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For anyone who has faced despair and walked away, smiling.










  
  
Dear Reader



This novel contains depictions of depression, PTSD, substance abuse, self-harm, and suicidal ideation. Themes of sexual violence and domestic abuse are discussed, although there is nothing graphic for either on page. Please be advised that these topics are explored and proceed with your own discretion. 
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Dinner Party with Ghosts




We’re shut off from the rest of the world in a tiny, colorless box. It’s so sterile and cold, I feel like a cadaver awaiting dissection. Despite the probing looks from the other six people in the room, my autopsy report would be disappointingly boring, my cause of death invisible to anyone but me. I suppose that is why Mom wouldn’t let me stay in my room, despite my insistence that I didn’t need outside help. So, here I am. 

“My name is Karmen.” Soft brown eyes cut my way. She has tan skin and long, jet black hair. “I don’t drink anything that isn’t bottled.” Engulfed in oversized pink sweats, she drums her fingers against her knees.

Similar to Karmen, the boy with corn silk-like hair seated next to her looks to be about eighteen or nineteen years old. He’s tall and lanky like a calf still growing into his body, all sinew and knobby elbows. He begins writing on a small dry-erase board as his leg bounces uncontrollably against the plastic fold-out chair. When he turns the board around, it says, “I’m Sebastian and I play the guitar every morning.”

Karmen leans forward like a bird about to take flight. “He’s really good.” 

Sebastian shakes his head, blushing brighter by the second, and his hair shields his sky-blue eyes. I shift on the uncomfortable chair and look around at the others in the group. They all seem familiar with his non-verbal expression and react with encouragement to the shy lowering of his chin, as if he’d spoken a hundred words.

“I—” The girl with a beauty mark on the side of her mouth clears her throat. “I’m sorry, what are we doing again?”

“We’re introducing ourselves for our newcomer.” The counselor, Miss Frasier, nods at me from across the circle. I sink lower in my seat as they stare at me. “While also reflecting on a personal rule that helps you navigate your cases in everyday life.”

Cases. So clinical, like she’s a psychologist studying a particularly defective batch of patients. My stomach rumbles. I should’ve grabbed a muffin from the refreshments table when I came in.

“Right.” The girl, who looks around eighteen years old, grinds her jaw as she looks up at the too-low ceiling through her electric blue bangs. “My name is Eliza. I don’t look in mirrors.”

“Would you like to share with the group why this helps you?” Miss Frasier prompts gently, almost breathlessly, next to her. 

Eliza doesn’t speak for so long that I wonder if she heard the question. Then she murmurs, “I don’t want to view myself as someone else would. I hate that my appearance determines my value to others.”

For a moment, I think Miss Frasier is going to reach out and hug Eliza, but she just puts her hand over her chest like she’s pledging allegiance to the flag. “Thank you for sharing.” 

In her thirties with mousy brown hair and wide green eyes, Miss Frasier is young and pretty. Dressed in a ruffled blouse and dark slacks, she looks unexceptionally normal. But I suppose we all do.

“I’m Miss Frasier,” she chirps. “Knowing that I get to help people every day makes me smile when I wake up.” She beams, and the whiteness of her teeth is nearly blinding.

The woman on the counselor’s left looks like the oldest one in the group, in her late-thirties and a little heavyset, with wishbone wrinkles around her mouth and eyes that seem permanently drawn down at the edges. “I’m Carol.” Espresso ringlets streaked with silver circle her head, quivering with each trembling breath. “I don’t like keeping my daughter out, but I lock my bedroom door at night.”

“I sense shame in your voice,” Miss Frasier says. “Do you feel bad about locking your door?”

Carol picks at her cuticles. Her nails are bitten down to the quick. “I worry that it prevents me from fully being there for Lucy.”

“You’ve been through so much, Carol,” Miss Frasier says so kindly that I blink in surprise. “You deserve to feel safe in your own home. And you show up better for your daughter by being fully rested every morning, even if it means you have to lock her out for the night. Guilt holds us back from real love.”

As tears fall down Carol’s face, Karmen gets up and hugs her, and I have to look away. We’ve only just started the ninety-minute session and I can already barely stand it. Shivering, I glance at the clock in the corner. 5:15 pm. Seventy-five more minutes to go. I inwardly groan. That’s three BoJack Horseman episodes I could be rewatching instead.

