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            ‘The four friends at the center of Bad Asians are bonded by the brutal pressures of their immigrant parents, racist schoolyard bullies, their crushing expectations of themselves, and their jealousy of local “it girl” and parent dream-come-true Grace, who seems incapable of doing any wrong … The ugly underbelly of internet notoriety—and whether or not it’s survivable—is the riveting question Bad Asians explores’

            susan choi

author of Flashlight

            ‘A smart, engrossing, beautifully observed examination of millennial friendship, social media and generational differences—I loved it’

            francesca hornak

author of So Good to See You

            ‘Li’s masterful prose crackles with humor and insight, exploring the language of belonging—between cultures, generations, and the people we call friends. Bad Asians is a novel about the stories we tell ourselves and the ones we can never quite escape’

            weike wang

author of Rental House

            ‘Li captures the tenderness and mess of youth. A book that reminds us how little we know about the people we treasure most. It made me want to call my oldest friends!’

            rowan hisayo buchanan

author of Starling Days ii

            ‘A delightful dose of nostalgia and an affecting interrogation of the personas we put on, both online and in real life… These characters are messy in the best way; reading this novel was like catching up on the gossip of old classmates’

            katie yee

author of Maggie: Or, A Man and a Woman Walk into a Bar

            ‘A wild, propulsive ride of a novel that explores the damaging spiral of social media fame with razor sharp observations and dialogue. Bad Asians is also a touching coming of age story about old friends who are trying to find their place in the world as they navigate the pressures of parental expectations, changing values in a close-knit multi-generation Asian immigrant community, identity and trying to hold onto their bonds as they are tested in every way’

            emma nanami strenner

author of The Other Heart

            ‘A richly drawn and emotionally honest novel that explores the complex entanglements between friendship and family, ambition and happiness, and childhood and adulthood. Lillian Li’s writing is poignant, funny, and filled with keen observations—in short, a perfect read for anyone trying to make sense of our unsettled times’

            angie kim

author of Happiness Falls

            ‘Li’s reflections on the experiences of immigrant families were heartbreaking, and her observations on internet culture were as hilarious as they were existentially depressing. The characters were so immediate and real, I felt for them so deeply from the first page’

            ciara broderick

author of Catfish iiiiv
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1
            PROLOGUE

            July 2009

         

         The doorbell rang again—such a familiar sound, but for the first time, the party was Diana’s. Coming in from the deck, she checked herself in the hallway mirror. Her parents’ kitchen was behind her. The other incoming students had picked over the sushi trays; the potstickers were long gone. In the corner of the mirror, her mother’s reflection sank a cleaver into another watermelon. She caught Diana’s eye and smiled. Her morning’s worth of unspoken worries was now unfounded as well because her daughter had thrown a hell of a party.

         The last guest was out on the stoop, wearing a tank top with a big crimson H. When Diana opened the door, the girl froze mid-greeting.

         “Don’t worry, you’re in the right place.” Diana pulled at the hem of her plain white shirt. “My Harvard swag must’ve gotten lost in the mail.”

         “You’re Diana?” Her voice was awestruck.

         Diana took a longer look and the girl stuck out her hand. She introduced herself as Jennifer Lo. Had Diana known a Jennifer? Perhaps back in high school.

         “So great to see you,” Diana said, to be safe.

         She told Jennifer to leave her shoes on and led her out to the deck. Fifteen soon-to-be Harvard Law students were gathered in a large circle. Someone had taken Diana’s spot closest to the screen 2door where the A/C was the strongest. Gathering her hair back into a ponytail, Diana felt sweat trickle through the strands. Beside her, Jennifer was staring.

         “Are you excited?” Diana wiped her hand across her upper lip.

         “I can’t believe it,” Jennifer said. She had a slightly nasal voice, one that vibrated in Diana’s ears like a fly. “It’s crazy. Like, yeah, Georgetown, Berkeley, Columbia, those weren’t a big surprise.”

         Diana had heard some variation of that list from the other incoming students. After introductions were done, they’d displayed their law school acceptances like baseball cards, trying to sniff out who had the best collection.

         “I heard this was the most competitive year to date,” a boy had said. “Everyone is going back to school.”

         Diana had made the mistake of revealing that she’d barely gotten off the waitlist. “Harvard must have known that if I had to live at home for one more year, I’d kill myself and my parents.”

         No one had laughed, and one girl had apologized, as if on behalf of the university.

         In the past hour, Diana had learned that self-deprecation was not a universal currency. These people around her had no interest in making fun of themselves. They were the best, and they expected the best in return. Diana had recovered from her earlier stumble, but inside she was reeling. Was this why her mother had always wanted her to find a more ambitious group of friends?

         “It was Harvard or nothing for me,” she said to Jennifer, shading her eyes from the sun. Two weeks earlier, she’d been set on Georgetown. Her friends didn’t know she’d applied anywhere outside of DC. They thought the four of them would be rooming together in the house in Virginia. “Anywhere else would be a waste of money.”

         Jennifer’s eyes widened and she nodded with religious ferocity.

         “That’s so true,” she said. “Wow, you’re exactly how I thought you’d be.”

         Diana started to ask Jennifer what she meant by that—had the 3girl been a year younger at the University of Maryland?—but the fly kept buzzing.

         “I mean, first, Harvard, like, that’s already so amazing. I wake up some days and think, Was I dreaming?”

         Definitely younger, Diana decided. She’d been on the board of multiple clubs at Maryland. She was trying to place Jennifer’s name against those club rosters when Jennifer riffled through the little pink purse hanging off her shoulder.

         “So when I saw you …”

         Jennifer pulled out the folded invitation Diana and her mother had sent to every local address on the incoming student list. Seeing the invitation for the first time since they’d been mailed brought back the strangeness of the past two weeks. Her parents were bursting to tell everyone they knew, but each time Diana had seen her friends, she’d acted as if nothing had happened.

         The invitation was pushed into Diana’s hands, along with a ballpoint pen. Jennifer looked at her expectantly.

         “Is there something wrong with the invitation?” Diana said.

         Jennifer turned red, as if the sun had dropped behind her head. “I’m sorry.” She snatched back the invitation and pen.

         “No, I’m sorry, I spaced out for a second.” Diana smiled while sweat stung the corners of her eyes. “What were you asking about the invitation?”

