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Praise for


Adam & Evie’s Matchmaking Tour


‘Everything I wanted it to be – romantic, funny, tender, sexy, honest, and beautifully written. Let Nora Nguyen be your tour guide on the romantic trip of a lifetime’


Meg Shaffer, author of The Wishing Game


‘A gorgeous love story – cinematic, spicy and emotionally wise’


Annabel Monaghan, author of Summer Romance


‘Nguyen effortlessly guides readers through Evie and Adam’s exhilarating romance, striking a perfect balance between tender moments and sparky banter’


Publishers Weekly


‘Brims with emotion, sparkling banter, and sexy romance . . . Nora Nguyen’s talent shines on every page’


Lauren Kung Jessen, author of Lunar Love


‘A sexy tale that has relatable characters and a lush setting’


Library Journal


‘Achingly beautiful, compulsively readable . . . Readers seeking gorgeous writing that doesn’t skimp on the spice will find a new favourite author in Nora Nguyen’


Bethany Turner, author of Cole and Laila Are Just Friends


‘A vacation in a book we wished would never end! This charming romance was our perfect match’


Emily Wibberley and Austin Siegemund-Broka, authors of The Roughest Draft


‘Moving and gorgeously sensual, Adam & Evie’s Matchmaking Tour is contemporary romance at its best. Nora Nguyen’s skilful prose brings her characters and Việt Nam to life on the page’


Sarah Adler, author of Happy Medium


‘Adam & Evie’s Matchmaking Tour is brimming with warmth, crackling chemistry, and vividly-drawn scenery. The perfect match for any romance lover’


Jamie Harrow, author of One on One









To all the lost ones who wonder if they can ever return home
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Twenty Years Earlier


San Francisco


“Green is your color, Evie-pie.”


Auntie Hảo removed the dangling jade earrings from the silk pouch and helped Evie secure the gold latches behind her ears. Evie swung her head gently, shaking the smooth circles onto her cheeks. In Auntie Hảo’s enormous gilt mirror—bought at an estate sale of a minor Thai princess— Evie saw herself reflected. Gangly, too tall for her age, and eternally uncertain; uncool by anyone’s standards, especially Queen Bee Tessa, who ruled the seventh grade with steely determination. But with the jade earrings, Evie felt different. Older, maybe. Definitely more sophisticated. They looked like they belonged.


“I love them,” Evie said, touching her ears. “They make me feel more Vietnamese.”


“Your father would have been proud,” Auntie Hảo said, smoothing Evie’s wayward hair from her forehead.


“Not my mother,” Evie muttered. “She hates anything that reminds her of Việt Nam. And Dad.”


Auntie Hảo avoided her niece’s eyes. “Grace is still grieving.”


Evie didn’t say that Grace slept every moment that she wasn’t at work. Once, Evie tiptoed into her mother’s room and tried to wake her—it was dinnertime, and there was no food in the house—but Grace only flipped over and hugged the pillow tighter. “Why can’t everyone leave me alone?” she’d asked, her voice muffled. Evie wanted to scream, Because you have a daughter! And someone has to keep this family together! Was this how everyone grieved?


Evie’s father, Danh Lang, had died the previous year, and neither his wife nor his daughter had recovered. Evie’s brand of grief was channeled into mournful stanzas in her journal, while Grace’s seemed to rise like a fog in the house, covering every inch, every formerly happy memory. The rooms, once full of voices and laughter, became dreadfully quiet. Empty.


Now all Evie had of her father was Auntie Hảo. And Grace didn’t even want her to have that. She’d tried to stop Evie’s summer trip to San Francisco to visit Auntie Hảo, but Evie’s wheedling eventually worked. Maybe Grace needed a break from her melodramatic daughter too.


“I won’t forgive her for not letting me go to Việt Nam with you,” Evie said.


“It’s a big trip. Your mother was right to put a stop to it; I should have talked to her before I invited you.”


“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Evie said sullenly.


“It matters to her.”


“Tell me about Việt Nam,” Evie said, changing the subject.


Auntie Hảo enthusiastically launched into a description of all the places she’d visited—Hạ Long Bay with its green-furred mountains and crystal-clear water; bustling Hồ Chí Minh City; the night market in Hội An, lit under swinging lanterns, where Auntie Hảo bought the jade earrings Evie wore now. Evie had seen plenty of photos of her father’s birthplace, but she never tired of hearing the stories of Auntie Hảo’s travels. To her, these places were more than just beautiful sites to visit. Each new city represented an invitation. A window into a life ready to be lived.


Sighing, Evie said, “I wish I could have gone with you.”


Auntie Hảo studied her. Evie could tell she was seeing her deceased brother in Evie’s features. Her face took on a solemnity that muted some of the merriness in her eyes.


Eventually, she said, “I promise you, one day, I’ll make sure you get to Việt Nam.”


“We’ll go together,” Evie said, brightening.


“We’ll light up that whole damn country, Pie.”


Evie could picture it so clearly: stepping off the plane with her hand in Auntie Hảo’s. Flopping on a hotel bed to plan their itinerary while they bit into pastries from the street stalls. A rare smile flickered across her face.


Then the moment ended. Auntie Hảo stood briskly and pulled Evie with her, brushing the fabric from her ample lap. “Come on. Away from the mirror now; we have a party to host.”


It was one of those balmy nights when the Pacific breeze drifted slowly off the water onto the balcony of Auntie Hảo’s magnificent row house, the envy of anyone who’d ever dreamed of owning property in the Bay Area. Auntie Hảo was rich. Not just normal San Francisco rich. She could travel every week of the year, eat at every five-star restaurant, buy up all the designer boutiques in Union Square, and still have enough to go around. And she was husbandless and childless, which meant that her generosity usually filtered down to her nieces and nephews. Not that it did Evie any good. Aside from that blissful three-month summer vacation in San Francisco, Grace refused any help from Hảo, claiming that they were not a charity case.


But Evie didn’t care about any of that. She just wanted to be here, with her aunt, in this mess of noise and delightful smells and sparkling promise. Auntie Hảo’s parties were legendary. There was something about her joie de vivre that drew in all the local characters and even some minor celebrities. In San Francisco, Evie lived a different, more glamorous life.


