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My name is Knox and sometimes I just blurt words out. It drives everyone in my family crazy. I don’t mean to – I just really need to know things. Like right now, when my dad’s trying to explain the coronavirus to us and the reasons why we’re going to America.


“It’s safer there,” Dad says. “They don’t have the virus.”


“How’s it safer?” I ask.


“He just said!” my brother, Bowen, erupts. “Listen for a change, Knot!”


I glare at Bowen. Ever since I was about five years old, Bowen’s been calling me Knot instead of my name, Knox, as in Knot-from-this-family, even though I am definitely from this family and Bowen’s from planet Bully.


“Stop it, Bowen,” Dad says in his stern, deep voice. A taxi beeps loudly on the street below our apartment, as if to add, Yeah, Bowen! Hong Kong taxis are always beeping loudly.


Dad bends down so we’re eye to eye and goes over all the risks of the coronavirus again – pneumonia, difficulty breathing, and even death. I swallow hard.


“This is serious,” he says. “It could be like SARS all over again.”


When news of the virus dropped on my tenth birthday a week ago, we hadn’t even celebrated Chinese New Year yet. The last of the Christmas decorations hadn’t been taken down. That night, we all watched in horror at the footage of doctors in hazmat suits and patients lying in hospital corridors in Wuhan, China. I could hear the doctors saying in Mandarin, “People are dying! We need help!” No one even ate my rocket ship birthday cake, even though I worked on it with my little sister Lea for two hours and we used so much frosting.


“What happens if we don’t leave? Are we all going to die?” I ask.


“No…” Dad says, in the patient yet worried tone he uses when I ask him if my finger will melt if I hold it above a candle for a really long time. “But I think it’s better if you guys go to California. If it’s anything like SARS, we can’t take any chances.”


Lea and I look at each other, alarmed.


“What do you mean ‘you guys’?” I ask. “You’re not coming?”


Dad sighs. “Unfortunately, I have to stay behind and work. But Mom can take you – all her deals are on hold for now anyway.”


Mom’s a banker. Her office building has lots of windows and lights up Central District, Hong Kong, even at night, because people are always working.


“It’ll be fun! It’ll give us a chance to bond!” Mom says brightly, looking up from her work phone. We’re at the kitchen table, and even though there’s a no-phone policy at the table – a rule Mom came up with – she always forgets and sneaks peeks at her phone.


At the thought of not going with Dad, I groan and kick my chair leg with my foot. It hurts but I don’t say “ow” in front of Bowen.


“For how long?” Bowen asks.


“Until this thing is over. A month maybe?” Dad answers. He crosses his fingers. “Hopefully, it’ll be over by February.”


“A whole month?” I shake my head. “No. I can’t!”


I feel the tears building inside. Dad’s my best friend! He’s the one who tickles me to bed every night. Who picks me up from after-school soccer and my six-year-old sister up from after-school art every day. Who hasn’t missed a single soccer game, even when Mom’s travelling for work. Who’s always there for us. I can’t be gone from him for that many days.


“I’m not going,” I say. Being stuck in America with my big brother will definitely kill me before the virus does. “I’ll take my chances here.”


Bowen immediately takes one of the surgical face masks on the counter and puts it on his face, like I’m already contagious. What a wimp.


My sister, Lea, tries to reason with me. “But Knox, we can go to your beach!”


I give her a faint smile. Knox Beach, in Northern California, is the beach I was named after. We go there every summer, and to our little house in El Tercera, which my grandma Francine left Dad. It’s right outside Berkeley, where Mom and Dad both went to college. There is a hill by our house with wild horses. I like summers in El Tercera because it’s really the only time we get to spend with Mom. The rest of the year, she’s always so busy with work.


Summer Mom takes us to the movies and to get frozen yogurt. Winter Mom loads us up on tutors and tells us not to bug her because she’s “got to reply to this.” Maybe it will be fun. I’ve never been to Knox Beach in the winter.


But then I look at Dad and my excitement dissolves. I vow not to ditch him for a beach.


“Nope.” I shake my head.