         “I was joking about the autograph, but you are Diana, right?” Jennifer asked. “From Bad Asians? On YouTube?”

         A large drop of sweat slid from the top of Diana’s head down the length of her back.

         “What’s Bad Asians?”

         “Oh my god, this amazing short film about these four Asian kids who graduate into the recession. I swear you look just like the Diana who’s in it.”

         Diana’s entire face felt underwater. Cutting Jennifer off, she excused herself to check on the food and drinks. In the kitchen, her mother held up a large bowl of cubed watermelon.4

         “Have you been talking to everyone?” Her mother, crisp and elegant in her sundress and apron, quickly scanned Diana for stains. “Make any new friends?”

         “I have to use the bathroom.” Diana grabbed the bottom of her shirt and scraped it against her sweaty face.

         Instead of yanking Diana’s shirt back down and telling her to use a towel, her mother took the watermelon bowl out on the deck. She let the screen door slam shut, her one sign of disapproval. She was staying true to her word so far. Two weeks earlier, when Diana had thrown the heavy Harvard envelope onto the kitchen counter, her mother had burst into tears. She’d declared that her job was done. Whatever Diana did with the rest of her life, no one could say that her mother had failed her.

         In her bathroom upstairs, Diana splashed cold water on her face. She opened her laptop, water dripping down her neck. She didn’t know how to search for what she wanted because what she wanted was for Jennifer to be wrong. She typed in the words, and the video appeared. The same title, the same website, and the thumbnail picture displayed was unmistakably them.

         But it was the number that threw her back on her bed. She covered her eyes. Her hands shook. The A/C clicked on and every inch of exposed skin prickled.

         1,607,801 views.

         She sat up and refreshed the page to make sure.

         1,607,889 views.

         She slammed her laptop shut, as if those 88 viewers were peering out at her through the screen. Eighty-eight new views in less than a minute. She regretted closing her laptop without studying the video further. Who had posted it? Grace, of course, but under what alias? For what purpose? Why Bad Asians? The title gave nothing away. A bad Asian was what you called yourself if you didn’t like dim sum, or if you got a B in math. None of this made sense. Grace had been gone for almost nine months. They’d assumed the project had ended with her departure. 5

         Diana’s laptop had shut itself down and would not wake up no matter how hard she banged on the keyboard. The feeling of being watched crested over her again. Her laptop pumped hot air out of its sides, burning her legs, and now her mother was knocking on the bedroom door, her silence finally broken. Who had taught Diana to act this way? Her guests were downstairs and here she was hiding. She was going to have a lonely time in law school if she thought she could make friends at twenty-three the way she had when she was nine.

         
            * * *

         

         The deck smelled of hot wood and hot people. Jennifer beelined for Diana and pulled her into a small group of students who fell silent at her presence.

         “Doesn’t she look exactly like the Diana in that YouTube video?” Jennifer held on to Diana’s wrist. The way everyone looked at her felt like Jennifer’s grip—insistent, and much too intimate.

         “It’s uncanny,” said the boy who’d earlier called Harvard, Yale, and Stanford the Holy Trinity.

         “That video was like Wong Fu. Maybe better.” This came from the girl who’d responded to Diana’s waitlist joke with an apology.

         “Who goes on YouTube?” Diana tried to change the subject. “I’ve used it, like, once for a school project.”

         Everyone said roughly the same thing. A high school friend had sent the video to them; someone from college had posted it to their Facebook group; a member of the Asian American Student Association had forwarded it to their listserv.

         “That was White Hills Mall, right?” Jennifer said. Diana nearly nodded along with everyone else. If they looked to the left, they would see the playground where Grace had shot hours of what she’d called B-roll. “How cool is it that they shot it here?”

         “Sounds pretty boring.” Diana was hot enough to faint. She grabbed a cube of watermelon and bit down.6

         “Oh my god, can we watch it now?” Jennifer clapped her hands.

         Diana’s mouth was too full of fruit to object. Someone pulled out a BlackBerry. Someone else offered their new iPhone with its bigger screen.

         “Can we go inside?” Jennifer suggested. “Use a computer?”

         “Yes, it’s too hot out here!”

         “I could rewatch it a hundred times.”

         Like sharks drawn to blood in the water, the other groups on the deck gathered toward the shouts. Diana swallowed quickly and pulled a face.

         “Sorry, guys, my laptop’s got a bug. The only computer we could watch it on is in my dad’s office, and he’s strict about people going in there.”

         The partygoers drooped with disappointment. Who among them did not have strict parents?

         Diana’s mother’s voice came from behind.

         “I’m sure we can make an exception this once.” Her mother was holding a near-empty tray of sushi from inside, ready to foist the last pieces onto somebody’s plate. Ignorant to Diana’s distress, she courted the crowd. “Your father doesn’t have to know.”

         Already people were tramping into the kitchen and kicking off their shoes.

         Diana, last in line, tried not to show her anger. Her mother gave her bottom a soft whack.

         “Be a good host,” she whispered. The screen door shut with a bang.

      

   


   
      
         
7
            PART 1

            FIRST YEAR POST-GRAD

            2008 – 2009 8

         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            CHAPTER ONE

            September 2008

         

         “Be a good host.” Her mother took the bottle of wine Diana had been trying to sneak down to her friends in the basement. “Come say hello to the aunties and uncles.”

         “It’s your party,” Diana said, but she let herself be led away from where her friends were hiding.

         Her mother’s annual Back to School potluck was one of her larger parties. The house was full of people whose business Diana had known her entire life. In the hallway, Master Yi, with his thin radish of a head, promised to read her fortune later. His partner, Dr. Song, shouted after Diana that the whites of her eyes showed a liver inflammation. Passing through the open kitchen and living room, Diana’s mother placed the confiscated bottle on top of the microwave, the only surface not covered with Tupperware. She reminded Diana’s younger brothers to let the other kids have a turn at the Wii. Kevin and Tim continued to pummel each other’s avatars in the boxing ring.

         Entering the formal dining room, where her family never ate, Diana greeted her friends’ parents, who were also her parents’ longtime friends. Mr. and Mrs. Wang, Dr. and Mrs. Chen. Only Mrs. Yu, Justin’s mother, was missing.

