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CHAPTER 1 I AM FIERCE


I may be small, but I am fierce. At least that’s what I keep telling myself. Over and over again. Fierce.

“Charyeot,” the taekwondo tournament referee says in Korean. Attention.

I snap my arms to my sides.

“Kyeong-nae,” the ref says. Bow.

I turn to face my opponent, Dax Washington. His dark skin glistens with sweat. We dip our heads.

I look up to see Dax towering over me, his eyes stormy.

It suddenly occurs to me how much “fierce” sounds like “fears.” Not that I’m scared or anything. I’m not.

“Sijak!” The ref throws up his hand. Begin! Immediately Dax’s large fists hammer down like a hailstorm.

Well, maybe I’m a little worried.

Dax lunges. I block his front kick with my forearm. I flinch and reel back. The ref blows his whistle, but Dax doesn’t stop. I barely have time to move before—oof—another kick nails me in the elbow.

Okay, fine. I’m totally panicking.

What would Cody Kwok do? My martial arts hero would never show any sign of weakness. And neither will I.

I quickly rearrange my face to neutral.

I kick and punch, and strike and shift. We volley back and forth, each landing some blows, blocking others. Dax’s heel smashes into my elbow, and I let out an involuntary shriek.

The whistle blows, twice this time. Finally Dax falls back. If I were refereeing, I’d give him a penalty. But all this ref says is, “Excessive force warning, Mr. Washington. Remember to use control.”

At least he gives Dax a You should know better look.

And Dax should know better. He’s been in my taekwondo class twice a week, every week, since we were five. And now that we’re twelve and junior black belts, he really has no excuse.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” Dax smiles at the ref and bows his apology. He sounds sincere, but I know his phony voice.

And when the ref looks down to reset his scoring box, Dax pulls a Jekyll-and-Hyde, his smile turning into a sneer.

“You’re so gonna lose,” he says, low enough that only I can hear. “ ’Cause…”

He bends his knees so he’s several inches shorter—though even in this position, he towers over me.

I feel a tiny rip in my chest, like when a balloon is pinched but doesn’t pop, that slow leak of air—hisss.

Dax knows how to hit where it hurts. Junior-level sparring is based on age and belt level, not on size. Even after vitamins, and broccoli, and jumping jacks for a year, I’m still only four-foot-six-and-a-half. Mom says the women in her family are late bloomers, but she’s barely four-foot-nine, so I’m not holding my breath.

Why do I have to be so small? The familiar thought bursts through like a weed after a rainstorm. I used to destroy Dax all the time, but ever since his growth spurt at the end of last summer, he’s beat me in the fall, winter, and spring tournaments.

That’s three. Three tourneys.

Silver is great too. Variety is the spice of life, Dad would say, as if losing gold isn’t a big deal. But in the days and weeks after, he’d be more subdued and make me train twice as long every day. Kick harder, Mouse. You must beat him next time, Mouse. Because being the best really does matter to him. A lot.

It matters to me, too. Today’s tourney, the Dost Valley Cali-wide Mid-Year Taekwondo Championship, takes place right at the start of summer, and it is the biggest one of the year. I’ll show Dax.

And—I glance at the bleachers—I’ll show Dad.

“Get him, Mouse.” Dad’s ringing voice reaches my ears. There he is in the front row, as usual, standing out in his bright red polo shirt, dancing his embarrassing dad-dance shuffle thing, hollering his nickname for me. Mouse. Short for “Mousey,” which is what I called myself back when pronouncing my name, Modesty, was impossible for a toddler. He’s been traveling a lot for work the past few months, but he promised he’d be here for my big tournament, and he is.

“Bop,” Dad yells. “Pow.” He throws what looks like an awkward boxer’s jab and nearly topples over onto my mom, sitting, prim and proper, in her flowery dress, clutching my squirming two-year-old brother, Justis. I wince, but I also can’t help smiling.

Dad’s a jokester. With his thick hair and round, clean-shaven face, he looks much younger than thirty-nine. He’s not a tall guy, but he’s broad shouldered with a bit of a belly, and he has a boomingly loud voice, so he tends to stand out.

He’s also my greatest fan.

The ref calls us to attention. “Score is tied. Next point wins. Clean strikes.” He looks pointedly at Dax. Dax scowls, but nods.

The spectators, the sounds, everything around me fades away. It’s just me and my opponent. I pound my gloves softly together like I’m giving them fist bumps. The leather is torn and indented from years of heavy use, but I would never dream of replacing them. Don’t let me down, old friends.

I need to attack first, attack fast, attack with everything I’ve got.

I’m fierce.

The ref drops his hand. Dax lunges at me straightaway, an eclipse blotting out the sun.

I leap to the side, avoiding a flurry of fists. My heart pounds into my rib cage. I launch a roundhouse combination kick, but Dax brushes it away. No points.