Mom stares at me. “Knox…”


“Why do you always have to be so difficult!” Bowen yells from behind his mask.


Mom orders Bowen to take his mask off his face at once and starts counting them. There are still twenty-seven left, including the one Bowen just wore for two seconds (ewww – I’m so not using that one!). She hugs the box of masks in her arms as she looks out the window at the long line of people waiting in front of the pharmacy downstairs. It’s late January and freezing cold outside. Still, the line of shivering people snakes all the way down the street, even though the pharmacy – very pharmacy in Hong Kong – is completely out of masks.


“These are more precious now than gold,” Mom reminds us in Mandarin. Mom always speaks to us in Mandarin when something’s really important. The only reason we got ours was because Mom’s friend Auntie Jackie, in California, FedExed them to us. Mom says that’s a sign of a true friend.


I only have two true friends in the world – Dad and my friend Amir, who moved back to London. It took me nine years to find him because of my blurting-things-out problem. In the end, all it took to lose him was a raise for his dad. I can’t compete with a raise! That’s the thing about going to school in an international city like Hong Kong. People are always moving.


Thankfully, I still have my other best friend. And I’m not leaving him behind.
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Mom finally allowed me to go outside to play soccer because I was “driving her nuts.” I ask Bowen if he wants to come with me, even though he’s probably going to say no.


To my surprise, he says okay. He must really be bored at home. Even though we’re still in the middle of Chinese New Year holiday week, it doesn’t feel like Chinese New Year this year. People aren’t handing out lai sees on the street. Lai sees are red packets filled with money, and every year around this time, I always get a bunch from strangers on the street. They can’t resist me because I look so handsome.


But not this year.


I look around for Lea, but she’s FaceTiming with one of her fifty thousand friends from school, even though she’s only in first grade. I don’t know what her secret is. She’s not that great. As soon as I think that, I feel bad. After all, Lea was the one who insisted on mixing the yellow with the blue frosting to make green for my rocket cake because that’s my favourite colour. She’s actually pretty great.


Anyway, Bowen and I put on our “masks” and head out. Mom didn’t want to waste two of our twenty-seven real face masks, so she puts a paper towel across our nose and mouth and fixes it with a rubber band. It works okay.


We get in the elevator and use little toothpicks that the building management put out to press the elevator buttons, instead of our fingers. It’s so weird to use toothpicks to press buttons, like we’re eating elevator-button fruit.


On Tai Street, everyone’s wearing masks instead of their traditional Chinese New Year changshan jackets. Even though the government hasn’t officially told everyone to, people know from SARS that masks help protect us. One guy doesn’t have a mask, so he puts a clear plastic water jug over his head. Bowen chuckles. The guy yells something at him in Cantonese. People are always speaking Cantonese to Bowen because he looks more like Mom and people think he’s full Chinese, whereas I look more like Dad and I don’t get it as much. Which is sad because I actually know Chinese.


As soon as we get down to the soccer pitch, Bowen takes his mask off. I take mine off too and kick the ball to Bowen. My twelve-year-old brother is a great athlete, fast and strong. He is the track star at his school, with thick legs that my lao ye says are like tree trunks. I run to keep up. Bowen passes the ball back to me instead of hogging it, which is nice.


I spot some kids from our neighborhood playing in the park next to the soccer pitch. I start running over to them.


“What are you doing?” Bowen calls, and chases after me. I try to outrun him, but he’s too fast. He grabs my arm. “You can’t play with them!”


“Why not?” I miss kicking the ball around with the other kids at school, and since the government announced school is closed indefinitely, even after the Chinese New Year holiday break is over, who knows when the next time I’ll play with other kids will be? So I tell my brother to bug off. “You’re not the boss of me,” I tell Bowen, shaking my arm free.


Bowen steals my ball away with his quick feet.


“Hey!” I shout.


I run after him to get my ball back. When we get to Tung Lam Terrace, the small, narrow lane leading to our apartment, I kick the ball from between his legs. What’s wrong with him?


“Why’d you have to take my ball?” I shout.


“I’m trying to keep you alive!” he shouts back.