         Beyond the mandatory questions about how Diana’s job search was going, the parents were more likely to talk about her as if she 10weren’t there than direct their conversation to her. Tonight, however, they looked up eagerly.

         Her mother explained. “They want to know if you’ve heard from Grace Li.”

         “No.” Although Diana had heard plenty of her. Grace Li was the golden child of their neighborhood. She’d graduated summa cum laude from Harvard this year, and to make matters worse, she was going straight to Harvard Law. The mood of the table, however, was conspiratorial. “Why? Did something happen?”

         Her mother pushed her toward the empty seat next to her father. His mouth full of melon, he gave her shoulder a hearty pat.

         Across from her, Dr. Chen pointed a toothpick. “These old gossips heard that Grace is back in town this week. They think she’s come to deal with her mother’s foreclosures while Big Lady Li runs and hides in China.”

         Dr. Chen was her friend Errol’s father, and although he hadn’t taught since his PhD program his nickname was “The Professor.” He had the waxy pallor of someone perpetually studying under candlelight. Talented at making people feel stupid or immoral, Dr. Chen only looked soft with his wife beside him.

         “Big Lady my ass,” Mrs. Chen said, plump and upright where her husband was thin and stooped. “She couldn’t afford to invest in those properties in the first place. What’s difficult about staying within your means? At the end of the day, you only have yourself to blame.” Mrs. Chen looked at Diana as if she were a rat stuck in a maze. “Look at you kids. You get a few rejections and say there’s no jobs? We had the guts to move to a new country. Everyone your age is weak.”

         The Chens were Diana’s next-door neighbors. Since their son Errol had left Microsoft last month, he’d hidden in Diana’s basement every day, and not just at these parties.

         The parents speculated whether the big mansion in Potomac was the culprit behind Mrs. Li’s problems. Diana’s mother had heard through her Blüm network that the mansion was worth half 11a million less than what Mrs. Li had paid in ’07. With her equity tied up, she’d had no choice but to foreclose on the properties she’d been flipping. The Wangs, her friend Vivian’s parents, polled the room to see if buying the mansion would be tacky. They felt the exchange was fair, given the projects Ms. Li had canceled with their contracting company.

         While no one was looking, Diana filled a cup with the Moutai that Mr. Wang had brought. Her cheeks went bright red after her first burning swallow. No wonder everyone at the table was so worked up.

         “You little alcoholic.” Her mother surprised her from behind with a cool hand to her hot cheek. She grabbed Diana’s elbow and scrubbed at a stain Diana hadn’t noticed.

         Diana yanked her arm away and got up from the table. Her mother followed her into the kitchen. To Diana’s surprise, she gave her back the bottle of wine.

         “Invite Grace out while she’s in town,” her mother said. “I don’t know why you two didn’t stay in touch. She’s the kind of friend I wished you would make.” She looked meaningfully at the basement door, her voice low in case the other parents overheard.

         “If I do, my loser friends are coming too,” Diana said loudly. “You want us to find out if her mom lost their money?”

         Her mother gave her elbow stain one last hard wipe, her temperate tone cracking. “I want you to go to law school and get out of my house. If you’ve got any sense left, you’d ask Grace to tutor you.”

         
            * * *

         

         Bounding down the basement stairs, Diana tossed the bottle to her friends. “You’ll never guess what I heard about Grace Li!”

         From the couch, Justin, Vivian, and Errol looked up with alarm, as if she’d announced a ghost or a celebrity. In a way, Grace Li was 12both. Almost a decade had passed since they’d last seen her in person, and yet days since they’d heard her name used against them.

         Diana repeated what she’d heard upstairs. “I can’t believe she’s going to law school and coming down to help her mom. What a perfect daughter.”

         “As if my parents don’t talk about her enough.” Vivian stopped fussing with the cowlicks in Errol’s hair and pressed her fingers against her temples. Her foxlike prettiness made her gestures as dramatic as an actress’s.

         Diana had worse news: “We have to get dinner with her. Or I do, so you guys are coming too.”

         “Does Grace know what’s going on with us?” Errol lifted his head off Vivian’s lap. In his oversized shirt, he looked thin and jumpy, like a rabbit that had sensed a shift in the wind.

         Diana gestured for the wine back and took a sip off the top. “Duh. Everybody talks.”

         That spring, the four of them had graduated from Maryland’s class of ’08 only to move back in with their parents. A fate more embarrassing than death, especially given that Diana, Vivian, and Justin had majored in economics and should have seen what was coming. They’d heard rumblings from the year above, and by the final semester, every conversation was around which companies were still hiring. Yet each of them had believed they were the exception, like Errol, who at nineteen was hired by Microsoft. Up until graduation, they were focused on their careers, while everyone else was scrambling for a salary. Although they’d been horrified when Errol had quit his job after three months—like burning a winning lottery ticket!—once he’d moved back from Seattle, they could almost pretend their situation was a choice. The four of them formed a line of defense against the cautionary tales other people hoped to make of them.

         “No way am I going just to hear her say”—Vivian made her voice simper—“The recession has been hard on everyone. Like, girl, you’re at the best law school in the country.”13

         “Where’s she staying if everything’s been foreclosed?” Errol’s attention never lasted long.

         “I think she’s at her mom’s place in Potomac.” Justin looked up from his phone, his broad face as blank as an Easter Island statue. Noticing their surprise, he said, “She texted me a few days ago.”

         “What?” Diana lunged for his phone. Justin held her back easily with one hand. “Why didn’t I know that? What kind of psycho doesn’t bring that up?”

         “I forgot until now.” Justin slipped the phone into his pocket. His new shoulder muscles hunched up by his ears. “She wanted to grab dinner, but she didn’t say she was going back and forth from Harvard. She said she’s here until January.”

         When it came to Grace even Justin was driven to gossip. They argued about what this discrepancy could mean. Diana was sure it was a money thing. Errol hoped she’d dropped out, but Vivian thought law students could defer for a semester. After decades of falling short to Grace in every measurable race, they yearned to hear that she’d fallen off the track entirely.

         Was their glee a simple case of unresolved childhood rivalry? Grace had been the teachers’ favorite not only from pre-K to eighth grade, but also at Ann Hua Chinese School on Saturday mornings. While their piano teacher Miss Elena had taped rulers to their wrists, Grace had been allowed to play Chopin freely. Even on the tennis courts with Coach Stevens, Grace was singled out for a serve that seemed to freeze time before moving too fast to see. Their parents often compared their kids, but with Grace the group detected a real longing when they said, “Why couldn’t I have had a child like Mrs. Li’s?”