Dax advances slowly and steadily, a snake stalking its prey. I stare into his eyes. A flicker to the left could give away a left axe kick a moment before it’s launched. Or a bead of sweat falling into his eye might divert attention long enough for me to attack.

And there it is! Dax glances at something to his side.

I’m just about to spring, when I hear it.

Frenzied music punctuated by a series of doggy yelps. I recognize it instantly. The theme song to my favorite Cody Kwok movie, Shih Tzu Ninjutsu. (What happens when the most feared ninja assassins in the world are actually a group of shih tzu puppies, and the only warrior skilled enough to outsmart them is severely allergic to dogs?)

Dad’s ringtone.

My foot freezes, and it all rushes back to me. The hundreds of people packed into the bleachers. The kihaps from fighters in other matches. The sharp scent of sweat.

I turn slightly. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dad, phone against his ear. He says something to Mom before striding quickly to the nearest exit.

“Yaaaaaahh!” Dax hollers, leaping into a push kick. The force sends me stumbling. I try to step around him, but he’s too big, too wide. He corners me, forcing me to the very edge of the ring. I have nowhere to go.

Fears.

My eyes flicker to Dad just as he walks through the gym door. He doesn’t look back.

What was that old Chinese proverb he used to say whenever I felt scared?

When backed against a wall, a tiger learns to fly.

Is Dad backed against a wall like I am now? Is that why he’s leaving? He promised he’d watch my fight…. Under my toes I feel the plastic tape outlining the ring.

Fly, Mo!

But my feet remain rooted to the ground.

The next thing I see is Dax’s fist tearing toward my face.
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CHAPTER 2 WHAT WOULD CODY KWOK DO?


It’s over.

Three seconds later the match is done. I stick around barely long enough to deliver the customary bow to a smirking Dax. If I stayed longer, I’d probably end up wiping that smirk off his face with my fist. In front of a whole gym full of people. That would be embarrassing, and it would, for sure, earn me a “value of good sportsmanship” lecture from Dad.

Or not. Since Dad wouldn’t even see it.

What I’m supposed to do now is head back to the competitors’ bench to watch the ongoing matches. And accept the murmurs of condolences from the other fighters (ugh).

What I’m not supposed to do is sprint out the gym door, dash through the community center hallway, and peer into each corridor for any sign of Dad.

My feet pound against the shiny tiles.

I look left. Empty.

I look right. Empty.

Wait.

There. A flash of red slipping silently through a side door.

“Dad!” The door closes behind him. I run to it, yank it open, and propel myself into the summer sunshine.

“Dad,” I yell again, louder.

He turns, his cell phone still pressed against his ear. His eyes widen at the sight of me. “Mouse.” He doesn’t lower his phone. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you?” I retort.

“I—” He glances quickly around the lawn, at a lone white van I’ve never seen before parked at the end of the street. On the van are the words HIGH-FIVE PLUMBING! I can make out the silhouette of a person in the driver’s seat, and I have a feeling they’re watching us. “I have urgent business with someone. For a building project.”

Urgent business during my tournament? Dad owns a small construction company, and even though he’s been working a lot lately, he still calls the shots. Plus, it’s Sunday. No one works on Sundays.

“You left in the middle of my match.” My voice rises. “You thought I wouldn’t notice? This is something Mom would do, not you.” I take a step, and then another. Why does he keep inching away? And why is he still on the phone? Doesn’t he care about my fight?

Doesn’t he care about me?

I rush on. “You didn’t even stick around to see how it ended. So, let me tell you. I lost. I lost again.”

That’s four. Four tourneys.

“Mouse.” Dad’s voice is soft, stern, and perhaps tinged with something else, but I can’t tell over the pounding in my ears. He pauses, like he’s listening to whoever’s on the other end of the line. He starts to move, and I think he’s going to come to me, to envelop me in his arms, just as he’s done time and time again. To tell me that even though I lost, I’m not a loser, that he loves me and is proud of me. That he’ll help me train harder for the next tournament, that I can do it.

That everything is okay.

Something flickers in his eye. Fear? No, it can’t be. He’s not afraid of anything. Then his brows press together. The look he gives me is filled with sorrow, as if his eyes are saying a silent Sorry.

Instead of coming to me, he turns and runs, widening the gap between us. I’m too shocked to do anything but stare as he reaches the white van and hops in. Immediately the van drives off, rounds a corner, disappears from sight.

The heat behind my eyes flows over, and tears course down my cheeks.

I lost the tournament. I lost Dad.

Everything is not okay.



“Second place in the junior black belt sparring division goes to Mo Seto.”

I step back inside the gym in time to hear Grand Master Kang announce my name. My feet feel like lead.