That night, the bar was stocked and the caterers were milling, putting the finishing touches on the chocolate fountain and rearranging tiny sausage rolls that Evie snuck off the trays. Soon, there was the sound of the door opening—Auntie Hảo never locked her door—and thundering footsteps. The party had arrived.


Priya, Auntie Hảo’s best friend and sometime-nemesis, was the first to sweep Evie into a hug. She wore a midnight-blue caftan and a pair of yellow flats with rhinestones on the sides. “My sweet little girl! I missed you. When are you moving to San Francisco?”


Evie laughed through the cloud of Priya’s rose perfume. “I missed you too, Auntie P.”


Priya pinched Evie’s cheek, then kissed it juicily, squeezing her tighter. “Oh, but you’re going to be such a beauty one day. Then we will make you a match to end all matches.”


“She’s too young to be thinking of that,” Auntie Hảo cut in.


Priya shrugged. “Maybe. But when the day comes, she will have an epic love story, mark my words. A girl like Evie won’t settle for anything common. There will be melodrama! Misunderstanding! Spice!”


“Um, thank you?” Evie said, a little breathless now.


Auntie Hảo scowled, her dark eyebrows drawn like angry eels. “Unhand my niece, you menace. You’re choking her.”


Priya eyed the sausage roll in Evie’s hand. “She’s more likely to choke from that nasty excuse for food you serve.”


“My caterer is very exclusive,” Auntie Hảo said indignantly. “He was on the ‘Restaurateurs to Watch’ list in the Chronicle.”


“Hmph. I told you time and time again I would help cook. I am the best samosa maker in town!”


“Did you give yourself that title?”


“You have always been jealous—”


“Of what, exactly, Priya? Your dry-ass rice pilaf ? Your watery gazpacho?”


Priya’s eyes blazed dangerously, but an undeterred Auntie Hảo stuck her hands on her hips, puffing her cheeks out like a gibbon establishing dominance.


Evie made a hasty escape from the brewing storm and soon found herself passed around the party like a tray of hors d’oeuvres. Liam, the semi-successful playwright who always seemed to be in a state of crisis, moaned about his difficulty casting the lead character while sloshing his cocktail on Evie’s new Laura Ashley dress. Paris, a gender-fluid clothing designer, tried to talk Evie into modeling for their next show. Samara, an art historian in a skintight black jumpsuit, pulled Evie aside to ask if she’d started her period yet, then proceeded to tell her about the miracle of menstruation, to Evie’s abject mortification.


Even still, she loved Auntie Hảo’s friends. They filled her life with audacity and magic. In their example, she could believe that living outside the broad strokes of expectation could be something wonderful, instead of something to be feared, as Grace had believed. Evie always tried to position herself close to the writers, a morose bunch with cutting observations and tweedy good looks. Her dream was to become a writer someday, though she had no inkling of what she would have to write about. Everything in her life seemed so terribly predictable—and she worried that she was the most boring thing in it.


But Auntie Hảo never made her feel that way. She was convinced that Evie would do something great, and even if Evie didn’t believe it, basking in her aunt’s confidence felt like chugging a soda—the bubbly joy went straight to her head.


As the party ended, she heard a commotion coming from the balcony. With surprising strength, a woman in a glittery silver dress shoved the chocolate fountain onto a handsome man with a pointy beard—a famous magician, Auntie Hảo whispered, who had a reputation for kissing his assistants. Evie watched in horrified fascination as the chocolate exploded onto the man’s white shirt, dripping all the way down to his shoes. To add insult to injury, the silver-dress woman shoved a hunk of pound cake into the magician’s mouth, like an apple in a pig.


She shouted over her shoulder, “If you ever step out on me again, Phineas Ash, it’ll be a boiling pot of oil I dump over your sorry head!”


Phineas stared after her for a moment, then chewed the cake thoughtfully. After a moment, he grinned a chocolatey grin and gave the crowd a bow. “And for my next act, I’ll piss off another woman with the bad judgment to date me!”


They clapped as he plodded stickily toward the napkins. “Never a dull moment,” Auntie Hảo said at Evie’s side. “Should we help Phineas?”


Auntie Hảo gestured at the magician, now surrounded by at least four tutting, spectacularly beautiful women. “I think he’ll be fine.”


Phineas smirked as he licked the chocolate off his finger.


Auntie Hảo continued, “This is why we don’t let ourselves get too entangled with men, Pie. They’re useful for a good time, but ultimately disappointing.”


“My dad wasn’t like that,” Evie said defensively.


“Of course not. He was one in a million. Our bloodline has always been exceptional. But Phineas, much as I love him, is sadly more representative of the general population.”


“You’ve never met anyone worth marrying yourself ?”


Evie had never heard a whisper of romance around Auntie Hảo. It confused her; lovable Auntie Hảo could have had a million admirers in her lifetime, yet she’d lived alone for decades. It wasn’t even about Auntie Hảo’s warm beauty—cute, peachy cheeks, twinkly black eyes, permed black curls—but her whole air of mischief, of expectation. That kind of delight was hard to find in life and would have surely drawn in many a man.


“Marriage is for the birds,” Auntie Hảo announced. “One day, I’ll tell you about the time my parents tried to force me to go to a matchmaker. You can imagine how that went. Anyway, I’m not saying you can’t have fun with men, honey. But sometimes a woman only has herself to count on.”


Evie thought of Grace, sleeping with her back toward the door, completely drowned in grief. Maybe Auntie Hảo was right. Who was to say if love was worth the heartbreak? Or the chocolate mess.


“I can count on you,” Evie said, wrapping her arms around her aunt’s waist.


“So you can, Pie. Forever and ever.”


Above them, the moon shone with a milky luster. Summer would soon end, and Evie would go back to her life in that lonely house, trudging through her school days with kids who ignored her, bleakly marking holidays her mother refused to celebrate anymore. But then another summer would come, then another. Of all the promises already broken in her young life, she knew she could at least count on Auntie Hảo’s. And maybe someday, she would live a life worth writing about.
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Evie


Midland, Ohio




Evie-pie!