         After Grace had left for boarding school in ninth grade, the comparisons grew more outlandish. Their parents would report not only her academic wins, but also how her roommate was a princess from Thailand. Vivian winning homecoming queen paled in comparison to Grace dating the heir of a Japanese car company. And while Diana’s full ride to the University of Maryland was 14impressive, did she know that Harvard had offered Grace four years’ tuition at full price? This equation also meant that Errol’s Microsoft offer was on par with Grace going straight from Harvard undergrad to Harvard Law. As if earning six figures now was the same as potentially making partner in a decade. Not even Justin, whose mother was happy no matter what he did, could shake Grace’s shadow. Not when everyone knew that he and his mother had lived in Mrs. Li’s basement for two years after his parents had separated and they’d moved back from Iowa.

         Yet Diana believed that any sense of competition she felt toward Grace began years before they’d been born. This fight was inherited, the seed planted the day Diana’s parents had moved into this neighborhood.

         Diana’s parents, the Zhangs, had grown up a neurosurgeon’s son and a diplomat’s daughter. In China, they’d only known people like themselves. Before immigrating to Maryland, they’d asked around for a neighborhood of the right kind of families. Friends had recommended North Potomac. A tract outside Gaithersburg with its own top-ranked elementary school, North Potomac had as many Chinese families as the rest of Montgomery County, but was less affordable, and therefore less … messy.

         Long and narrow like a peninsula, the community they chose was bisected by one main road, an artery that eventually led to the interstate. On one side were the single-family homes, spread out in roomy cul-de-sacs with names like Snapdragon Circle. On the other were the rentals, smaller townhomes framing shared parking lots, everything packed tight as tiles. Diana’s parents had liked that the larger homes could be seen from their townhouse, a tantalizing vision of where they hoped to earn their place.

         A vision more urgent when they learned that their neighbor, Mr. Yu, had never finished college. He’d violated his university’s morality laws by being engaged to three women at the same time. Mrs. Yu, a salon girl with no education, was the one who’d stuck around. Next door to the Yus, Dr. and Mrs. Chen seemed better 15positioned, both scientists at the NIH labs, but the entire block could hear them fighting late into the night, and you had to think a divorce was coming. One more house over was Mrs. Li, a farmer’s daughter turned scholar turned stay-at-home wife. By some witchcraft, she had persuaded her husband to trade a VP position at his father’s company for an accounting master’s at UMD. Now Mr. Li was waiting tables to pay for night classes while Mrs. Li lay around and watched movies.

         All this had poured out of Mrs. Wang, who’d been the first to welcome the Zhangs with a basket of overripe peaches. She looked too young and pretty to be the mother of the little boy she called Michael clinging to her leg. Diana’s parents exchanged a glance when she mentioned she was her husband’s secretary. Mrs. Wang said she hoped they wouldn’t judge Mr. Wang for being uneducated. He was a “bit” older than them, and everyone remembered how China used to be—the kids sent down to work the fields, and the classrooms shuttered. He’d left to make his own success. Wasn’t that why they were all here? People like them had to stick together.

         When Diana’s parents had shut their door, they’d looked at the walls connecting them to these strange new neighbors, their backgrounds diverse and parentage blurry. Back home, the hierarchies were set in stone, down to which cemetery your loved ones could bury you in. Neighbors were also coworkers, entire apartment complexes owned by one government corporation or another. While they’d known that moving to a new country meant starting over, her parents now understood what it meant to have their pasts wiped clean. In this neighborhood of clear divisions, America required those who looked alike to hold each other as equals.

         In no alternate universe across the ocean would the Zhangs have ended up in the same neighborhood with the Wangs, the Yus, the Chens, and the Lis, and yet here they were, throwing parties, raising children, and doing business together. Success was measured by generations. Before Diana’s parents became her parents, they’d 16already conceived of her purpose. She would reestablish, in this new world, their family’s rightful rank and order.

         “Should I text her back?” Justin asked from the couch.

         “I already did.” Although she’d upgraded her ancient flip phone last year, she’d found Grace’s number easily. “We’re getting dinner on Monday, at the CPK. I swear—what would you guys do without me?”

         
            * * *

         

         Despite the exclamation points in her texts, Grace was more nervous than Diana had expected. She’d barely spoken during the drive. Pulling into the mall parking lot, Diana had the urge to put an arm around Grace’s shoulders, something she’d never done when they’d been kids.

         “Are you sure it’s okay?” Grace tucked her long hair behind both ears. “I don’t want to intrude on a tradition.”

         Despite the warm weather, Grace wore an oversized cardigan that she wrapped tight around her body. Growing up, she’d been more nice-looking than pretty, but now that her face was thinner, her eyes had turned large and arresting. Diana was struck by how fragile Grace seemed, as if the weight she’d lost had included her heavy sense of superiority.

         Diana said, “Eating at the California Pizza Kitchen is not a tradition.” And then, more gently, “You’re the guest of honor. They’re excited to see you again.”

         The rest of the group was already seated by the time they arrived. They’d gotten their drink orders in too, and frosty glasses of light beer stood guard over the table.

         “I brought Grace.” Diana went around the table, hooking her arm around the boys’ necks and pressing her cheek against Vivian’s. She whispered, “Behave,” to each of them.

         Justin stood to give Grace a hug. Once the shy one in the group, 17he now took every chance to show off his new muscles. Grace blinked like she’d never seen someone that bulked out before.

         “Don’t press too hard,” she said, and everyone laughed.

         When Grace took her seat at the head of the table, Vivian gave her arm a squeeze and offered her a Pepcid to counteract the flush they all suffered when drinking.

         “You’re a lifesaver,” Grace said.

         Vivian, easy to blush, went as red as if she’d already finished her beer.

         “Welcome back.” Errol bobbed his head.

         “Hey there, Errol,” Grace replied, and somehow this simple greeting stopped his squirming.

         They were all looking at Grace now, who rather than shrinking away was studying each of them in turn. For the first time, Diana wondered if Grace was as fascinated with them as they all were with her.