The grand master hands me a trophy. It’s not the gold double-decker first-place trophy still on the table. This one’s a dull silver. And much smaller. Of course, second place isn’t technically losing, but it might as well be. I bow quickly to the grand master and then to the audience as they applaud. I walk to the podium at the front of the gym and take my place next to the third-place winner, Oliver Hoffman. Behind us are three flags. The flag of South Korea, the stars and stripes of the United States of America, and, in the middle, a white banner bearing the crest of the Universal Taekwondo Federation.

The same crest that is sewn onto my dobok, positioned directly over my heart like a shield.

Taekwondo is who I am, what I’m great at.

Or so I thought.

I drop my left hand holding the silver trophy and let it dangle behind my legs, as if my knees can block out my disgrace.

I take a deep breath. “Good fight,” I whisper to Oliver.

Oliver peers at me through his wispy blonde hair. “Yours was a tough one.” He tilts his head at Dax, who is standing next to Grand Master Kang at the side of the podium. They are almost the same height. “He keeps getting bigger.”

He’ll always be bigger. I yank my ponytail out angrily. My waist-length hair tumbles around my face, blocking my view of Dax.

Oliver leans closer and lowers his voice. “I heard Dax say he’s taking a break from TKD classes for the summer. Something about visiting his aunt. Maybe that’ll give us a chance to catch up.”

No Dax for the whole summer sounds too good to be true. I manage a smile. Oliver and I shake hands.

“And now,” says Grand Master Kang, “I present the best-in-class showing at the Mid-Year Taekwondo Championship to Dax Washington.”

My eyes sting, and I force back a fresh round of tears.

If only I’d trained even harder. If only Dad hadn’t taken his phone call. If only he believed in me. If only I weren’t so small….

Dax walks over to take his place beside me. My arm feels like lead. Do the right thing, shake his hand, I tell myself. But when I bring my hand up, Dax turns his back to me and lifts his arms. It’s a cocky move, but the crowd cheers. Did he see my hand? My cheeks burn. Awkwardly I lift my hand to scratch my nose as if I meant to do that all along.

I hate Dax. I hate him so much.

Though, right now, I’m not exactly loving myself, either.



Outside the gym, I can barely move. It’s like all two hundred competitors are jammed into the hallway. I turn toward the main entrance, where I’m supposed to meet my family at our usual spot. Mom told me to be quick. She needs to get home to prep for a new student she’s tutoring.

Through the crowd I spot my best friend, Ignacio Garcia, fidgeting with his old SLR camera. He’s pretty hard to miss, since he’s freakishly tall for someone who just turned thirteen last month. Last time I asked, he said he’s five-foot-six, and he has definitely grown since then. Whatever magic growth potion he and Dax have been drinking, I need some of that—stat. I wasn’t expecting to see him today, but I’m glad he’s here. Somehow he’s always able to make me feel better.

“Nacho!” I yell his nickname.

He looks up. “Hey, Modesty.” He squeezes past a bunch of people. Despite countless threats of violence and several incidents of actual violence, he’s the only person who insists on using my full first name. I hate being called Modesty, and he knows it. I think that’s why he does it.

My Chinese name means “modesty,” or “humility,” or some kind of cringy virtue like that, so Mom decided to give me the English name “Modesty” as well. Once, I looked up my name in a thesaurus, and I didn’t like what I saw: “timidity,” “meekness,” “shyness.” But the one that made me say “Why, Mom?” out loud was “smallness.” Thanks for rubbing it in, Thesaurus. I closed the book, more determined than ever to grow another foot—or two. Never happened. So, yeah, it’s the worst name ever. Even worse than my brother’s name, Justis, for the virtue, of course, of justice.

Nacho’s dark brown hair looks tousled, but I know how much time he puts into making it perfect. He raises his voice over the din. “Gramps’s b-day lunch ended early, so I came by. But dude over there wouldn’t let me in after it started.” He shoots a mock angry look through his black-rimmed glasses at one of the conference organizers by the door.

Nacho readjusts the camera strap across his chest. On his T-shirt is an image of an otter with Gramps’s face, and the words “Gramps, there’s no otter like you.”

I burst out laughing, surprising myself, given how crappy I’m feeling, and poke my finger at it. “This is awesome.”

“I made them for Gramps and Mom and Dad. We all wore them to lunch. It was the best.” Nacho turns his camera. “Anyway, check out this pic. Managed to sneak in some shots through the windows.”

He points to someone with black hair in a white taekwondo uniform on his tiny screen. I immediately feel a wave of disgust. “Tell me you didn’t take a picture of me.” I hate, hate, hate seeing photos of myself. I hate my stubby legs, my narrow shoulders, the fact that I’m always at least a head or two shorter than everyone else. I especially don’t want to see a photo capturing my most monumental loss. “That’s not me, right?”

“Nooooooo?” Nacho says.

“You’re going to delete it, right?”

“Suuuuuure,” Nacho says, the dimple on his cheek deepening.