I’m dead, it seems. That old witch Priya will take my place as the head of the gardening association, I suppose. What a mess she’ll make of things—her tulips! If you lived in San Francisco, I’d tell you to spy on her for me. Maybe you can arrange some espionage anyway.


Instead, you’re wasting away in Midland— but not for long. Dear one, I have a proposition. It’s a big one. I always intended to leave you my house in San Francisco. After all, you were practically raised there. You can sell it or live in it or set up a crazy artists’ commune (just please, no orgies on my crane tapestries). I wouldn’t have it go to anyone else.


But, in my old age, I suppose I’ve become rather meddlesome. You see, I’ve decided to add a condition. It’s a little one. Tiny. You may inherit my house if you agree to go on a matchmaking tour in Việt Nam. I’ve even chosen the matchmaking organization! Love Yêu (get it?!) is a brand-new feminist-run tour, perfect for a poetess like yourself. I reserved a spot for you as soon as I heard about it.


I know you’ll think this out of character for me—after all, I spent years decrying the worth of men. While I don’t think a partner is the only answer, I do think you’re lonely. Don’t talk to me about that Atlas fellow. He’s Phineas in wire-framed glasses.


You could use a shake-up. I’d like you to have a shot at love— with a man or woman, Auntie doesn’t judge—before you become cynical. There are many ways to be brave, but I admit that I was never brave in love. Forgive me for saying I see a lot of myself in you. I suppose one’s deathbed can make one morbid at times. Regretful, even.


Why Việt Nam, you ask? Well, we are all a bit disconnected from our heritage. Your father would have wanted you to visit the homeland. And I promised. Two birds, one stone! Plus, I thought you might get some inspiration for your poetry. Many of our people were absolute fire—as the kids say—in the poetry department.


I’ve put aside some money for your fee for the tour. All you need to do is contact my lawyers, and they will set it all up. Because I know how you like to drag your pretty little feet, there are a few clauses. You have three months from the receipt of this letter to complete the tour. Photographic evidence of you in the motherland must be sent to the lawyers. If you don’t complete your mission, my most beloved, then the house will be sold—probably to some soulless developer—and the funds distributed among your grasping cousins. I know you know our home ( for I’ve always thought of it as ours) deserves a better fate.


But I’m no despot. You don’t have to fall in love. You just have to try. And once the tour is complete, even if you have found no Prince Charming to shove in your suitcase, you’ll get the deed to the house. Win-win! What’s a few weeks to a lifetime of promise?


Evie-pie, I love you so much that I think I might burst with it. My hopes for you are myriad, and I believe that you will soon find the path to your wildest dreams, even the ones you are too afraid to speak aloud.


—Auntie Hảo





Evie finds the letter no more sensible after the hundredth reading than after her first shocked skim, a few days ago. She hasn’t told anyone about Auntie Hảo’s deranged, posthumous wishes, save her cousin Lillian Lang-Peterson, who squealed with delight and immediately tried to book Evie on the first flight to Hồ Chí Minh City.


“Why the hell not?” Lillian had demanded, hands on her pregnant middle.


The reasons are many. First of all, can one go on a matchmaking tour if one already has a boyfriend? Not that Atlas ever registered to Auntie Hảo as a serious partner, despite the few times she met him. He’d turned up his charm, rushing to open doors and pick up the bill at the fancy restaurants he’d persuaded them to go to, but Auntie Hảo had only sniffed in his direction, as if to say, You don’t fool me.


Aside from Atlas, there is Evie’s job as an adjunct writing professor at Midland College, one that employs her through the summer months and keeps the cockroaches from skittering around in her bank account. And Việt Nam! Who picks up and hops on a flight halfway around the world with only a month’s notice? But that was Auntie Hảo to a tee. Tempestuous, adventurous. The opposite of the person Evie has become at the ripe old age of thirty-two.


Evie shoves the letter back in her messenger bag and fumbles under the squat gnome where Atlas keeps his house key. Unlike her unkempt apartment, Atlas’s house looks like it could grace the front of a real estate catalog. With the blue wooden shutters and actual landscaping in the form of bright poppies and leafy hostas, there’s not a stone out of place.


She juggles her purse, along with a paper bag full of groceries from the gourmet store on Main Street, and lets herself in with the key. Even though they’re technically not supposed to be dating, it’s the worst kept secret in the whole English department, of which Atlas himself is the head. One too many faculty members (and students) have seen them leaving readings together or her hastily dashing from his house in the early morning wearing yesterday’s teaching clothes.


Today is Atlas’s forty-fifth birthday and a particularly melancholy one for reasons Evie cannot uncover. He’s been moping over his Earl Grey for the past week, muttering something about mortality and life lessons. Evie, being the good secret girlfriend she is, has decided to cook his favorite meal—beef Wellington with a side of mashed parsnips. Along the way to the kitchen, she passes photos of Atlas at Oxford with his boxing pals, a black-and-white portrait of a walrus-’stached Thomas Hardy, and a small oil painting of Atlas’s deceased hound, Doyle.


In the kitchen, she hums as she gets out the pots and pans, scrolling through the ingredients on her phone. While she cooks her way through a very complex dish she has no business attempting, she tries not to think about Auntie Hảo’s letter and the promising little thrill it gives her. Of course, she can’t just go to Việt Nam. She has a life here! And she’s just learned that parsnips aren’t as horrifying as she supposed they would be!


But then there’s the row house in the heart of San Francisco. A real estate boon for anyone. Evie wouldn’t live in it, but she could sell it, which would set her up for a long time. No more adjuncting on a pittance. No more random editing jobs from Upwork. She could finally not worry about money and write.


Turns out, poetry isn’t exactly a get-rich scheme, though she was named the poet laureate of Midland by a portly mayor with faintly veiled literary aspirations.


Her debut book of poetry, Auntie Hảo’s Cabinet of Curiosities, did moderately well, but once the early reception died down, there wasn’t enough luster to carry her forward. Since then, she’s missed out on numerous opportunities to attend hallowed residencies in the woods, where all the writers sing about their most burning aspirations over an open fire.