         Hours later, waiting parties kept their table in sight, coveting their good time. They had finished a second round of drinks. Soon a third would be under consideration.

         They’d forgotten that beyond Grace’s outward markers of success, she also possessed a magnetism that made them eager to impress her. Diana laughed at stories she’d heard so many times that she thought they’d never again amuse her. For once, the group didn’t have to hide that they were living with their parents or avoid questions like “What did you do today?” Despite their initial intentions, they focused on their shared pasts, understanding that everyone was at home for an unhappy reason.

         “Wait.” Grace looked a little awestruck. “I forgot you guys have been friends since fourth grade.”

         “Well,” Diana said. “You remember how we all ended up in Mrs. Strider’s class.”

         She began with the remarkable fact that Errol had skipped two grades to end up in their year at Lincoln Elementary. His newfound celebrity came with certain allowances. To help him adjust 18to being seven years old in fourth grade, the rest of them, including Grace, had been assigned to sit at his table. Besides Errol, these were not the desk mates Diana would have chosen.

         “No offense,” Diana said to the group. Until that point she’d had her whole life to befriend Vivian and Grace. In any other suburb in America, simply being Asian and a girl would have been enough to bond them. In North Potomac? They had so many Chinese kids alone that when Justin had arrived that summer, no one noticed.

         Diana handed the story over to Errol, who said that, despite his supposed guardians, trouble had found him in the shape of Warren Cho. Rumored to be twelve, Warren had recently emigrated from Korea and his parents had refused to put him in ESL. A private English tutor pulled him out of class every morning. The classroom joke was that Warren was Opposite Errol.

         Warren and the posse of boys who followed him around soon made a sport of stranding Errol on an old calisthenics set out of view of the recess aides. One day Warren had instructed his gang to scatter broken glass under the eight-foot bar to ensure Errol could not jump down. Warren had been lifting Errol, shoeless, into the air when Diana, Vivian, and Justin had found them.

         At the restaurant, Errol did his impression of Warren, who had curled his face into a sneer. “Babysitters,” he’d said to his posse.

         Drumming his fingers on the table, Errol grinned. “And when he wasn’t paying attention, I released my secret weapon.”

         “The baby’s pissing himself!” One of the boys had pointed and screamed.

         Errol’s pee ran down his legs and onto Warren’s Air Jordans. Warren had flung Errol onto the ground, thankfully beyond the broken glass, where he scrabbled on all fours until he was safe behind Diana and the others.

         Vivian took over next. “That made things way worse. Classic Error.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek.

         Her social standing precarious with the popular girls of their 19grade, Vivian usually kept her distance from Diana and Errol on their walk home. That afternoon, however, Vivian had pressed right up against Diana, hissing that Warren’s gang had been following them for blocks. Soon, the other kids would be safe in their homes, while their own parents wouldn’t be back until dinner. With no adults to save them, a wild chase had ensued, rocks raining against their heels. Diana had found a shortcut that brought them to the cul-de-sac across the street from school. They’d still been a hundred yards away from the safety of adults when—

         “In here!” Justin shouted, surprising the tables around them. He took over the last lap of their story.

         This was Diana’s favorite part, and her heart pumped as if she were back in the garage that Justin had jumped out of thirteen years ago. She could see Warren and his friends coming over the hill, the garage door closing with excruciating slowness until the last crack of light disappeared and a hail of rocks smashed against the metal door.

         Laughing with Grace, Diana felt an itch in her brain. The story was incomplete. It hadn’t ended in the dark garage. In losing touch with Grace over the years, they’d had to leave out the real finale.

         Eventually their eyes had adjusted enough to the dark to see the wooden stairs. The four of them had entered a house that Diana hadn’t seen since Grace’s father had left and Grace’s mother had stopped hosting potluck dinners.

         “And of course.” Diana pointed to Grace. The noisy restaurant faded around them. “You were there too.”

         Thirteen years ago, their foursome had walked into the Lis’ kitchen, where Grace had sat eating a sliced Asian pear. Nine-year-old Grace had put her index finger to her lips, and twenty-two-year-old Grace did the same at the head of their table.

         “Justin’s mom is cutting hair downstairs,” Grace recited. For a moment, her younger self was curled within the larger flower of her face.

         Looking through the front windows, Grace had noted that 20Warren’s group was waiting outside. “You shouldn’t have brought them here,” she’d said to Justin. She’d climbed the stairs to the second floor, which she’d said was off-limits to everyone. “Warren’s crazy. You’ll have to hide out here every day after school.”

         Again, they had come to an end, but for Diana the story kept zooming forward, zooming out, until that moment in the garage was one point among many of frustrated boy fury being spent. She’d not only skipped over Grace in the kitchen, but also the harassment the four of them had faced for the rest of fourth grade. Long after Warren lost interest, there would be another boy trying to get in with that group, another humiliation waiting in their desk or jacket. In this house, however, their foursome had been safe. A safety that had spread beyond Warren’s gang. The other kids Diana would grow up with, Grace included, she couldn’t help rooting against. Her parents compared her to everyone she knew, and the only way to win was if they were to lose. Diana thought back to those afternoons after school in Grace’s and Justin’s house, those two years where no adult was watching. How lucky she was to meet her friends without their parents, to see who they really were.

         Diana searched for their waiter, ready to put in that next round after all. Seeing this, Grace reached into the pocket of her cardigan. Diana was ready to fight for the check when Grace pulled out an unmarked DVD.

         “Before I forget,” she said. “Do you remember the movie we made together?”

         
            * * *

         

         While the others took the northbound loop in Justin’s car, Diana drove south to deliver Grace to her mother’s mansion. Merging onto the highway, Diana counted down the minutes until she could talk with her friends. They must be debriefing about the bombshell 21Grace had dropped when she’d pulled out that DVD. Diana watched the full moon out of the corner of her eye, pretending to race it the way she had when she was a kid.

         Grace leaned over and turned the radio down. Diana braced for another pitch about her documentary of “the recession at a personal scale.” As she’d told them at the restaurant, the group would be the stars. She would use the footage she’d shot of them in eighth grade and pair it with new material. She was wasting her breath. None of them wanted the lowest point in their life captured forever.

         Instead, Grace said, “It’s crazy that you guys have stayed friends all these years.” She curled up in the corner of her seat. “My oldest friend is from college. Junior year of college.”