“Nacho!” I raise my trophy as if I’m ready to smack him with it.

Nacho doesn’t reply. Instead he swings his camera behind his back and says, “That was a close fight.” He doesn’t tell me silver is good enough. He knows it’s not.

“He’s so big. It’s not fair.” Immediately my arms droop, my lips droop. Everything feels droopy. I don’t want to complain about Dax anymore. “Can we talk about something else? Please?” I dump my trophy into Nacho’s arms and wipe my hands on my pants as if second place is a disease.

“Sure, sure.” Nacho has heard me talk about Dax too many times to count. He pushes up his glasses with his index finger, a look I know very well—history lesson time. Nacho loves old things. His old camera, antique knickknacks, and vinyl records. He has a whole series of travel guidebooks where he sticky-notes all the pages with history tidbits he finds interesting. I figure it’s because he grew up hanging around his grandparents so much. History is just another old thing he’s obsessed with.

“Did you know that in the early nineteenth century, there were no weight or height classes in professional fighting? Size mismatches were dangerous, but sometimes fighters chose to challenge bigger competitors so they could say they were better pound for pound—”

“Nacho!”

“Okay.” Nacho puts his hands up in surrender as we attempt to move through the crowded hallway. “So, I’m starting photography camp next Monday.”

I barely hear Nacho. A bunch of kids are jumping up and down at the front of the crowd, shouting. Everyone seems to be shuffling in that direction.

I tap the arm of a boy next to me. He’s around my height, though he looks like he’s probably a good couple of years younger. “What’s everyone looking at?”

The boy cocks his head toward the crowd and frowns. “There’s a poster about auditions for a Cody Kwok movie, but—”

Cody Kwok? Cody Kwok! Aaaaaaaah! Every thought inside my brain disappears, except for the words “CODY KWOK” in capital letters, surrounded by flashing lights.

I need to see that poster.

I crane my neck, but it’s no use. What would Cody Kwok do? Cody wouldn’t let buildings or bridges or trains or nuclear explosions stand in the way of what he wanted—let alone a few people.

“Nacho, meet me out front. I’ll be right back.”

Slipping through cracks, under armpits and between legs, I duck, crawl, and push my way through until I’m standing in front of Cody’s magnificent face. I’d recognize it anywhere. His black eyes are narrowed, and his lips are curled, as if daring his opponent to strike. His fists are held in a classic fighting stance.

“Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh.” Below the picture are the words:


CASTING CALL FOR THE PROTÉGÉ PRESENTED BY FLYING FIST STUDIOS

Inviting all young martial artists to participate in our open auditions to star alongside CODY KWOK in his next movie.

Sign up for an audition spot on Sunday, July 7 2:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.

Auditions begin Saturday July 13.



Sign-ups are—I double-check my phone—in a week. At the bottom is an address, followed by a bunch of fine print. I hold my phone out to take a picture of the poster. Just as I press the button, someone bumps my arm, and I get shoved to the side by a group behind me. The image on my screen is a bit blurry, but I can read the important info.

I feel like I’m floating all the way to the main doors. Flying Fist Studios belongs to Cody’s dad, Kwok Bing Wai, and is one of the most successful studios in the world, producing every single Cody Kwok film. CODY KWOK! Pinch me now. Wait till Nacho hears about this. And Dad.

In my mind’s eye I see Dad standing on the lawn, just out of reach, his eyes drooping with disappointment….

But not for long.

I’m going to star in a Cody Kwok movie.

This will be my do-over. My redemption. My fresh start.
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CHAPTER 3 THINGS ARE STARTING TO GET INTERESTING AROUND HERE


The first movie I ever saw wasn’t from Disney or Pixar like other kids. On my fifth birthday Dad ushered me out of the house before I was even fully awake to line up for a Cody Kwok matinee. “I will get her popcorn for breakfast,” he yelled to my furious mom while backing out of the driveway. That was the day I saw my favorite Cody Kwok movie, High School Samurai, for the first time. (What happens when an ancient tribe of samurai is transported to a twenty-first-century high school and must learn to navigate not the art of the warrior but the art of social hierarchy and, even scarier, the art of social media?) For my next birthday Dad drove me two hours to LA to watch Cody walk the red carpet. I only caught a glimpse of the back of his head, but I didn’t care. Cody Kwok is the most talented, most awe-inspiring person I’ve ever seen.

A martial arts and acting prodigy, Cody starred in his first film when he was fifteen years old. Now, at twenty-one, he has already been in eleven movies. Dad and I have watched every single one, from opening credits to closing credits, more times than I can count. Cody’s famous for doing all his own stunts and never using safety gear. So neither do I. Leaping from sofa to sofa! Crashing into mountains of pillows! Scaling the side of my house!

I even tried to teach Dad some Cody Kwok kicks, but he just laughed and said his old joints wouldn’t be able to handle it and that he’s happy watching me practice. I don’t know who the bigger fan is—me or my dad.