Wearing a brown hoodie with “Adelphi” embroidered in gold lettering on the front, the girl next to me seems closest to my age, twenty. “I’m Dazy,” she says. Although thin with delicate features, there is something razor sharp about her that is anything but flower-like. “I take long, hot showers.”

I flinch. My skin still burns where I scrubbed it. I feel like I’m back in Korea, dizzy, crouching in the shower as my blood disappears down the drain.

“Nova, you look exhausted,” Miss Frasier says to me, bringing me back to the present. They must have been waiting for me to speak. “How have you been sleeping?”

It’s my turn and it feels like my head is splitting open. “Great. Last night, I dreamed of killing someone with a butcher’s knife,” I say flatly. “Waking up was the worst part.”

Miss Frasier shakes her head. “Rule number one of our group is that we only tell the truth,” she says. “You don’t need to deflect here.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m not being honest?”

“You’re crossing your legs and your shoulders are tense.”

“So?” I scoff. “Is that breaking one of your rules?”

The group watches us with rapt attention. Dazy pops a grape in her mouth, and her chewing fills the taut silence. She swallows and slowly puts her cup of fruit on the floor when Karmen shoots her an exasperated look.

“You seem angry,” Miss Frasier says. “Do you want to share why?”

I grit my teeth and glare at her. “Don’t tell me how I feel.”

She leans back, calm and collected. This is just another Tuesday afternoon for her. “Then tell us in your own words. How do you feel right now?”

“Like I want to get hit by a car.”

Again, she shakes her head. “That’s not a feeling.”

“I—”

A terrible scream rips out of Dazy. I cover my ears, then stare at her in shock when she finally stops. She pants, her gunmetal eyes wild.

Miss Frasier claps, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Thank you for expressing your anger, Dazy. Your authenticity is beautiful.”

The rest of the group gives a spattering of applause. I try to close my mouth. This is insanity.

Dazy turns to face me. “We all have nightmares,” she says, and everyone nods. “I couldn’t sleep last night either.” She emphasizes each word. “But it’s okay. It won’t last forever.”

My heart stops. I slowly breathe in and out as Carol describes how terrified she was when her doorbell rang at 10 pm, only to realize it was a package delivery. Sebastian writes that he skipped work today because he couldn’t get out of bed. Karmen speaks about feeling so nauseated from taking her meds on an empty stomach that she vomited twice before sleeping. Eliza is openly sobbing, her blue eyeliner streaming down her cheeks.

I thought I had successfully avoided further scrutiny from Miss Frasier, but she turns back to me.

“Nova, can you tell us your rule?” She coaxes me like a circus ringmaster drawing a lion from his cage into the arena.

I gnaw the inside of my cheek. My rule to help me cope with my “case”? I can’t even sleep through the night, much less think about how to return to normalcy. 

“I don’t have one,” I say and half expect her to push me to elaborate or accuse me of lying. 

But she just nods sympathetically like she had seen this coming. “That’s okay. Why don’t we turn over to the group for help?”

Looking around the circle, I shrug. “Help?” I mumble.

All at once, they seem to come alive with excitement. Karmen practically bounces in her seat, Carol cocks her head to the side and looks at me thoughtfully, and Eliza and Sebastian exchange little smiles. I realize that their furtive glances my way haven’t been passive hostility, but reserved curiosity.

“Well, what do you like?” Carol asks. 

I pause. If someone had asked me that a week ago, I could have easily said, “Traveling, stargazing, sleeping.” But so much has changed since that night five days ago, and I don’t know what’s still true in its aftermath. How do I travel alone again? Will stargazing ever be the same when the night haunts me?

Slowly unfolding each finger, I count my remaining joys. “The beach. Hong Kong movies. Baking and being baked. Writing. And coffee, because it helps me with my morning shit.” They gawk at me as I tap my chin in contemplation. “Although, I didn’t have a cup today. Maybe that’s why I’m so full of crap.” 

Dazy snorts.

“So you’re a writer?” Karmen asks.

I hesitate, then nod. “I want to be.”

“What about writing a poem every day?” Eliza pipes up, then tugs on the end of a braid as if she can sense my spike of anxiety. “Unless that’s too much. Or maybe write a poem once a week?”