She’s missed out on jobs too, especially ones promising permanency and the dangling carrot of a tenure-track life. Her agent nudges her monthly about a new manuscript, telling Evie unnecessarily, “The iron is no longer hot.” Perhaps Evie has been in a bit of a creative funk since Auntie Hảo’s death.


She’s pondering this as the fire alarm goes off, blaring so loudly that she has to cover her ears with her oven mitts. Smoke billows from the oven. Oh, God, she thinks, 475 degrees is definitely not the same as 375. Last time she tries to cook while distracted. Last time she tries to cook at all.


Just as she’s pulling the beef Wellington out of the oven, she hears the front door open. And there’s Atlas pausing in the kitchen archway in a sky-blue button-down that somehow matches his eyes perfectly. He takes a dishcloth and, in one smooth movement, bats it toward the smoke alarm, appeasing it enough for the siren to dissipate. He opens a window, then the back door. Then, he stares, bemused by Evie’s flour-streaked boots, the ragged mess of her hair, and the blackened blob on the baking sheet.


“Well, darling, this is a surprise,” he says, with a faint British accent.


Atlas isn’t British but has Anglophile aspirations that Evie has always found charming. The accent only disappears when he’s been drinking. Then he has a slight drawl from Montana. A man of many accents.


She motions to the burnt top of the dish. “I don’t think it’s supposed to be that color. But it’s your favorite.”


“Kidney pie!”


“No,” Evie says dejectedly. “Wellington. Beef.”


“Chin up, Evie. The mashed potatoes look just the thing.”


“Parsnips.”


“Huh.” Atlas pushes his glasses up on his nose.


“Happy birthday,” she says, shrugging.


He laughs and opens his arms to her. She steps into them, thankful that he isn’t scolding her for nearly burning down his house. Gently, he rests his chin on the crown of her head. There it is, that mind-numbing comfort that only Atlas can give. She wants to place her head on his shoulder and sleep forever and ever. Briefly, she wonders if this is really what you want to feel in a relationship. Comfort is a beautiful thing, but is there such a thing as too much of it?


He’d been the one to pursue her with a job offer, after her poetry collection started getting some minor awards. He told her that Midland needed a voice like hers on its literary scene. She had been bopping around a small town in Iowa before that, and she guessed Ohio might be a slightly different shade of the same, so she agreed. The dollar could stretch far in a place like this.


It had been natural to fall into bed with Atlas after a few months of teaching writing seminars and attending faculty meetings where he presided. Toward Evie, he’s always been attentive and sincere, and seems to truly care about her work. Sure, he’s sometimes a little pretentious, and he likes to flirt with other women much more than she enjoys watching him flirt with other women. And of course, they annoy each other after long periods of time together, as two introverts can. But surely he never deserved Auntie Hảo’s raised eyebrows and unveiled disdain. If she could have conjured up a perfect, nerd-hot boyfriend, it would have been Atlas, right down to the argyle socks.


Even still, Evie finds herself wondering if she’s missing something.


He drops a kiss on her lips and says, “Let me go change. I have the smell of undergraduate desperation on me.”


“Ah. Eau de Can-You-Change-My-Grade?”


“What else? I suppose the smoke masks it now.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Let’s order in pizza, love.”


As Atlas bounds up the stairs to his room, Evie sighs and punches in an order for caprese pizza on her phone’s restaurant delivery app. Then she spies the edge of Auntie Hảo’s letter peeking from her messenger bag.


Evie scoffs at the name of the matchmaking service. Love Yêu—yêu meaning “love” in Vietnamese. Her countrymen sure love a good pun, judging from the names of the local restaurants: Phở Sho and Nguyening at Life. Evie flips open the laptop on Atlas’s kitchen counter. Password: 060253. The late Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation date.


She is about to type “Love Yêu” in the browser when she spies an open Google document on the screen. It’s a job description. For . . . an adjunct creative writing professor. She peers closer. Reads through the requirements. It’s her job. Same salary, same title, same parking benefits. Contact email: Atlas.Matthews@Midland.edu.


“Oh, dear.”


Evie whirls to see Atlas in a gray polo, his face looking equally ashen. He’s reaching toward her, but she flits out of his grasp.


“Are you interviewing people for my job?” she asks, her voice low and deadly.


“That is—” Atlas pushes a hand through his beautiful auburn locks. “It’s just that—”


“For a man so eloquent, you are looking like an open-mouthed carp.”


“Evie, please understand,” he pleads. “Your student evaluations have not been . . . up to par. There have been complaints about your grading structure from the students.”


“They don’t try!” Evie cries, throwing her hands up. “They’re entitled! And lazy!”


“Certainly, but their parents pay tuition and fund the department.”


“And that’s a reason to kowtow to them?”


“All I’m saying is that certain concessions must be made,” he tells her tiredly. This is not the first time they’ve had this conversation. “We meet them halfway. And some of the subject matter you’ve covered seems unorthodox.”


“Sad Dead Women?”


“Precisely.”


Evie had assigned an influx of writings from early feminists who, unfortunately, usually came to dismal ends. Sylvia Plath and Virginia Woolf and Anne Sexton, beautiful voices that left their mark, long after their lives ended. She thought her curriculum was unique. That it said something about life and love and trauma and the creative life. She assumed her students would find resonance in the despair of the greats. Instead, there were reports that the college counselors had seen a marked uptick in sessions scheduled by students from her class, specifically.


Atlas asks, a touch of plaintiveness in his voice, “Did you have to call it that?”


“It was that or Head in the Oven.”


He gestures expansively with his palms, as if to say, See?


She can respect that he needs to let her go. People have been fired before, perhaps even by those they were sleeping with. And she’s not terribly invested in teaching at the moment, it’s true. At least, not teaching this particular group of undergraduates. But to hide the firing from her and draft a job posting before she even knows that her professional days are numbered, before she even has a plan . . . well, that is another level of betrayal. Humiliation. More than that: it’s cowardice, through and through.