“And now there are auditions to be in a Cody Kwok movie, Didi,” I squeal excitedly to Justis as I walk into his room. “Didi” means “little brother” in Chinese.

It’s barely six a.m. on Sunday morning, the day of the Cody Kwok audition sign-ups. I climb into Justis’s crib and kiss his fuzzy head. The crib creaks loudly.

“Win!” Justis exclaims. Or maybe he says, “Wah!”

“I’m gonna win the part for sure.” But I can’t help rubbing my cheek where Dax’s final punch landed.

Dad had to fly out for a work emergency, Mom told me when I met her and Justis in the parking lot after my tournament. This time it was something about the piping in his building project in Beijing going haywire. The white van with HIGH-FIVE PLUMBING! flashes through my mind. In the past few months Dad has increased his trips to China. If he isn’t traveling, he’s gone first thing in the morning, returning well after dinner. He has also seemed distracted. I know Mom has noticed too.

I don’t care, I said to Mom in the parking lot. Couldn’t he have waited a measly minute more for the end of my match? Or taken thirty short seconds to explain before running to the van?

The next morning, however, I woke up feeling different. No anger or sorrow or shame. Just a raw emptiness that felt a hundred times worse. Unlike with me and Mom, Dad and I have never disagreed on anything before. And while it wasn’t exactly a disagreement, I’d do anything for him to be proud of me again.

I haven’t called or texted Dad all week. He hasn’t contacted me, either. We’ve never gone this long without talking. I take a deep breath, pull up the photo of the movie audition poster on my phone, and attach it to a text. It’s time to end the cold front, and Cody Kwok is just the man to do it.

I’m going to get this part, I write. Don’t tell Mom k?

I press send.

Cody Kwok! Dad is the only person who’ll understand just how unbelievably, extraordinarily, monumentally exciting this is. There’s no way Mom would let me be in a movie—a martial arts movie, no less—with the chance of getting hurt or, worse, missing school. I’ll just have to convince her after I get the part.

Speaking of Mom…

She’s striding into the room. “Nu er,” Mom says “daughter” in Chinese while making frantic motions with her hands. She continues speaking in Chinese, slowly so I can follow. “Get out of the crib. You’ll break it.”

“Morning, Mom,” I reply in English. I stuff my phone into my pocket and leap out of the crib like how Cody Kwok vaulted onto the alien spaceship right as it was blasting off to Saturn in my favorite movie, Sumo Supernova. (What happens when the first aliens to reach Earth are a larger-than-life species and the only human big enough to stop them is a novice sumo wrestler?) But instead of duplicating Cody’s rock-solid landing, I smack my shin against the rails and practically plow headfirst into Justis’s polka-dot rug before catching myself and standing unsteadily. Cody Kwok with his long limbs would’ve made this jump easily. And he would never lose a fight. Me? Heat rushes into my cheeks.

“Chinese,” she reminds me. Mom understands and speaks English perfectly—she tutored English and Chinese literature in Hong Kong before my parents moved to Dost Valley, California. But she makes me speak Chinese to her so I can practice. I can say some basic phrases, but I was born in the States, and everyone here speaks English, so why do I need to know Chinese?

“And how many times do I need to tell you not to climb things or jump off things? Anyway.” She picks up Justis. “Petrina just started flute lessons, and Auntie Esther says it sounds like heaven. I can sign you up for that until we find out if you got into Chinese immersion camp in August.”

“Hard pass.” Auntie Esther isn’t my real aunt but my mom’s close friend. And Petrina, her daughter, is a model child. I feel a tiny tear in my heart. Mom, in her dainty dresses and polished nails, would probably prefer Perfect Petrina over baggy-shirt-unbrushed-hair-can’t-sit-still Mo.

“Daughter,” Mom says. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about your tournament, about taekwondo. I think you’ve been doing it for long enough.” I stare at her. The tear widens into a chasm. “Maybe it’s time to try something new. I really think the flute would be lovely. Or how about ballet?”

I’ve heard this too many times. I dash out the door and make my way to the kitchen to prepare breakfast: chia seeds mixed with oat milk. Cody once said in an interview that this is the only breakfast he’ll eat. So naturally I have to too. No processed food like bacon or bread or cereal. Cody is the bravest, healthiest, and most disciplined person I know. I want to be just like him.

After I clean up, I fill my water bottle and add sliced lemons. Then I head to Nacho’s, three houses away.

“Morning, Nach,” I say when he opens the door. He’s so tall, he seems to fill up the entire frame. At least that’s what it looks like from where I’m standing. I flash my phone in front of his face with my picture of the Cody Kwok audition poster.

Nacho doesn’t even look. “You showed me already. And then you sent it to me fifty-five times this week.”