Sebastian writes on his board and turns it around. “Shit every morning?” Then he quickly erases “shit” and replaces it with “coffee.” 

The corner of my mouth lifts. Drinking coffee feels more doable than writing at the moment.

“You could bake something new,” Carol says with a sparkle in her dark brown eyes. “Cooking for Lucy gives me a sense of purpose. It helps me to know that someone needs me, especially when I feel like giving up.”

Baking sounds fun, though I don’t want to feel needed by anyone; that would only add to my stress.

“For me, I need to see my friends at least twice a week to remind me that I’m not alone,” Karmen says.

Friends. I almost want to laugh. I don’t know what that word means anymore.

“What would be a good rule for you, Nova?” Miss Frasier jumps back in.

“My rule—” is don’t drink alcohol don’t rely on others don’t go to hospitals. My voice falters. I clear my throat and try again. “I want—” I want to laugh every day really laugh to be okay to feel normal again I want something comforting a hug touching my skin without wanting to scream I want to remember everything I want to forget what I remember I want to feel human I want to feel safe I want— The full force of my desire catches in my throat and bleeds my words dry. No language can gather the splintered edges of me back into any sense or sensibility. I shake my head.

In the pregnant silence, Dazy leans toward me and whispers. Her breath on my neck sends chills down my spine and her words slice me to the bone. “Never. Trust. Anyone.”


      ***In the circular driveway of the counseling center, I tilt my head up to the crimson sunset. The gilded “Briarwood Wellness” sign mars the burning October sky. I take a deep breath, trying to loosen the tightness in my chest from meeting new people again. It’s okay. I exhale. They aren’t like the people I befriended in Korea. Inhale. I won’t let myself get hurt this time. Exhale. Don’t get too close to anyone. But no matter how many slow breaths I take, my heart won’t stop thundering. I clench my jaw and look high at the clouds to keep myself from tearing up.

My phone rings. It’s my cousin, Cecilia, the last person I want to talk to right now. I decline the call.

“Hey.” Dazy appears next to me, closing the massive mahogany door behind her. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t get any less weird, but it does get easier.”

Snorting under my breath, I mutter, “I can’t imagine anything about this being easy.” 

“It’s not.” She stuffs her hands in her sweatshirt pocket. “I was just trying to make you feel better.”

Surprisingly touched, I turn to face her. “Thanks,” I say. Up close, her tawny hair isn’t just one shade, but a waterfall of gold, pale citrine, and desert sand, and her gray eyes are speckled like a sparrow’s egg. 

“It’s Dazy.”

“Nova.”

She smiles with pearly incisors bared. “Yeah, I remember,” she says, making me almost laugh. “I didn’t want to be here in the beginning either.”

I give her a wry smile. “How’d you know?” 

“It’s written all over your face.”

We share an equally curious gaze. I look away first.

My phone rings, startling us both and we jump. Cecilia is calling again. I ignore it.

“You going to get that?” Dazy asks.

“No,” I say more sharply than I intended. “I doubt it’s anything important.” My shoulders tense and I rub my temples. A headache is forming in the back of my skull.

“Here.” Dazy offers me a dab pen. Her sleeve falls back to reveal thin, white lines scoring her exposed wrist, and her eyes challenge me to say something. I don’t.

I hit the pen, holding the breath in my lungs for as long as I can before I break into a coughing fit. “I haven’t smoked in months,” I wheeze in defense.

The side of her mouth quirks up. “I didn’t say anything.”

My vision spinning and body light as helium, we stand in the growing shadows of the terrace that surrounds us. All of my anxieties and fears melt away as we bask in the silence together.

“Do you need a ride?” Dazy asks. Her voice sounds like it's coming from a distant planet and her eyes look as heavy as mine. “My car is right there.”

Dazy points at the silver Mercedes-Benz parked nearby and I try not to look impressed. Under normal circumstances, I would love to. But the last thing I should be doing is getting into a car with a beautiful girl I just met. “Not today, but maybe next time.”

Just then, the pistachio-green glint of a Toyota RAV4 comes into view as Mom turns into the driveway.

“Do I smell?” The words tumble out of my mouth in a rush as I sniff my shirt.

Dazy leans in close to my face and I catch a whiff of cardamom and citrus. She’s an inch or two taller than me, and there’s a spattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose so faint I wonder if I imagined them when she pulls back.