         “You grew up with us too.”

         “It’s not the same.” Grace burrowed deeper, pressing her cheek against the cradle of her seat belt. “I wasn’t part of the group.”

         Looking at Grace, squished like a squirrel in a tree hollow, Diana felt as if she’d stepped on a tiny piece of glass. When Grace had confessed at the restaurant that she’d dropped out of Harvard for her documentary project, the foolishness of that decision had delighted them. Now Diana was embarrassed by her breathless desire to rejoin her friends. She should know more than anyone what it felt like to be in a crowd of people whispering about her failure. Even if they hadn’t been in touch since they were thirteen, Diana had once seen Grace every day after school. It wasn’t Grace’s fault that in the intervening years she’d become their impossible standard.

         “Trust me, you’re not missing much. Do you remember Justin in fourth grade? Tracing those manga characters under his desk?”

         Grace laughed. “Mrs. Strider had to call on him three or four times before he’d answer.”

         “Well, he decided artists didn’t make enough money and being a consultant was his real dream. He was obsessed with getting into the Big Three. He thought he was settling for an internship at PWC, and they didn’t even hire him after. His new obsession is the 22gym. He’s more ripped than those dudes he used to draw, and he texts his trainer so much they’re basically dating.”

         Having sacrificed Justin, Diana could have stopped there. She was not exactly apologizing. She only wanted to give Grace enough dirt that she might find herself on even ground.

         She told Grace that Vivian was still Asian girl basic. Did she remember the milky pens and rolling backpack in elementary school; the orange-streak highlights in seventh grade? In high school Vivian had upgraded to Coach wristlets and digital perms. Her parents threw her a birthday party every year, timed to show off a new home renovation. The rumor was that their company hired workers without papers, which allowed them to set their prices so low.

         “That’s why my mom used Mr. Wang’s contractors to flip her houses,” Grace said. “All anyone cares about is money.”

         “Totally,” Diana said. “Vivian’s parents have been trying to get her to break up with Errol since he quit Microsoft.”

         “‘Vivian will marry rich.’” Grace perked up, reciting their parents’ insistent belief, which had all but sealed Vivian’s fate.

         “Honestly, I’d do the same if she were my daughter. Who quits a job like that? Even before everything tanked, only a few UMD kids got Microsoft offers. You’ll hear him bitch about how bored he was. He could’ve gotten us hired if he’d stuck it out for longer than three months. Helped refer us to a communications role, or something in marketing. Everyone knows the hardest job to get is the first one.”

         Diana could rile herself up by thinking about how proud she’d been when Errol had gotten his Microsoft offer. His parents used to call him retarded in front of everyone they knew. She alone had believed in his genius. Since they were kids, she’d understood that spacey look in his eyes, and the way his brain whizzed past ideas so fast he seemed slow.

         “He’s never acted like everyone else. Remember how he’d whip out his thing and pee right there on the playground? Just to get a few more minutes out of recess.”

         23Long after Errol had tested into the 99th percentile for first through third grade, Diana was still fighting kids who called him names. He felt more like a little brother than the two she had. Unlike Kevin and Tim, Errol had needed her protection. Forget Microsoft, he’d have flunked out of school if she hadn’t made sure he got to his classes on time. Did this mean he owed her? Of course not, and yet if their positions had been switched, she would have found the hiring managers in software development, taken them out to lunch, and talked Errol up until he was working right there with her. She would have done the same for Vivian and Justin too. That was what made the group different from the other friends they’d made. For them, there was no limit to what she would do.

         Diana didn’t know how long she’d been talking when Grace pointed up ahead. “Turn right after this light.”

         They’d reached the street that led to Grace’s mother’s house. Diana could barely see the No Outlet sign from earlier. The community road had no streetlamps. Miserly glass lanterns guarded the serpentine drives. Diana’s headlights plowed the darkness off the road and iron gates glimmered like spider webs. Flanking the gates, giant evergreens partially hid the stately mansions, which only accentuated their grandness.

         “I can’t believe your mom lives in that place by herself.” Diana slowed down when she reached the last driveway.

         “She likes a lot of space.”

         Up at the end of the steep curving drive, Grace’s mother’s house was visible under the full moon. A gleaming obelisk of yellow brick, the mansion looked like it had been airdropped from Spain, with its red-tiled roof and large arch-like windows. Diana had seen pictures when Grace’s mother had bought the house last year. No one knew what it looked like inside.

         Mrs. Li’s house might have been the smallest one in the neighborhood, but up on that hill, it was also the tallest and the brightest. The mansion’s big iron gate was propped open by a small pile of bricks. The steepness of the driveway was protection enough. 24Diana’s beater whined from the effort. She hadn’t had to go up the hill earlier. Grace had been waiting by the gate. The longer Diana’s car climbed, the stranger this seemed. Why would Grace walk so far down to meet her? What hadn’t she wanted Diana to see?

         After everything Diana had shared, the amount she knew about Grace felt paltry in comparison. She’d made a movie of them in eighth grade. She’d dropped out of law school. Her mother had given up flipping houses.

         Diana’s mother always said, “You don’t give up more secrets than you get.” Diana felt the vertigo of the hill.

         At the top, Diana put the car in park and said, “I hate to do this. Can I use your bathroom?”

         “Oh.” If Diana had actually needed to pee, Grace’s tone would’ve made her feel small for asking.

         “I can pee in the bushes if it’s easier.”

         “No, I’m sorry.” Grace rubbed a knuckle back and forth under her eye. “You can use the bathroom. It’s just … well, you’ll see.”

         “Thank you.” Diana’s curiosity swelled. “My bladder’s bursting.”

         Rather than enter through the front door, Grace led Diana around the back of the house. They walked down a small grassy slope toward what must have been the patio. No motion sensor light clicked on; they had only the moonlight to guide them.

         “You’ll have to use the basement bathroom,” Grace said. “My mom’s redoing the rest of the house while she’s out of the country. They cut the utilities to fix the pipes and wires.”

         An obvious lie. No one foreclosed on a bunch of properties and then turned around and planned a renovation. They must be pinching pennies on their electric bill.

         The door to the basement wouldn’t slide open until Grace put her full weight against the handle. Inside, the air was chilly like a cave.

         “You don’t have to take off your shoes,” Grace said. “The bathroom is back there.”