“That’s only because you stopped replying.” I push past Nacho and walk through the door while yanking his right sleeve. “And now you need to help me train before audition sign-ups this afternoon. Maybe they’ll want me to demonstrate something.”

“Noooo,” Nacho wails. But he lets me drag him down the hall to his colorful kitchen.

“Hi, Mrs. Garcia,” I call. Nacho’s mom looks up from the doll she’s crocheting, an ear-to-ear smile on her round face. Mrs. Garcia’s the most cheerful person in the world. And she gives the best hugs. Unlike my mom, who thinks anything more than a pat on the shoulder is sappy.

“Mo, dear, I heard about your tournament win last weekend. Congrats.” She places her doll on the table next to a big pile of other ones and envelops me in a giant squish.

“I didn’t win, though,” I say, my words muffled into her shirt.

She finally lets me come up for air. “Second place is still a win,” she says, “and don’t you think otherwise.”

No wonder Nacho’s allowed to get Bs on his report cards. Not that he ever does—much. I don’t know what would happen if I came home with a B. Even if it’s only in gym class—like Nacho.

I push him out the kitchen patio door, down two steps, and onto the grass. “You know the drill.” I face him and plant my feet into a horse-riding stance.

“It’s too early for this,” he groans. Still, he steps back into an awkward low block.

“Hiiyaah,” I shout, signaling that I’m ready.

Nacho steps and punches. I block it and shift to the side, preparing for my counterattack.

“Ow,” Nacho yells.

“I didn’t even touch you!”

He grins. “Just in case.”

We practice two-step and three-step combinations until a gruff voice hollers, “Hey, you kooky kids.”

Nacho’s grandpa stands on the patio step with his hands on his hips, wearing the otter tee Nacho made him.

“Gramps,” we yell, and run over.

Gramps holds up his palm, and I high-five it. “Hope you’re going easy on this guy,” he says to me, poking Nacho in the ribs. “He’s my favorite grandkid.”

Nacho groans. “I’m your only grandkid.”

“I’ll appoint Mo unofficially. You’d better treat your old gramps well, because you, boy, can be replaced.” Gramps’s eyes twinkle as he puts an arm around Nacho’s shoulders. Nacho laughs.

I laugh too, but I can’t help thinking about my own grandparents. The ones on my mom’s side died a long time ago, and my dad doesn’t talk about his parents. I don’t even know what they look like. All Dad has ever told me is, “Your yeye was a florist, and your nainai passed away before you were born.” And that’s it. No matter how many times I ask.

“I didn’t know you were coming over,” Nacho says.

“Me neither,” Gramps replies. “But I was sitting around, and found myself in my car, and, whad’ya know, half an hour later”—he lifts his bushy eyebrows and his palms at the same time—“here I am.”

“You should just move in with us like Mom wants,” Nacho says.

Gramps shakes his head, the twinkle fading from his eye. “Your mom knows I can’t leave the house I built for Grams.”

I put my hand on Gramps’s arm and feel a slight tremble.

“We were supposed to travel, you know, experience things, interesting things.” Gramps chuckles ruefully. “Grams wanted to see the world.”

“You can still go,” Nacho says softly.

“No, it wouldn’t be the same without her.”

We stand silently together. It’s been three months since Grams passed. And no matter how much Gramps tries to hide it, there’s a new hollowness about him, a listlessness creeping out from under his usual cheer.

“Bah. Enough of the sads,” Gramps says, waving an arm and sounding like his old self again. He gestures to where we were practicing. “What’s all this business about anyway? I thought that big tournament was over.”

“It is,” I say. “But look at this.” I pass my phone, still open to the audition poster, to Gramps. He fumbles with his pants pocket, pulls out a pair of glasses, and slips them on.

“Wow-wee, would you look at that,” he says. “My old eyes are failing me. What do the words at the very bottom say?”

“Oh, that’s just the fine print. It’s too blurry to read.”

“Modesty needs to take photography lessons from me,” Nacho says.

“You try taking a pic when people are ramming into you from all sides,” I retort.

“Well.” Gramps puffs out his chest, his face brightening. “In my day everyone said I should be in pictures. I was that handsome, believe it or not.”

“We know, Gramps,” Nacho says. This is Gramps’s favorite story. Even I’ve heard it half a dozen times.

But Gramps doesn’t stop. “I was noticed by a Hollywood agent and offered representation. But I was finishing school and couldn’t make it to auditions. So, with my gift for gab, I”—he slaps his knee—“became a salesman instead.” He grins, and a dimple appears, the same one Nacho has. “I’ll come by during the auditions to watch, and live vicariously through you.”

I hesitate. “I don’t know, Gramps. I’ll be too nervous if you’re there.”

Gramps makes a tsk-tsk sound. “Kids these days. I would never get fazed.”

Nacho and I laugh. “We know, Gramps, we know,” Nacho says.