“You’re fine.” She turns her head to the side. “Although, I’m not the best person to ask, since I probably smell the same.”

The car slows to a stop at the curb. Opening the passenger door, I pause and turn back to Dazy, who unwraps her arms from around her waist to give me a mellow wave goodbye. I smile, and it might just be because I’m high, but I realize that this is the closest I’ve come to feeling at ease lately.

“Get home safe,” I say and get into the car.


      ***Peering over her shoulder, Mom shifts into drive and lights up with a hopeful smile. “Look at you, making friends.”

“This isn’t a book club meeting, Mom.” I give her a hard stare and she closes her mouth. 

She clears her throat. Then, still with that too wide smile, “How was it?”

I manage to shrug and say, “Fine.” 

She already knew that if the choice was mine to make, I would’ve never come, but there is no point in arguing with her once her mind is made up. She had registered me for the support group before we even left Korea. Although her detailed planning that keeps everything under control used to be reassuring, Mom’s mechanical efficiency in the midst of my chaos felt like she was trying to turn my trauma into another checklist that she can manage. I spent the whole plane ride home dreading having to relive the experience during this session.

It’s 6:45. Less than a week ago, I would’ve been going out for dinner with my dormmates after a day of classes. I close my eyes and let myself drift into daydream. There would be a discussion about whether we should go to a restaurant for naengmyeon or chimaek—how could we pick between refreshing cold noodles and shared platters of fried chicken and chilled beer? Or if we were being really indulgent, samgyeopsal at our favorite barbeque spot. Twilight would set upon the city, basking the streets and people of Busan in a soft glow. Shop signs would start to light up in bright neons and muted pastels, music could always be heard from street performers or from one store or another, and life was good. I can almost smell the sweet scent of waffles and the aromatic heat of fishcakes, almost see the lights twinkling all around me and feel the laughter bubbling from my lips.

But every time I conjure up these perfect little moments, savoring the sensations frozen in time in my memory, it’s spoiled by the betrayal I feel towards the people I considered to be my friends at the time. Shame, anger, and regret all taint my reminiscing with a putrid odor.

I shudder. That foul stench slowly fades, and I’m back in the car, pulling into our driveway. We’re no longer in the picturesque suburbia of Garden City with its tree-lined streets, private golf courses and country clubs, but back on the familiar turf of West Lake. 

Although I returned from Korea last night, it was so dark and I was so tired from the jetlag that this feels like the first time I’m setting eyes on my home since I left two months ago. Save for a solitary brown shingle dangling from the left side of the gabled roof like a stray eyelash, the modest-sized ranch house looks jarringly the same. 

Getting out of the car and walking up the slate steps to the porch, I hesitate in front of the door. The amber light from the kitchen shines through its large oval window, giving me a glimpse inside. I used to fit perfectly with the inner workings of the household. I lived here my entire life, but now I'm not so sure I belong anymore. Will I be accepted back with open arms when I feel so unrecognizable? Or will I be rejected as a foreign object, expelled out in the cold for not being the child who left, who died while I was gone? But the window doesn’t answer me. It just stares back. 

“Nova? Are you coming?” Mom holds the door open for me.

Stepping cautiously into the foyer, my feet slip out of their sneakers and into their designated slippers out of habit. My shoulders drop incrementally. Maybe I can sleep this feeling off and everything will be all right after all.

“Boo!” Arms wrap around my sides and squeeze the life out of me.

I scream. “Jesus!”

“Nope, it’s just me.”

I twist in the embrace and come face to face with my cousin. “Cece?” My jaw opens and closes as I struggle to string a coherent sentence together. “Why—what are you doing here?”

“Dinner.” She says this like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “I called you five times to tell you. You didn’t see our car parked out in the street?” When I only stare at her blankly, she frowns and inspects me more closely. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”

I wriggle out of her grasp, averting my gaze to the floor to conceal my bloodshot eyes. “Nothing, I’m just jetlagged. I must have missed it in the dark.”

She scrunches her pert little nose and looks at the dying light reflecting off the cherry-red sports car out the window. “Really? You notice everything.”

If Cece is here, then that must also mean—

“Nova!” Uncle Jack comes out of the living room to the right. “There’s my favorite niece.”

I accept his side hug, patting his ample waist through his dress shirt. “I’m your only niece.”