         Grace handed Diana a flashlight from the floor. The room shot 25into view, so glaringly empty that Diana thought her eyes were still catching up. Dust patterns on the terra-cotta tiles revealed where the furniture had been.

         While Diana took in the room, Grace went up the stairs, saying that she’d be back with a gallon jug of water, for “flushing purposes.” The chill of the basement caught up to Diana. Grace had to be joking. The utilities couldn’t be cut. Or maybe Mrs. Li was redoing the house with what money she had left to help boost the property value. That made more sense. Diana had let her speculations run too wild. A few seconds later, Grace’s footsteps padded overhead, and Diana listened until she could no longer hear them. She shut off her flashlight and crept up the basement stairs. She poked her head through the half-open door. In front of her was a hallway that led into a kitchen. No signs of a renovation. Like the basement, the room was empty.

         Her eyes adjusted again. Crumpled McDonald’s bags littered the kitchen island. She took a few more steps. A sleeping bag lay unfurled on the ground. All the tiny hairs on her body went straight up when she heard the floor creak under her weight. Sounds echoed without anything to muffle them.

         When Diana turned back toward the basement stairs, Grace was right there, holding a plastic jug. Diana shrieked at the sight of her.

         “Sorry for scaring you,” Grace said.

         “I wanted to see what you were hiding.” Diana was too shaken to pretend otherwise. “I didn’t need to use the bathroom.”

         Grace put down the jug and took Diana’s wrist. Diana let herself be led through the front door she’d been barred from entering.

         Outside, the moonlight spilled their shadows against the brick walkway. Diana couldn’t find a trace of anger on Grace. She just looked a little tired.

         “Is everything okay?” Diana asked.

         “Of course.” Grace wrapped her cardigan tighter. “LA’s an expensive city, but it’s where you have to go if you want to make movies.” 26

         The story spilled out. What Grace had told them at the restaurant was true: She’d dropped out of law school because she had no intention of becoming a lawyer. The problem was that she could hardly use the tuition money her mother had given her on a dream that her mother would never approve. She had until January to save enough money for the move, when a friend would be subletting his apartment in Koreatown. Not paying rent now would make this deadline possible. She had gotten a job at Best Buy and another one at McDonald’s, in part to use the employee discounts. A free trial at the local gym took care of her showers. Compared to Massachusetts, Maryland winters were mild, and worst-case scenario, she’d buy a generator and resell it.

         “Aren’t you worried you’ll get in trouble?” Diana felt childish as soon as she said this.

         “My mom lost this house a few weeks ago. There’s been so many foreclosures that no one’s come by to check. Or change the locks.” Grace glanced off to the side. “I read it could be months before the bank tries to sell this place, and it’s huge, who’d buy it? I’m pretty lucky to have a free roof over my head.”

         Diana glanced at the mansion’s pitch-black windows. The September night air was like a wet paper towel against her bare skin.

         “I want to help,” she said.

         Grace threw her arms around Diana, a fierce hug that briefly winded her. “You’ll be in my movie?”

         Diana had meant that Grace could stay with her and her parents.

         “Well …” Diana looked down at her feet.

         “I want to capture what your lives are like right now. Just like I did in eighth grade.” Grace pressed her hands together in a plea. “I know this is a huge favor to ask, but I need your help. I’d do anything to make this movie.”

         Snatches of memory swept past Diana like a conversation distorted by wind. Grace turning up in the first week of eighth grade with a video camera the size of a loaf of bread. Following them 27around and asking them questions. They’d never gotten to see the final product and Diana had assumed that Grace had lost interest, especially after she’d left for boarding school the next year.

         Instead, Grace had not only made this first movie, but she’d also spent her four years at Andover making more. At Harvard, however, she had decided against majoring in film studies. She’d chosen to be practical and study econ like everyone else. When she had started law school she’d considered entertainment law, a path parallel to the one she’d stopped traveling. She’d been happy with this compromise, or so she’d thought, until she’d found the DVD in a box of childhood things her mother had sent her for safekeeping.

         “You’ll see when you watch it,” Grace had said at dinner. She’d waved the plastic case. “We were so much more than what our parents told us we could be. We once had our own dreams. I wouldn’t know that if we hadn’t made that movie.”

         While Diana had dismissed the idea at the restaurant, her interest had been piqued. Not about her dreams—who cared what an eighth grader wanted to be—but that she was more than her parents could see. Her entire life she’d been told that she was the selfish one. The one always in trouble for pushing to the front of the line, her loud voice forcing everyone else’s into submission.

         “Selfish to your core,” her mother would say after she’d once again demanded her way.

         “If she doesn’t start thinking about others,” the other parents would add, “she’ll turn into a real monster.”

         Diana had worked hard to reform, but tonight she’d proven the parents right again. She’d orchestrated the dinner and wormed her way into Grace’s house to satisfy her own curiosity. She’d thought she’d be happy with what she’d found. For years, Grace’s ability to hold herself apart had flooded Diana with envy. She had thought that its absence now would be like the absence of weight. Instead, where her envy had lived was left carved out and cavernous.

         She imagined herself years in the future watching the person 28she was today. She had a choice to make. Stay hollow and empty, or look back proudly at how far she’d come, at how much could change on the face of one selfless decision.

         “Alright,” she said. “Why don’t you come over Saturday? I’ll make sure everyone else is there too. You can use my basement to shoot. It’ll be a trial. If we’re uncomfortable, we stop.”

         “I promise.” Grace gripped Diana’s hands. “You won’t regret this. Thank you.” She stepped back through the darkened threshold. “Have a safe drive.”

         Cranking up the heat in the car, Diana shook off the last of the chill. The moon had risen, its light cold and remote. The house looked even lonelier up on that hill, shrinking in her rearview mirror.

         
            * * *

         

         In the playground behind Diana’s house, Errol waved off her explanation. “Don’t tell me you fell for that.” He pumped his legs to get his swing higher.

         “You weren’t there.” Diana zipped the hoodie she’d grabbed from her house. Grace wanting her to see the emptied mansion didn’t mean what she’d seen was fake. “She’s living without any heat, water, or electricity.”

         “So they did run out of money.” Vivian took a seat in the swing next to Errol’s. “And she still paid for dinner?”