Gramps looks pleased. “Finally things are starting to get interesting around here.”
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CHAPTER 4 YOU LOOK LIKE A YOUNG CLARK KENT


I’m so fidgety that I can’t finish my lunch. When I start pacing in front of Nacho’s front door, he groans and pelts my shoes at me with a, “Let’s just go. I’m getting dizzy watching you.”

The auditions are being held at a warehouse near the edge of town, a twenty-minute bike ride from my house. Since Dost Valley is close to LA, a number of shows have been filmed here, but this is the first for a movie—and a Cody Kwok movie! I still can’t believe it. I check my phone before we leave, but Dad still hasn’t replied to the biggest news of my life. Is he really that upset with me?

We bike down a long, tree-lined road leading to an enormous gray building. A smaller building sits next to it. Surrounding the two buildings is a high brick wall. We lock our bikes to the steel bike loops and head to the front door.

“Hey, dude. Here for the Cody Kwok sign-ups?” A security guard with the name “Dean” on his badge steps out of a guard booth and looks at Nacho. Nacho looks at me.

“Uh, yeah,” I say.

“You’re an hour early, man,” Dean says cheerfully to Nacho. “But you can wait inside. Good luck.”

Am I invisible? I scowl at Dean, but he doesn’t notice.

We follow some signs on the wall. I keep peeking into rooms and around corners. What if Cody Kwok is here now?

We reach a small room set up as an office. Inside, a tall, dark-skinned woman with long, curly black hair is organizing piles of folders. The plaque on her desk reads VIVI MICHAELS, CASTING DIRECTOR. A coffee cup and a half-eaten bagel sit next to her.

“Hi, Ms. Michaels?” I say, stopping by the open door. “I’m Mo Seto, I’m here to sign up for the auditions.”

She flicks a hand, not taking her eyes off her folders. “Sign-ups begin at two.”

How am I going to get through the next hour? I ball up my fists and do an antsy shuffle.

Nacho pokes my shoulder. “Can you make an exception?” he says to Vivi. “ ’Cause she’ll totally wear a hole into your floor.”

Vivi looks up, annoyed. Her gaze passes quickly over me and then lands on Nacho. She tilts her head to the side. Her face brightens like Christmas lights turning on. “You,” she says, motioning for Nacho to stand in front of her desk. What’s going on? When he doesn’t move, she snaps her fingers, the bangles on her wrist jingling and jangling. “Right here. I don’t have all day.”

Nacho gives me a confused look, but he does what she says. He stands awkwardly, adjusting his glasses with his index finger and rocking back on his heels as Vivi scrutinizes his face.

Why is she scrutinizing his face?

Finally she leans back in her chair. “Has anyone told you that you look like a young Clark Kent?”

I laugh. She thinks Nacho looks like dorky Superman?

Vivi frowns at me. “What I mean is, you’re very handsome. Strong jawline. Great stature, broad. The cameras will love you.”

Nacho’s brows shoot up to his scalp. I clamp my mouth shut. Handsome? Nacho? I squint up at him. Maybe? A little?

Also, what cameras? Nacho’s not auditioning!

At the same time, Nacho says, “I’m not auditioning.” He points to me. “Modesty is.”

Vivi turns to me.

I give her my most confident stare back. Wait until she sees me kick. She’ll stop fawning over Nacho then.

It’s her turn to look confused. “She can’t audition.”

“Why?” I burst out. Because I don’t have a strong jawline like Nacho? Because I’m not Clark Kent enough? The words ignite inside me like a sparkler, burning bright and fizzling out quickly until only one thought remains. The same thought that always remains… “Because I’m too small?”

It’s the story of my life, but it still hits me like a sucker punch when Vivi replies, “Yes.”

“But that’s not fair,” I exclaim. “Are you allowed to discriminate like that? It wasn’t even on the poster.”

With an eyebrow arched Vivi picks up a sheet of paper from the desk, the audition notice, the same one I took a pic of at the tournament. She passes it to Nacho, gesturing to the bottom of the sheet.

Nacho examines it and then gives a soft “Oh.” He walks over to me and jabs a finger at a line nestled in the fine print, the fine print that was too blurry to read on my phone.

Auditionees must be between the ages of 10 and 15. Minimum height requirement: 5 feet.

Wait a second.

My eyes run back over the sentences and zero in on one number. One seemingly innocent little digit makes every fiber in my body seize up.

“Five,” I whisper. “Five feet.”

“And also, yes, we’re allowed to screen actors physically,” Vivi says haughtily. “It’s called Hollywood. Cody’s a beast. We need someone bigger, someone who’s got some”—she flexes her fingers—“meat on their bones so they don’t disappear next to him. Someone like…” She turns to Nacho. “Him.”

A loud hammering thrums inside my ears. Faintly I hear Vivi asking Nacho to show her a punch. A kick. My friend starts to protest, but at Vivi’s snapping, he does what she asks. Praying Mantis Stuck in Glue comes to mind.