Looking now at Atlas, his pained eyes landing everywhere but on her face, she realizes that she does not want to spend another minute at his home, pretending to be cheerful about his birthday while he slowly pulls her job out from under her. She’s too mortified to be the good secret girlfriend today.


“I’m going now,” she announces. “I hope you choke on your birthday pizza.”


“Wait, Evie. Stay. This doesn’t have to ruin everything between us.”


“Call me when you have the balls to communicate like a human.”


She snatches her bag, along with Auntie Hảo’s letter, and flounces out of the room, with Atlas calling halfheartedly after her. On the porch, she sees a young freckled man in a dirty shirt, carrying a large pizza box as he squints at the door number.


“Large caprese?” he asks, blinking bewildered eyes at her.


“I’ll take that,” she says, snatching the pizza from him. And without missing a beat, she throws the box like a Frisbee into Atlas’s prized garden, where it knocks over a gnome and splays across a hedge like a fallen banner.


The pizza deliveryman clears his throat. “Good aim. Hey, is that you, Professor Lang? It’s Sage. From your Intro to Poetry class. I was wondering if I could get an extension on—”


“Yes!” Evie says over her shoulder, bounding to her car, pizza forgotten. “You can have an extension until the end of time! A’s for everyone!”


“Whoa, really?”


As she starts her car, Evie begins to reconsider the turn her life has taken. No job. No summer plans. Nothing but time ahead of her. She holds Auntie Hảo’s letter, then brings it to her chest, like a kind of talisman. A few weeks of sightseeing for a house that’s worth several million dollars, plus some much-needed breathing room from her cowardly secret boyfriend. Who wouldn’t take the offer?


Her heart beats a little faster, though at the moment, she doesn’t know if it’s due to the confrontation with Atlas, or excitement, or pedestrian hunger. Whatever she decides, though, she knows she has to do it soon. Open doors don’t stay open forever.









[image: ]


Adam


Hồ Chí Minh City, Việt Nam


By the time his sister, Ruby, arrives, Adam Quyền is already in a foul mood. He eyes her as she sweeps onto the plastic stool across from his with her dark sunglasses perched on her nose, though it’s nearly nighttime in the overcrowded, beer-drenched District 1 in Hồ Chí Minh City. Around them, the cloud of pollution from commuter traffic has begun to dissipate, leaving a sticky film of humidity. There are throngs of tourists already inching toward the bars and indoor clubs, sweat mustaches peppering their upper lips.


A few women—Vietnamese and Anglo alike—eye Adam in his tailored navy slacks and white button-down. His sleeves are rolled up, which is basically a flashing lighthouse signal for lusty women everywhere. The slacks, though, are wet from the Tiger Beer someone just spilled on him. He’s got his arms crossed, and his brow is thunderous. The picture of unapproachable.


He doesn’t pay attention to any of the women, even though typically, he might have flirted with a few just for kicks. To keep in practice. Lord knows he’s not looking for anything longer than one night of escape.


But he can’t focus on the display of beautiful women in front of him at the moment. All he wants is a shower, then a long sleep after the day he had rushing around Ruby’s matchmaking business, Love Yêu Tours, answering calls and setting up meetings with interested investors. Explaining Ruby’s clever little pun to foreigners.


If it had been anyone else, Adam would be halfway to his high-rise by now. But Ruby summoned this meeting, and technically, she’s his boss— although a highly haphazard one, as their whole staff might concur in the privacy of their offices. There are days when she disappears without warning, only to return with a spiraling list of impossible demands for everyone in the office, especially Adam.


“Why are you sulking now, Baby Bảo?” Ruby coos. She flags down a server for two Heinekens.


A muscle in his cheek twitches. No one calls him Bảo anymore but his parents. Adam is easier for a variety of reasons, not least of which is that he works with many American and Australian investors, for whom Adam is simpler to remember. It annoyed him at first, having to swap his name for the ease of foreigners, but in actuality, he’s become Adam Quyền completely: impenetrable exterior, hard jaw, a force to be reckoned with in business. Ruby, too, changed her name from Thu when she began operating as a public figure after founding Love Yêu. But his sister’s use of his Vietnamese diminutive is purposeful. She likes to remind him of his place as both her younger brother and employee.


Adam gestures toward his pants. “Drunken accident from some tourist on a post-college pleasure cruise. And the beer is warm here.”


“It’s Sài Gòn. The beer is warm everywhere. And they don’t care,” Ruby says, gesturing at a group of young men awash in sunburns and sputtering out loud jokes to every passing woman.


“I hate tourists.”


“You hate everyone—well, except for pretty women who look like Ngô Thanh Vân. Besides, we need those tourists,” Ruby says serenely. “They could be looking for gorgeous Vietnamese spouses too.”


Ever the opportunist, his sister.


She orders a spicy green papaya salad and glistening skewers of nem nướng. As he serves them both, she looks down at her phone with a frown. He knows what she’s reading. The press release on the first matchmaking tour is due to come out in the morning, and Adam sent her the draft right before he left their office—the last to leave, as usual.


“So what’s wrong with it?” Adam asks, trying not to grit his teeth.


She bites her lip. “Well, BB. It’s not exactly terrible.”


“Come off it. I can take your feedback.”


“This press release just feels a little soulless. You’re talking about a great romantic tour at all the finest luxury hotels, with the most sumptuous food and once-in-a-lifetime experiences that only we can make happen.”


“Has anyone ever told you that you’re too understated, Ruby?”


She screws up her face, then lets it fall. “We must be the best, Adam. Do you know how much competition is out there? It’s a bloodthirsty arena, the Vietnamese tourism industry. If we offer the romance without any of the seediness, the guests will understand we’re onto something new. Something that transforms fleeting attraction into an epic love story.”


“Do you even believe any of this yourself ?”


“Do I need to?”


Ruby, ever practical and rigorously competitive, has never had compunction about whittling a situation to her desires, stripping away the emotion to reveal that thin, sturdy core that matters most to her: success. Sure, she can speak the language of romance when it serves her purposes, prettify any commercial transaction. That’s what makes her so good at her job. She can talk about heritage and mountaintops and soulmates until she turns blue in the face. But at heart, she’s a pragmatist. To her, there is a price on everything. Including love.