         “Exactly.” Diana shot Errol a look. They’d babied him for years and now he assumed everyone was comfortable asking for help. “If—and that’s a big if—she wants to feel like she tricked us into being in her movie, I had to let her save a little face.”

         “I’m in,” Justin said to her surprise. He rarely chose sides. “You said she’s coming over Saturday? I’ll try to get out of the Blüm meeting early.”

         “I want to help,” Vivian said. She turned to Errol. “Is that okay?” 29

         Errol kicked up a spray of woodchips. “Sounds like it’s not my decision to make.”

         Diana pushed Vivian’s swing to help her build height, feeling gracious now that she’d won the round. “I can’t believe none of our parents know Mrs. Li lost the mansion.”

         “Leave it alone.” Justin climbed up the metal slide. “It’s a secret.”

         Diana jumped and caught herself on the monkey bars. “My mom says that real secrets are the ones you don’t tell anyone.” She crossed the monkey bars, taking them three at a time, her arms stretching out like wings. “Anything else is fair game.”

         “That’s convenient,” Errol said. “Since you’ve already blabbed to us.”

         Diana dismounted and picked off the paint chips that had flaked onto her palms. Before she could say what she was thinking, Justin cut in: “An open secret, then. Something we pretend not to know.”

         “Like Grace’s dad,” Vivian said. “I heard he’s living in China with some other woman while being married to her mom. A second family.”

         “That’s not a second family,” Justin said. “That’s what Chinese people call a long-distance relationship.”

         Justin’s dad, whom he hadn’t heard from since third grade, was rumored to have had a few more kids somewhere near Shanghai. This was the most directly Justin had spoken about him since Diana could remember.

         “Bet you wish you’d stuck it out in Seattle now,” Diana called to Errol to change the subject.

         Errol sailed out of his swing and dismounted with a soft thump at the edge of the playground. He kept going, walking onto the grass, to the top of the hill that separated them from his backyard and Diana’s.

         Vivian let her swing shudder to a stop, her feet scraping the worn ground. She gave Diana a tired look and jogged after Errol.30

         “What’s his problem?” Diana said. She felt like she’d been slapped on the hand. “I was joking.”

         “Yeah, well, you guys have been weird since he got back.” Justin reclined against the slide, his hands behind his head.

         Diana looked out at the hill, where Errol and Vivian were sitting against one of the pines. She could not make out what they were saying about her.

         “Why don’t you go tell him that instead of putting it all on me?” She pulled Justin off the slide and dragged him over to the hill.

         Justin swung his sweaty armpit around her shoulder and leaned his full weight to slow her down. Diana fell onto the grassy incline.

         “Get off!” Justin had sunk himself on top of Diana like a sandbag. “You fatass, you’re crushing me!”

         Giggling came from the hill, and Justin was saying, “You’re the one who fell. I’m just trying to get back up.”

         Diana stretched out her arms. “Help!” Through the shadows of the trees, Vivian and Errol came over to haul Justin off her. Diana dug her elbows into the ground. She was laughing too hard to pull herself up. Everything felt weak. Vivian and Errol reached out their hands to grab hers and Justin wrestled them down too. They kept forgetting how much stronger he’d gotten. Tangled together, they no longer wanted to get free.

         A back door slammed, and the sanctimonious sound of Errol’s father’s voice rose from his backyard. Did they know what time it was? Some people had to work in the morning. The group dispersed like scolded children. Diana ran back to the parents she couldn’t help but embarrass and into the bedroom she’d thought she’d outgrown.

         Brushing her teeth, however, she pictured her friends back on their playground, banding together for someone else’s cause. The streetlamps cast them in pale gold, a light that felt particular to their neighborhood. She’d told Grace at dinner that in a year they 31would look back, unable to recognize who they’d once been, but what was wrong with who they were now?

         Maybe they’d been cruel, lobbying for front-row seats to their childhood star’s fall from grace. Yet when the moment came, they had shown themselves as better than the children they’d been. How sweet and easy they were, how quickly they could take in a stray and turn her into a long-lost friend.

      

   


   
      
         
32
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Justin carried the final stack of Blüm boxes up from the basement. His view obstructed, he followed the sound of women chatting. Diana’s house was often open to Mrs. Zhang’s Blüm sellers. The last Saturday of the month was reserved for her highest performers. The private meeting offered early access to new products in the Swedish beauty line. The women no longer pretended this was why they’d upped their orders. Whether your child needed an internship at NIH, or you wanted to buy a house in a competitive neighborhood, anyone invited would leave with the right connection. Justin’s mother was the only one who successfully sold the products. The others would throw or give their surplus away.

         This Saturday, however, the women had put their business deals aside. News of Grace dropping out had quickly spread from his friends to their parents. Besides Justin’s, none of the other mothers were in touch with Mrs. Li, which meant they could speculate whether she knew what her daughter had done without feeling duty-bound to inform her. From the kitchen, Justin could hear Mrs. Zhang at the center of the conversation. Both mother and daughter naturally took the lead, but while Diana could be as blunt as an alarm bell, her mother was like a wind chime, all sharpness hidden by her delicate manner.

         “Your heart can’t help hurting for the girl,” she said to the circle, not for the first time. Good gossip was repeated, often in the same 33conversation, to get every bit of flavor out of the story. “Growing up, she never did anything to make her mother worry.”

         Mrs. Chen’s voice slapped the air around her. “Children are supposed to obey their parents. If I had Li Ping’s number, I’d tell her she needs to control her daughter. I swear that girl dropped out of Harvard just to be vindictive.”

         Justin had heard this argument. After Errol had quit Microsoft, Mrs. Chen had taken up a portion of every product meeting to put her son on trial. Convinced his choice was meant to punish her, she would grow so heated that some of the newer invitees reacted with alarm. Justin remembered how he’d been equally bewildered when he’d first started accepting these invitations. His mother worked weekends and could never come herself. She would have been at a loss if she had. Over years of meetings Justin had learned the hopes and pains of these women, and how his friends were the sources of both. His own mother never complained. She had no expectations for him. Everything he’d learned, from what AP classes to take to what jobs were most respectable, came from these Saturday afternoons. He returned home from each meeting ears ringing, windswept, his house more resoundingly empty.

         “Justin, over here.” Mrs. Zhang directed him away from the corner of the living room where he usually piled the boxes.
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