“It’s so good to see you.” My dad’s older sister squeals and pulls me into a hug three seconds longer than it needs to be. Her overbleached hair pokes my neck like straw, and I can smell wine in her breath. 

“Hi, Aunt Maria.” My stomach drops. I love my aunt, uncle, and cousin, but I don’t know how much longer I can pretend to be okay right now.

“How are you?” She asks me with uncharacteristic gravity in her voice. 

I freeze. Do they know?

Mom runs in from the kitchen. I force my lips to stretch thin across my stiff cheeks. 

“Mom?” What are they doing here? 

“I forgot to tell you that your dad invited them over for dinner tonight,” Mom says, running her hand through her unusually unkempt, short hair. Just as I grimace, she adds, “I’m sorry, my mind has been all over the place.”

Guilt twinges in my chest. It’s true that as tired as I am, she must be doubly so from catching up on all the work she missed while taking care of me.

I take a deep breath. “If I could just have a moment—”

From the kitchen, Dad yells, “Dinner is ready!” and the air catches in my throat, trapped with no escape.


      ***In the dining room, my younger brother, Cassiel, is putting the finishing touches on the table settings. With sprigs of rosemary tucked into the artfully fanned napkins and tea candles flickering on the linen tablecloth, he has surprisingly refined taste for a high school sophomore.

“Coming through.” Wearing the apron Cassiel and I made him for Father’s Day many years ago, Dad bustles through the archway with a steaming torso-sized pot between his oven mitts.

As Dad sets the food down, we take our usual seats with the adults on one end and kids on the other. Sandwiched between Cassiel and Cecilia, I wait for my turn to serve myself dinner.

“Nova? Earth to November!” Dad calls my name.

I thought I only zoned out for a brief moment, but Dad has taken off his apron and the beef noodle soup was served without me noticing. Dad is pouring wine for Mom and everyone’s eyes are pinned on me.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m just a little tired.” Not a lie, but not the whole truth either.

“That jetlag must be hitting you pretty hard. Do you want a glass? You don’t turn twenty-one for a few more months, but tonight’s a special occasion.” Dad smiles at me encouragingly.

“Thanks, but maybe another night.” 

I wince at the shocked outbursts that follow.

“Since when do you turn down a drink?” Cecilia stops mid-bite to raise her perfectly straight brows in a look of half surprise, half condescension.

“Aw, come on, just one to celebrate with us.” Aunt Maria pouts. A sales representative for a fashion wholesaler, she has a penchant for turning the events she’s invited to into a party, and in fact, looks drunk already.

“Don’t worry, we won’t get you in trouble, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Uncle Jack roars with laughter as if he’s just cracked the funniest joke in the world. He must have come straight from work, because his suit jacket hangs from the back of his chair, although his tie has long been loosened.

“All right, just one.” I give in with a sigh.

“That’s the spirit.” Mom pours a glass for me.

As the red wine spills from the bottle, the light catches on its crimson arc, temporarily blinding me. I shudder away the sudden image of blood spiraling down a shower drain.

“Can I have some too?” Cassiel sneaks his glass next to mine, grinning from ear to ear. He snuck out with his friends to drink beers behind the mall once, and now thinks it’s funny to ask our parents for alcohol, as if he’s not still going to sweet sixteens.

Mom smacks away his hand. “No, Cass. Drink your sparkling cider.”

“To Nova being back home!” They raise their glasses to me and drink.

I take a sip, recoiling at the bitterness that coats my tongue and forces its way deeper into me, liquid fire scorching in my stomach. The sudden heat shocks me to my core, bringing me back to the last time I drank, and all of a sudden I’m in Busan throwing back Jameson shots.

“Geonbae!” We cheer. The alcohol stopped burning a few rounds ago, and everything feels a little woozy. Rebekah yells something to me.

“What?” I shout back over the music.

Giggling, she shoves a cocktail straw in my mouth, splashing a few drops onto my shirt. “Try this,” she says, leaning close to my ear. “Andras just made it for me behind the bar. It’s called a White Russian, and it’s so good.”