Even her own marriage to Thăng seems to run like an assembly line powered by their mutual ambition and utter lack of dependency on each other. Thăng spends most of his time traveling to Australia for work. Often, they seem less like lovers and more like allied soldiers in an invisible war, armored and loyal to the last.


Adam studies his sister as she raises her arms theatrically.


“These men and women will be making the memories of a lifetime while falling head over heels with someone who’s experiencing all that right along with them.”


“I said that in the release,” he protests.


Ruby squints at her screen. “You did not. You wrote, and I quote, ‘Love Yêu aims for the most efficient results for our clients.’ I know you worked at a bank before coming on to Love Yêu, but could you sound any colder?”


“I’m not a writer. You knew that.”


“Well, perhaps we need to hire you a writer someday. After the tour. But for now, is this really the best you can do, BB?”


Adam drags a tanned hand through his hair. “I’ll give it another shot, okay?”


“You know I can’t give you any passes because you’re my little brother.”


“Yeah.” He knows because Ruby tells him—and the whole staff ofLove Yêu—at least once a day.


“I have faith in you.”


He swigs his beer, biting back his words. He’s good at his job, and Ruby knows it. Before signing on to work as the chief marketing officer for Ruby’s fledgling company—which had somehow won funding from a couple of investors, in addition to their father—he was making more money than he could spend as a hedge fund manager for Hồ Chí Minh City’s elite. Banks were clamoring to poach him. There was talk of him becoming the youngest VP in the company’s history. And now he’s reduced to being his sister’s charity hire.


Sure, he’s not the most poetic of the bunch. But he’s good at maintaining professional relationships, and he’s determined enough to wedge doors open for them. Ruby was the one who convinced him to leave his job, saying that she couldn’t trust anyone else with her precious company, and their parents had urged him to do it, saying that it could become a family business. An empire. Ruby, to them, has always been a sure bet.


And after that mess with his former girlfriend of three years, Lana, he was ready to exit the world of high finance anyway. Start over, where no one knew about his humiliation. Though, in retrospect, is it really starting over if you’re just hitching your wagon to your big sister’s star?


Now Ruby’s studying him with a mix of concern and speculation. The look that says she’s plotting something. He wonders if she’s remembering Lana too, and the failed marriage proposal that nearly all their friends and family witnessed firsthand. He can’t shake the image of Lana staring back at him with wide, fearful eyes, pressing her lips tightly as she shook her head faster and faster. No, no, no. She didn’t even have to say it. He knew before he finished speaking that they were over.


“BB, the truth is, you’re not going to really sell Love Yêu unless you’ve experienced it firsthand. After all, have you ever heard of a chef serving a dish without tasting it first? You’re just a bystander, not a true advocate for the brand. And, I’m sorry to say, it shows.”


“Excuse me? You’re not going on any matchmaking tours, Ruby.”


“Well, I’m married.”


Adam bites his tongue in order to avoid talking about Ruby’s marriage. Last time Adam saw him, Thăng was sporting a tribal tattoo and a new earring, both marks of a midlife crisis if he’d ever seen one. Ruby said she liked the earring, but the telltale tic along her right eye revealed that she was lying.


She continues, “And as a matter of fact, I am going on the first matchmaking tour. And you’re going with me.” Someone has to keep the ship aiming straight.


“Like hell I am.”


Ruby slips her sunglasses over her head, making a shiny black crown with them. To others, she might seem formidable. To Adam, she is still the annoying know-it-all who’ll always be their family’s only Golden Goose, no matter how much Adam tries to prove himself.


She purses her lips in her most imperious expression. “You are if you’re going to stay CMO of Love Yêu. We’ve been preparing for this for so long. The stakes are unbelievably high.”


“Ruby.” The music from the club next door pounds into Adam’s skull. “I’m not doing it.”


“Listen, BB, I’m not saying you have to fall madly in love. In fact, maybe it’s better if you don’t. But you must know what it is we’re all about. And you will never be able to tell just from testimonies or photos. You are in the perfect position to experience it yourself—young, handsome, successful. You’re exactly the kind of client we want to attract.”


“I’m not a client,” he stutters. “I’m the CMO.”


“Exactly. And we’re a start-up. We all put in the hours—and yes, I know you work yourself to the bone here. So maybe you look at this tour as a kind of vacation. You just have to sit back and take notes. Enjoy the most luxurious accommodations our country has to offer. It isn’t the worst torture.”


“You’re patronizing me.”


“Only a little. Anyway, you’re going, and that’s it.”


“Want to bet?”


Ruby is unbothered. “You’ll see that I’m right someday. And see if you can work the word unforgettable into this dry little press release.”


Adam throws a handful of bills on the table and shoots a glare back at his sister, who’s already turned to spear a piece of papaya, chewing with the carefree equanimity of a Cheshire cat who’s eaten all the canaries. Avoiding the winding groups of drunken revelers singing Việt ballads at the top of their lungs, Adam stalks back to his apartment in District 2.


He passes the Bến Thành Market, where vendors are preparing for the night market. His favorite fruit vendor waves a spiky bunch of rambutans in recognition. A few blocks later, he’s in front of his apartment building, a boxy, futuristic high-rise with huge glass windows bolstered by shiny steel inlays. He usually takes pride in walking through the doors of the building, into the sumptuous lobby with its plush carpets and busy, well-heeled residents. It’s a reminder of his accomplishments, even if they are tied tightly to those of his family.


“Mr. Quyền,” the concierge greets. “Your father left this note.”


The concierge slides a piece of paper across the counter. Why the elder Quyền can’t leave voicemails like a normal overbearing father is beyond Adam’s comprehension. But of course, with a voicemail, his father would miss the opportunity to drop in unannounced, dragging his imperious gaze over Adam’s apartment while offering unsolicited business advice.


Adam unfolds the note and reads his father’s brusque handwriting:Dinner on Saturday. Don’t be late. He closes his eyes. Another family dinner where his parents fawn over Ruby and cast his own shortcomings on him. It’s enough to make him want to disappear up the mountains on his motorbike. Stage his own death. How much would it cost to forge a new identity?


