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

			“Promise you won’t be mad?” he mumbles.

			“Promise.”

			I get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as Luke slowly brings his arms around. In his hands is an iPad riddled with cracks, the worst of the damage concentrated in the center of the screen. I’m not a forensic scientist, but damage like that doesn’t happen from an accidental fall.

			“That’s…bad.” Josie’s having trouble concealing her disappointment.

			“Can it be fixed?” Val asks, shaking her head at Luke.

			“Probably not…” Josie takes the iPad from Luke and traces a finger over the dent in the screen. She holds down the power button for a few seconds. Nothing happens. She then flips the iPad over to reveal a Buncleaver sticker on the back.

			“Oh.”

			

			•••

			Henry Fan. Time of death: 6:25 p.m. Cause: Blunt force trauma.

			I had Henry for three years, bought him with my own money, and now he’s gone.

			Dinner passes in silence. I wasn’t hungry earlier and I’m not hungry now. Despite my protests, Val insisted I join everyone—because being in the same room as Luke is totally what I want to do right now. Instead of borrowing Josie’s iPad, which she keeps in her practice room, Luke took mine. An honest mistake. However, instead of using a stylus pen, he used a real one. It didn’t work, but boy, did he try to make it work!

			Luke did apologize to me, and yes, he’s a kid and kids do stupid things, but sorry doesn’t cut it. Val hasn’t offered to replace Henry, and I know asking won’t make a difference. If she was going to do right by me, I wouldn’t have to ask to begin with.

			“Maybe the Apple Store can do something for you,” Val says without a hint of shame, “assuming your warranty hasn’t expired.”

			I’ve finally had enough and return to my room.

			

			
				
				•••
			

			After Val announces her departure, I take a cold shower to decompress. It’s almost comical how this day soured so quickly. The downward trajectory of my life has to shift at some point. All hope can’t be lost. After all, there’s a very simple solution to this problem I’m having, and I know just who to go to.

			Dad and Amy are at the dining table when I step out of the bathroom.

			“Lynda, have some cheesecake!” Amy says. “I picked one up on the way back—thought we could all use a treat.”

			“No thanks,” I say as she serves a slice to Josie, who’s been sitting so quietly I almost didn’t notice she was there.

			“There’ll be plenty in the fridge if you change your mind—and speaking of the fridge, I can tell Val was here. I wish she’d ask instead of dropping by unannounced,” Amy says. And then under her breath, “I hope she behaved herself….”

			“About that…” I clap my hands together and recite the words I rehearsed in the shower. “Luke killed Henry, and I was wondering if you could speak to Val about paying me to replace him.”

			There, I said it. I planned to wait until Dad and Amy got a chance to rest, but now seemed like an appropriate time.

			“Who’s Henry?” Amy asks, her brows furrowing.

			“Her drawing tablet,” Dad clarifies, and she noticeably relaxes.

			After I explain the incident, something passes between them. It’s the kind of look adults share when something bad happens, but neither of them wants to handle it.

			Finally, Amy sighs. “I’m sorry Luke did that, really I am.”

			Dad clears his throat. “However, it would be discourteous of us to ask Val to compensate you, considering her…significant contribution toward our wedding.”

			Are you kidding me? So that’s how they were able to afford the venue. Well, in that case, demanding money from Val would be hypocritical of them. But they chose to have an expensive wedding. I didn’t.

			“Okay…” I grind my teeth, chewing over my next words. “If not Val, then who? Who’s getting me a new drawing tablet?”

			As if on cue, Josie makes her exit while Amy slinks into the kitchen.

			“Don’t you have money saved from your art commissions?” Dad asks.

			I don’t like where this is going. “I do…but why should I pay for someone else’s mistake?”

			“It’s not fair, but sometimes we have to let things go.”

			“I am. That’s why I’m not pushing you to call Val. Why can’t you front the cost?”

			Dad lifts his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. “Amy and I…We’re tired. It’s been a long day, and we have an early flight to catch tomorrow. Let’s talk about this after our trip.”

			I cross my arms, fully aware that there’s no point in fighting. “Fine.”
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			So much for a housewarming.

			The newlyweds flew out to Singapore this morning. They’re visiting Amy’s family, the ones who couldn’t make it to the wedding, before staying at a beach resort.

			I’m jealous. I’ve never been to Asia, let alone left the country. While Dad’s having the time of his life, I’m mourning the death of Henry. Josie tried to make things right by offering me her iPad. But I passed. Her late grandfather gifted her that iPad. I’m not taking a sentimental item from her to make things even. As for my dad, well, he didn’t even try. I can’t believe he left for vacation one day after I uprooted my life—for him.

			I didn’t choose this. He did.

			It’s so like him to never be around.

			At least I have Bora.

			Baa Bing, the shaved ice shop where Bora works, has a line out the door by the time I arrive. Even in shorts and a tank top, biking in this heat was a bad idea. Breathless and sweaty, I secure my bike at a nearby rack and hop in line. Up ahead I spot familiar faces: Tyler Louis, running back of our football team; Gemma Stone, my occasional language partner during sophomore year Mandarin; and right in front of me is Angela Wu, top student at Fallbank High. Angela and I have been in a couple classes together, though neither of us has made any effort to be anything more than acquaintances.

			Angela is an odd story. We attended different middle schools, so I’m not sure how true this is, but she was supposedly a nobody in eighth grade. Just a bookworm with braces and no fashion sense until that one summer she turned pretty. She ditched the braces, overhauled her wardrobe, and became the Cool Girl freshman year. The cheer team welcomed her with open arms, she got invited to every party, and guys asked her out left and right.

			But then spring break happened, and without warning, she quit cheerleading, erased all her newly acquired contacts, and went back to hitting the books harder than ever. It was surreal watching it unfold. Now she’s known as the “pretty nerd with an ego the size of Jupiter.” Don’t ever disagree with her in class. She will tear you down from the pedestal that is your opinion (curse every book discussion we had in Honors English).

			“Can you stop breathing on me?”

			It takes a moment for Angela’s voice to register.

			Cool as snow, sharp as icicles.

			Each word needling me.

			Before I can conceive a comeback, she does that calculated head turn of hers, where she pivots herself just enough to lend me a clear view of her temple and the slope of her nose while deliberately avoiding eye contact, leaving the scowl on her face to my imagination. I sat behind her long enough in Honors English to know that’s a sign she’s about to get confrontational if I don’t comply. So I back up.

			Angela keeps her gaze ahead, saving whatever comment she was about to make to herself. I wipe away the sweat pooling at my brow, unsure if it’s from the heat or Angela’s attitude. Out of nowhere, a loud smooching sound disrupts the peace. Angela startles and drops her phone on the concrete. I bend over to pick it up, my fingers barely grazing it when she snatches it off the ground.

			Our eyes finally meet.

			“Only trying to help,” I say, hands up, palms out.

			“Do I look like I need it?” she says, holding her phone close to her chest.

			I know a rhetorical question when I hear one.

			Angela stares me down for an uncomfortably long moment and then leaves the line.

			Like I said, an ego the size of Jupiter. I don’t understand the hostility, but that’s one fewer person in front of me.

			When I’m finally up to order, Bora lunges across the counter to hug me. “Salvation! Give me a sec while I find someone to cover me.” After more than a second, she hands me a bowl of shaved ice topped with red bean and matcha ice cream, finished off with a drizzle of condensed milk. She swipes two spoons from behind the counter and then we’re out the door.

			“You’re angry,” Bora says as soon
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