Swallowing a mouthful, I savor the milky sweetness. Compared to the cheap tequila and unflavored soju we’d been drinking all night, this is like ambrosia. But there’s a funny taste in my mouth, like acid—

There’s a ringing in my ears that won’t stop. My family’s faces swim in and out of focus. I must have spaced out again, because the glass is no longer in my hand but shattered on the floor and the wine is pooled between my thighs. Of course I’d chosen to wear white jeans today. I can see Cassiel’s concerned face and Uncle Jack’s shocked expression, but I can’t hear what they’re saying to me. The shards glitter like stars.

At Mom’s light touch on my shoulder, the world resharpens and the noises come rushing back to me, like I’d resurfaced after being submerged underwater. “Nova, what’s wrong?” Mom says with her brows knit together, the “with you” at the end of her question silent but implied. 

“Aiyah.” Aunt Maria exclaims, shoving Uncle Jack out of his chair. “Hurry and get a towel. Can’t you see it’s dripping all over?”

Cecilia stands up. “Are you okay?”

Her worry, such a strong contrast to her indifference when I called her while choking back sobs just days ago, can only be a pretense she’s putting on in front of our family.

But no, that’s not true; she’s worried and I’m just paranoid because I’m high, which is making this all worse than it has to be, but I can’t let them know that.

The numbing effect of Dazy’s dab pen is gone, and in its place is a pressure growing so intense I’m afraid my chest is going to cave in on itself. It’s all too much—the questions; the sticky, wet feeling on my legs; the memory of that night I called Cecilia brimming with despair, only to be met with a flippant laugh like I’d said nothing at all.

“I’m sorry, excuse me.” Without meeting their gazes, I go to the bathroom upstairs on legs that feel leaden.

Splashing water on my pants only spreads the stain, and I stare at the idiot in the mirror. It’s disjointing to see how I look the same as before on the outside when I feel so different on the inside, like a creature walking around in the mask of who I’d once been.

Knowing that I’m on the precipice of a breakdown doesn’t stop it from happening. No matter how much I tell myself that I’m safe and everything is fine, the voice in my head screaming that there’s something wrong with me and that it’s my fault for getting this high is louder. 

If you can’t even make it through dinner, you can’t expect that things will ever get better. Nothing you can do will change what happened and you will always be a prisoner in your own body. No matter how much time passes; it will remember. Just give up. It’s all hopeless, anyway.

I can’t breathe—air is coming in my lungs, but too little, too fast. I lean closer to the mirror, watching as the black of my pupils swallow me whole.

“Nova, are you in here?” Mom knocks on the door and comes into the bathroom. “Did you get the stain out? You have to use soap and hydrogen peroxide—ah, never mind,” she says as she stares at the puddle at my feet. “Why don’t you change into clean pants?”

I inhale an unsteady breath. Ever since Mom met me in Busan, she has been hovering over me with incessant monitoring and a lack of space. “I can’t stop thinking about Korea—”

She waves her hand as if swatting a fly away. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

“How can you tell me to not worry about it? It hasn’t even been a week yet.” My stomach tightens into a hard knot.

“The police are handling it,” Mom says through stiff lips. “Let them do their jobs, and you do yours. Be polite to your aunt and uncle. Jack left work early to have dinner with you, and they still have to drive home after this.”

I start to say something nasty back, but when I look up, Mom’s eyes are filled with unshed tears. My shoulders fall. This is hard on her too, and she doesn’t want to talk about it. I plaster a smile on my face. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

“That’s my strong girl.” Mom takes me under her arm and, wrapping her shawl around my waist like I’d just gotten my first period, walks me to my room. She points to my stained pants with her manicured hands, soft and adorned with the engagement band and wedding ring that I never see her without. “I’ll clean it for you.”

With a chaste kiss on my temple, she leaves me in my room to change. For a moment, I just stand there and bask in the silence, taking in my childhood photographs with my best friend hanging on the yellow walls and my stack of Poets & Writers magazines on my desk between my Muji journals and sea glass collection, noticing how they feel like ancient relics of someone else’s past. 

But the uncomfortable sensation of dirty clothes spurs me to undress, the skin underneath as damp and alien as when peeling off a bathing suit after a long swim. I’m about to rifle through my drawers when the sight of my giant, unpacked luggage by the closet door stops me in my tracks.

The closed seams of the suitcase smile at me like a poorly stitched wound. A clean slice in the organ I had so carefully, so eagerly packed with my favorite possessions two months ago. A part of me misses what I left inside—but no; better to leave it all behind. Because what use is baggage if it’s all skeletons and full of memories better left forgotten?