Vivi gives Nacho a long look. Then she picks up a folder from the pile and holds it out to him. “I think your screen test will be dynamite if you make it that far. Just work on the martial arts in the meantime. See you back here this Saturday, nine a.m. sharp.”

With that, it fully sinks in. I can’t audition. Disappointment seeps into me, filling every crevice until I’m heavy, so heavy. I lean against the door and let my head roll forward, my long hair tumbling around my face, hiding me from the world. It feels like Dax’s final punch. Like Dad’s retreating back, his radio silence. Like Mom telling me over and over that I should quit TKD, try something else…

“I’m not big enough.” It comes out as barely a whisper.

I’m not going to be in a Cody Kwok movie. I’m not getting my fresh start.
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CHAPTER 5 CLEARING CLUTTER CLEARS THE MIND


It’s officially the first week of summer break. I stare at the audition folder Nacho gave me. I don’t need it, but I can’t seem to throw it away. It sits under the gold-framed, autographed Cody Kwok photo on my desk. It only seems fitting. Inside the folder is a copy of the audition poster, an audition schedule, a nondisclosure agreement, and a parental release form that Mom would never have signed anyway.

Nacho’s been texting me from photography camp, where he’s staying for the rest of the week, but I’ve barely messaged back. Nacho with his Clark Kent good looks. Nacho who can’t punch to save his life but is allowed to audition for a martial arts movie because he’s…

“Tall.” I say the word aloud to my Cody picture, my voice hushed like being tall is some kind of terrible offense. “And broad.” I shake my head. “How dare he.”

I know I’m being irrational. But still. Thinking about what Nacho is only reminds me of what I’m not.



On Friday, the day before the Cody Kwok auditions are set to begin, Dad finally gets back to me. He doesn’t mention my tournament or apologize for leaving, or even give some weak excuse about why he hasn’t texted me in so long. His reply to my Cody Kwok poster text consists only of one word: Great.

Normally when Dad’s away, he messages or calls me every day. So after almost two weeks of silence, I expected more from him. Like a You will get this for sure. Or a Break a leg (preferably someone else’s). Especially an I wish I were home to help you prepare and holler excitedly at the TV while we rewatch every single Cody Kwok movie together. No, none of that. It’s as if he doesn’t really think I can do it.

Not that I can, since I’m not allowed to audition.

Still, I just wanted him to believe in me.

Mom comes home after picking up Justis from day care, to find me lying on my bedroom floor staring at the ceiling. She stands at my door with Justis on one hip and lets out a loud sigh. There are empty mugs, scrunched tissues, and plates with crumbs lying around my room like a dystopian still-life painting.

“Daughter,” Mom says in Chinese. I recognize her lecture voice right away. She places Justis on the floor and scoops up a stack of plates. “Did you listen to the Chinese audiobooks I—” is all she gets to before she steps on a half-eaten PB&J and squirts jelly everywhere. The main casualty is one of Mom’s fluffy white house slippers, which now looks like the scene of a grape homicide. She lets out a long sigh. “Modesty Lai-Fan Seto, clean your room now.”

“But I’m busy,” I say in English. I watch my ceiling fan whirl slowly.

“I can’t understand you.” She totally does.

“Forget it,” I mumble, still in English. I know it’s futile to argue. Under Mom’s watchful eyes, I clean up the sandwich and pile the mugs onto my desk next to the plates she set down. I even pull Justis away from licking Mom’s slipper long enough to wipe away the purple goo as best I can.

After she has deemed my efforts worthy, Mom picks up Justis and heads into the hallway. I flop back onto the floor. The ceiling fan continues to spin.

“Come, Daughter,” Mom says from outside my door. “I told you I’m planning a Goodwill drop-off this weekend. I’ve already gone through most of my old stuff and… your dad’s. The remaining boxes are yours.”

Something in her voice when she says “dad” makes me sit up. “Why are you getting rid of Dad’s stuff without him? Isn’t he coming back soon? Why don’t you wait for him to do it?”

“Chinese,” Mom reminds me, but her voice sounds distant. “Your dad sent me a message that he needs to extend his trip for another couple of weeks… or more.” She turns, but I hear her mumble to herself, “I don’t know why he couldn’t have talked to me first.”

I guess Dad hasn’t called her, either.

“Mom.” I stop her on the stairs. “Dad’s okay, right?” I’m met with tired eyes, a frown. I suddenly realize I haven’t seen Mom smile much lately, not since Dad started traveling more. A thought hits me. “You and Dad are okay, right?”

Mom blinks. “Of course he’s okay. I just don’t know why he had to leave so suddenly. He didn’t even come home to pack his things.” She pauses for a microsecond before adding. “And we’re… fine.” Why did she hesitate?
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