“Thank you,” Adam says, crumpling up the paper.


“Have a good evening.”


“You too,” Adam says, trying for a smile.


As he opens the door to his modern, immaculate apartment, he understands that his privilege has always shadowed him, even in that brief time when he attended Stanford for his MBA, when he was just a sweatpantsclad student like everyone else. A blissful year of freedom. Yet nothing would have been possible without his father’s money. He wouldn’t exist the way he does without it. But that doesn’t mean he’s ever stopped wanting to prove that he’s more than a rich kid.


In his apartment, he takes a long shower, then wraps himself up in a robe. He fingers the sash, remembering how he and Lana would sit in their matching robes on their deck, watching the stars come out above that blistered horizon as they talked about the future. They had such clear plans: Both would rise to great heights at their finance firms, then they would buy a big apartment in the heart of the city; a house by the beach too. They’d have three kids and take vacations to Thailand and France, where she’d show him around all the places where she’d studied as the expat daughter of a Vietnamese diplomat. When he thought of the later decades of his life, he saw himself with her.


But the dream died before it even began, with that very public and illfated proposal. After that night, he lost trust in women, yes, but more than that, he lost trust in his own instincts. Now all he has is a few hurried affairs that last a night, maybe a week at most. And work, always work. It’s enough because it has to be.


He fires up the computer and logs in to the server where he keeps the marketing documents. He opens the press release, which is completely marked up by Ruby with comments like “Snooze!” and “But what are they supposed to feel?” With a sigh, he rolls his neck, then perches his fingers over the keyboard.


Love Yêu: the Unforgettable Matchmaking Tour.


Come join us . . . come aboard . . . come escape into . . .


For the first time in the history of . . . unforgettable shit


DELETE DELETE DELETE.


Since it’s their inaugural tour, there are no candids, only stock photos that Ruby found, where gorgeous models stare, awed, into picturesque vistas of temples and beaches. Some hold hands, while others laugh, their heads inclined toward each other in intimate conversation. It’s all meant to look romantic yet luxurious, a far cry from the traditional Vietnamese matchmaking tours, where paunchy white men in cargos plod onto overcrowded country buses in the hopes of finding subservient Vietnamese wives. Ruby was very clear on that. She did not want to be another stereotype, another advertisement for colonialist yellow fever.


And to Adam’s credit, he understands that he’s aced that part of the assignment. Due to his considerable branding efforts—including hiring a deluxe design firm that charged them an insane amount for a logo and website—and the safeguards they put in place, like background checks, sizable client fees, and a rigid vetting process, no one would confuse Love Yêu for a smarmy love tour where fetishists wax poetic about their desire for “an old-fashioned lady.” If anything, Love Yêu is meant to attract a new generation of men and women: one determined to have both love and purpose.


On board, they have a team of matchmakers who consult for Love Yêu, along with behavioral psychologists, Zen practitioners, and couples therapists who will smooth the way for romance.


But the romance part remains opaque for him. How can he properly write about and sell the appeal of a matchmaking tour if he doesn’t believe in lasting love himself ? His cursor blinks at the end of the document, like a reminder of the romantic dead end he slammed into at that cursed dinner six months ago. The press release is, undeniably, a soulless advertisement for something that should be enveloped in glamour and, yes, romance.


He pounds his fist on his desk. “Damn.”


He knows then that he will be going on the matchmaking tour. Ruby is right, as she so annoyingly often is. There’s no way he will be able to excel at his job without understanding what intangible something makes the brand so special. Without witnessing the matches firsthand. It’s one thing to hear Ruby talk about her vision. It’s quite another to see it in action.


But Adam does not have the stomach for love. He vows that he will be an observer, nothing else. He’ll prove to Ruby that he has fully earned his CMO title, that he can grow the company to the heights it deserves to reach. And, if anything else, this will put enough distance between him and Lana and the memories they made together in Hồ Chí Minh City.
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Evie


Midland, Ohio


Evie’s never been fired before in her life. In her most logical moments, she can understand that there is a difference between being fired and not getting your contract renewed, but right now, it’s just semantics to her. Either way, she’s been let go. Rejected. Taken out like skunky, week-old trash. The icing on the humiliating cake is that everyone—including Atlas—knew exactly what was going on. Scatterbrained Evie, the last to know. The one left behind.


For days, she has holed up in her apartment, eating copious amounts of shrimp chips and avoiding the telephone, but tonight, she must finally peek out of her hidey-hole, like a shamefaced groundhog.


She’s getting ready for a reading at the campus bookstore, Bookender’s Game, with great, groaning reluctance. Before her firing, she agreed to introduce up-and-coming poet Lancaster Small, a young man with sad eyes and a voluptuous smile usually aimed toward the most attractive men in the creative writing department. Lancaster is good, she’ll give him that. Writes a lot about axes and hunting in the woods with his father. But he has a solid handle on imagery, a great hand for a punchy closing line. And he’s producing, which is more than Evie can say for herself.


As the chair of the department, Atlas is obligated to attend. He’ll cast his magnanimity on budding writers intent on worshipping at his shrine. Evie can think of few things she’d like to do less than see Atlas, but she doesn’t want to let down Lancaster, who took a workshop with her back when she was first starting out at Midland. Even then, he’d been prolific and talented.


So she takes the longest and hottest shower of her life, scalding her skin until it reminds her of the pink flush of a salmon fillet. Then she sits in front of her laptop in a robe. Her email is flooded with messages from students asking for recommendations or last-minute grade adjustments. But she supposes she won’t have to worry about that anymore. She deletes most of the emails in one fell swoop.


Not her problem.


What is her problem? The lone email from her agent, amid all the Midland College addresses, hinting strongly that they would have to have a phone conversation soon. Evie hates a phone conversation. And she knows the agenda all too well. Her agent will ask what she’s working on. Evie will bluster or change the topic to Real Housewives of New York City, fooling no one. Her agent will sigh and ask if she’s considered a writing residency. Eventually, they will both hang up, feeling as crusty and deflated as Halloween pumpkins in November.