I refuse to look at it a second longer. After kicking my luggage to the back of my closet so hard a dark-purple blood clot forms under my toenail, I put on the first pair of jeans from the neatly folded pile in my drawer and go downstairs.

Back at the table, everyone is finishing up their meal. The spilled wine has been mopped up. The broken glass has been carefully swept away. Cassiel glances questioningly at me through his mass of overgrown hair, but I only look down at my untouched food, realizing suddenly that I’m ravenous. I dig into my now tepid bowl of noodles and almost moan as the slightly spicy, rich savory broth, tender braised meat, and silky soft, chewy noodles melt in my mouth.

“How was studying abroad? Can you speak Korean now?” Cecilia asks. Even though we’re the same age, she looks years younger with her petite stature and lithe dancer’s physique. 

I laugh. She knows damn well that I can barely speak the Mandarin and Cantonese my grandparents raised me with, much less Korean, which I’ve never studied. “Not really. All of my classes were taught in English. The only Korean I know is how to order food in restaurants.”

Cassiel nods gravely, slurping up the last drops of his soup. As a varsity sports player, he’s constantly eating to support his rapidly growing body. “Food is the most important part of any culture.” 

Cecilia grins at me. “I bet there were a lot of cute guys in Busan.”

“Cece.” Aunt Maria says sharply, looking aghast.

And just like that, I know that they know.

I give Cecilia a pointed look. “I didn’t get a cute Korean boyfriend, and I don’t want one.” 

Like gasoline spilling from a tipped-over tank, anger slowly spreads and ignites through me. If everyone wants to sit here in the name of welcoming me home without acknowledging why, then I’ll play along with their little game until it’s as unbearable for them as it is for me. 

“What about you, Cece?” I smile at her syrupy sweet. “Any luck on finding a boyfriend?”

She winces almost imperceptibly. “Not yet. I’ve been so busy with school that I haven’t had the time to date.”

“I’m so proud of her for making the Dean’s List again.” Aunt Maria gushes. “Maybe it’ll be enough to get her that research position with her professor in the spring.”

Cecilia tucks a lock of pin-straight hair behind her ear shyly at the praise. “How’s your writing?” she asks me. “I’m so jealous that you get to read Shakespeare and Austen and write poems while I’m stuck doing labs and studying for exams. It must be so fun to chase your passions.”

I bristle at the wistfulness in her voice, but I bite my tongue.

“I’ve been having writer’s block.” I admit. “I haven’t been able to get a single sentence down on the page.”

Cece waves her hand, the dainty silver bands on her narrow fingers glinting in the candlelight. “I’m sure you’ll get over it quickly.”

“Because writing is so easy and not something that requires hard work like chemistry, right?” I snap before I can stop myself.

Her lips turn paper thin. “That’s not what I meant.”

“It’s fine. Not everyone needs to pretend to be perfect to impress others. And with your list of credentials, I’m sure all of the cute guys in New York are fighting each other to take you out on your first date.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. Cecilia’s face is so taut it looks more glass than flesh. 

“Nova!” Mom reprimands me.

“I’m sorry. Can we just pretend I didn’t say anything?” I say flatly into my soup.

Filling the awkward silence that follows, Dad asks Cecilia, “How’s dance?”

She shrugs her broad but bony shoulders, graceful as a bird. “Same old.”

At the mention of her favorite childhood hobby, Mom jumps in. “Your dad and I went to her show two weeks ago. She’s so talented now that it makes me wish you two could’ve been dancing together.”

I roll my eyes. She’s still upset that I didn’t join a dance team and finds ways to bring it up over ten years later. “I don’t want to be on a stage.”

“Will you look at that, I still have the program in my purse.” Aunt Maria flicks a glossy pamphlet out from her leather bag hanging on the chair with a not-so-innocent smile and hands it to me.

“Mom, please.” Cecilia groans and puts her head in her hands.

The show was a production of Swan Lake. In a spectral white leotard and tutu, a ballerina stands poised in satin pointe shoes in a particularly painful-looking arabesque. I recognize her as Ruby Wu, the ballet prodigy two years Cecilia’s senior and long-term rival at their dance company.

“I’m shocked it’s not you on the cover.” I was aiming for a light, teasing tone, but the grin I was going for doesn’t quite make it. “She looks gorgeous here.”

I thought the dig would rile her up, but to my surprise, Cecilia says softly, “She does.”

“That horrible girl stole the lead from Cece.” Aunt Maria laments. “You would think that she could let someone else take the spotlight for once.”

“No one deserved the role as much as she did, Mom.”

“Stop being so humble. You’ve put in fifteen years; you deserve it just as much.”

Flipping to the back, Cecilia’s headshot smiles up at me, as if to say, I made it.

“You look so…” Two opposing instincts battle in my head—to keep being petty or to give credit where it’s due.

“She just looks absolutely beautiful there, doesn’t she?” Aunt Maria sees what I’m looking at and laughs. “I remember being that young and skinny, a long, long time ago.”

“Very pretty.” Cass chimes in, giving Cecilia two thumbs up.

“I was going to say happy,” I say and mean it.

Cecilia blushes, and the uncharacteristic red on her round face makes her look as drunk as her mother. “Thank you.”

“If only she studied as much as she practiced.” Uncle Jack chortles, making his trimmed mustache quiver. “She’s all ‘ballet this, ballet that,’ but you have to focus on school if you want to get into a good medical program.”

“My grades are fine.” Cecilia stabs the last piece of beef in her bowl.

“Someone’s extra hungry today. You don’t want to turn into a little piggy.” Uncle Jack wipes his mouth with a napkin and rests his hand on his own stomach, which is taut underneath his too-tight shirt.

Cecilia puts her chopsticks down. Aunt Maria pours herself another glass of wine.

“She’s in great shape,” Mom says. “You might want to take your own advice.”

Cassiel and I look at each other across the table, both trying not to laugh. I bite the inside of my cheek, but a giggle escapes Cass’s mouth and I have to turn away. Uncle Jack laughs loudly and scoops himself another helping of noodles.

“I’m going to get the dessert,” I say and stand up.

In the kitchen, I turn on the stove to heat up the tangyuan. I drop the little frozen balls of glutinous rice dough filled with black sesame and peanut paste, still hard and dusted in a thin layer of ice, in the amber syrup Dad and I prepared earlier in the day. Staring into the swirling sweet and spicy broth, the simmering bubbles wrap hazy tendrils around me, opening a warm trail to the hours before the support group session. Dad and I were cooking in the kitchen, and I can see the silver wink of the knife as it fell rhythmically on the cutting board, slicing the ginger root into slivers, and I can hear the chunks of rock sugar hitting the empty bottom of the pot like crystals.

When it’s heated up, the expanded dough soft and chewy like mochi, I bring it out to the dining room.

Eating tangyuan is always a guessing game. Most of the time, I’m able to pick out the sesame from the peanut by looking at the undertones of the diaphanous skin: the gray from the brown, the latter of which I dump in Cassiel’s bowl.

Blowing the rising steam off the scoop of a single tangyuan and ginger syrup cradled in the glazed porcelain soup spoon, I realize I’d barely been breathing before. Being stoned makes me feel light and heavy all at once, and it’s not uncommon for me to forget the most basic human function, allowing me to transcend human needs. When I’m high, I don’t need air, or warmth, or love.

I bite down gently, my teeth sinking softly through flesh to innards. A gooey burst of roasted black sesame floods my mouth and the sweetness travels to the tattered edges of my body, curling the ends of my lips upwards despite themselves, my first real smile all day.

“It’s good to have you back, kid.” Uncle Jack claps me on the shoulder, his suit jacket in his other hand. I was so consumed by my lust for sugar that I hadn’t noticed that everyone else was finished eating and getting ready to go.

“Nova, I’m sure we’ll hear more about your adventures abroad the next time we see you,” Aunt Maria says. “Thank you for cooking, Bry.”

“Thanks for dinner, Aunt Audrey and Uncle Bryan. And I’ll see you soon, Nova,” Cecilia says, although it comes out more like a question. I nod.

Dad stands up to show them out. “Of course, thanks for joining us.”

“It was great seeing you, Nova. Welcome home.” Aunt Maria hugs me briefly and we are left to clean up.

Without saying anything, I stack all the bowls, Cassiel brings the leftovers into the kitchen, Dad goes to wash the dishes, and Mom grabs a washcloth to wipe the table down. We fall into our normal routine so easily that it feels like I’d never left.