Each time they talk, Evie wonders: Is this the day I’ll be cut? It had been an anomaly for a poet like her to get an agent in the first place—an opportunity she’d hoped might give her legitimacy with the traditional publishers. But she’s managed to throw that out the window too.


There’s also the fact that she hasn’t written a poem in almost a year. At first, she blamed the marketing for her book—it took time to peddle her wares in near-empty bookstores, after all—but now it is deeper than that. Every time she takes out her notebook, she is met with blank, blank, and more blankness, her thoughts scattering like scared little chipmunks. She gazes at her wall of Mary Oliver, Adrienne Rich, Ocean Vuong, Maggie Smith. Each line of beauty taunting her. They were so easily moved by things, these poets. When was Evie last moved by anything other than the middle-aged drama between affluent influencers in the Big Apple?


Then there’s a pounding on her door, a frantic and complex codeknocking that Evie would recognize anywhere.


“The knocking doesn’t mean anything, you know,” she shouts.


“That’s because you refuse to learn Morse code.”


Though she’s in no mood for visitors, she flings the door open anyway, to see her cousin and Energizer Bunny of a corporate lawyer, Lillian LangPeterson, wearing a bespoke two-piece suit that hugs the slight curve of her pregnant middle. Lillian’s hair is swept into a chic ponytail, but little tendrils escape, softening her perfectly made-up face. She swoops Evie into a hug and gives her a crushing kiss on the cheek, leaving a coral imprint that Evie tries to wipe away, to little success.


Lillian says, “I’m driving you to the reading. Graham just told me the news. I’m so sorry, honey. Why didn’t you call?”


Lillian’s husband, Graham, is the head of the School of Humanities, and Atlas’s boss. The two get along swimmingly, which makes Evie certain that Graham knew about her impending firing long before he told Lillian.


“How could you know already?” Evie hears the indignant whine in her own voice.


Lillian pours Evie a glass of wine, shimmering to the tippy-top of the glass. “Well, Graham is part of the new hiring committee—”


“The hiring committee? That Ralph Fiennes–wannabe bastard moves fast!”


Lillian hands Evie a glass. “I know it’s convenient to think that Atlas had a vendetta. But what’s done is done, Evie. Let’s focus on what’s next for you.”


Evie sinks into the couch. “What’s next is a lifetime of peanut butter sandwiches until I die via a satanic raccoon cult—”


“Raccoons are more cunning than one would think,” Lillian says speculatively. “One was even kept as a pet at the White House once!”


“A raccoon has achieved more than I have in one lifetime.”


“Aren’t we dramatic this evening.”


Evie thinks it’s a cruel thing for Lillian to say. Everything has come so easily for Lillian over the years. Even as a child biting on the ends of her hair, Lillian knew exactly what she wanted to do: wear great clothes, make a lot of money, and marry a handsome man. And it all happened.


Evie, on the other hand, never knew what to do with herself, especially after her father died. She had no road map. When she pictured her life, it was like looking at a crude picture through a pair of waterlogged diving goggles. She could see the shape of something, yet never make it out. When she found poetry, things became marginally clearer. But now how can she make a living this way? The dubious honorific of poet laureate of the township of Midland hardly comes with a salary.


“You’ll pick yourself up, Evie,” Lillian says, gently now. “You always do.”


“I wish Auntie Hảo were here.” The words escape before she can stop them.


“I know.” Lillian clasps her hands. “Speaking of. Any decision on that matchmaking tour?”


“Love Yêu?” she groans.


“I’ve been to their website, Evie, and it’s a hoot. I mean, in a good way.”


Lillian shoves her phone into Evie’s hand, and she glances down at the splashy homepage, with a gorgeous waterfall scene, featuring a silhouette of an entwined couple at the base. Large white magazine script plasters over the image: An Unforgettable Love Story. Upon scrolling, Evie sees that the first tour leaves from Hồ Chí Minh City in a little less than two weeks. There are six locations, spread over three weeks, each more gorgeous than the last. Too good to be true.


“Nope,” Evie says emphatically. “I’m allergic to . . . all of this.”


“To fun? Beauty? Adventure?”


“Yes, all that. Look at my arms—hives.”


Lillian brushes Evie’s arm away. “Why? It looks dreamy! Touring around Việt Nam, surrounded by beautiful and successful people? It’s just what you need. And it’s not like—”


“I have anything else going on?”


“Well.” Lillian shrugs.


“There’s the satanic raccoon cult.”


“So conduct your rituals in a five-star hotel in Hồ Chí Minh City.


Auntie Hảo would have wanted no less for you. For what it’s worth, I think it could be life-changing.”


“You think I’m going to fall in love with a guy who lives across the world, then Eat Pray Love myself into a new person?”


Lillian gives her a big squeeze. “I don’t want you to become a new person, idiot. I like you the way you are. But what have you got to lose? And what will you gain? Selling that house will get you set up for a long time, Evie.”


It isn’t like she hasn’t thought of the row house and the possibilities it opens. Financially, it would be the windfall of a lifetime. The pressure would be alleviated dramatically; she could take her time finding a new teaching position. Maybe even take a break to find out what she really wants to do.


But her heart fills with pressing sorrow when she thinks of cleaning out the house and putting it on the market. Watching anonymous Silicon Valley hotshots peering through the rooms, wrinkling their noses at Auntie Hảo’s collectibles, her wonderfully outdated finishes. A gut job, they’d think. They wouldn’t see the layers of history, the whispered conversations on the balcony, the wild parties, the quiet mornings splayed on that circle of sunshine in the living room while Auntie Hảo bickered on the landline with Priya. Comfort. Home. How do you put a price on something like that?


With a shake of her head, Evie finishes getting ready for the reading while Lillian flips on the news, giving unsolicited sartorial opinions on Evie’s wardrobe. Evie lands on her favorite black dress, Audrey Hepburn style with the boatneck and A-line skirt, a leather jacket over it, along with a pair of spiky earrings that catch the light. Her notes are in her bag, praising Lancaster’s immense potential, his command over language, the way his poetry transports . . . She yawns thinking about it. But she gets in Lillian’s Mercedes and spackles a slightly deranged smile on her face.
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