Yeah right. Like he gives one boba about me. I hold the ball in place with my foot, crossing my arms at Bowen.


“You don’t know if those kids have it or not…” he says.


“What?”


“The virus! Duh!”


“They don’t have it!” I say. “Would they be playing soccer if they were sick?”


“The incubation period is fourteen days, dummy!”


I hate arguing with Bowen because he’s always making up stuff that I don’t understand. What’s an incubation period?


“People are dying, Knox! Over four hundred people in China!” Bowen says. “Why do you think they closed all our schools?”


“Yeah, in China. We’re not in China!”


“But we’re in Hong Kong, right next door!” Bowen says. “Do you know how many people come across the border every day? Like millions.”


Millions? I don’t think so.


I take my foot off the ball and let it roll down the hill, toward the soccer pitch. Forget Bowen. Forget the virus. I’m going to play with those kids.


“Fine! Go! Do whatever you want!” Bowen calls out to me. “But don’t cry when they take you away from Mom and Dad and you have half a dozen doctors sticking long needles in you!”


I stop walking, catching the ball with my foot. Needles? I hesitate for a second and turn around, torn between believing Bowen and hating him. I wish I hadn’t taken off my paper towel mask. It looked silly, but it was something. I sneak one last look toward the soccer pitch and hang my head as I follow my brother up the path to our apartment.


I hope the virus is over soon.
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My dog, Cody, wags his fluffy white tail when we get back to the apartment. Dad is cooking dinner. Another reason why I can’t leave him. I’d starve. The only things Mom knows how to make are reservations.


Mom looks up from her computer and bolts over to us with hand sanitizer as soon as we walk inside.


“Rub your hands together!” she orders, while she counts the seconds. “I watched this YouTube video. You have to rub for twenty seconds!” We rub and rub, even when we run out of sanitizer, until we finally get to twenty.


“Now go take a shower,” she says. “And remember, put the toilet seat down before you flush!”


“Why?” I ask.


“Because the virus can spread through poop,” my grandmother’s voice calls from the speakers of Mom’s computer.


“Through poop??” Lea asks from the kitchen, horrified. She’s helping Dad with dinner and drops the wooden salad spoon. She runs from the kitchen island to her room, screaming.


I chuckle at my sister. Sometimes I forget she’s still six. “Hi, Lao Lao.” I walk over and wave, while Bowen takes a shower first. I miss my lao lao. She and my lao ye live in Beijing. I haven’t seen them since Christmas. They were supposed to come down for Chinese New Year, but then the news of the virus hit. Another thing the virus cancelled.


“Hi, didi,” she says, calling me by my nickname, the Mandarin phrase for “younger brother.” Even though the rest of Hong Kong speaks Cantonese, we’re Mandarin speakers because my grandparents are from Beijing. “You excited about going to America?”


I turn to my mom. “I thought we decided not to go!”


“We haven’t decided yet, Ma,” Mom says to Lao Lao.


“What if it spreads there?” Lao Lao asks.


“They have almost no cases,” Mom tells her.


“But what if?”


“That won’t happen in America,” Mom says. “They have the most advanced medical system in the world. We’ll be fine.”


“Just be careful. And tell the kids they must wear a mask on the plane. And Andrew.”


“Dad’s not coming,” I tell Lao Lao. “He has to stay here and work.”


Lao Lao peers into the Skype at Mom. “He’s not coming?! So you’d be taking the kids by yourself??”


“You say that like it’s so impossible.” Mom frowns at my grandmother.


“It is impossible!” I pipe in. “We’re a handful!”


Mom gives me a look.


The last time Mom took care of us on her own was before Lea was born. And she had Lao Lao to help her.


“I’ll be fine,” she insists. I shake my head. I’m not so confident.


“I’d stay put and ride it out. Stock up on essentials,” Lao Lao suggests, pointing to her humongous stash of groceries in her kitchen.


“Wow. That’s a lot of flour!”


Lao Lao tells me she plans on not leaving her apartment until this thing is over. Even if it takes five months. She’ll hibernate like a bear. Which makes me a little sad. Are we not going to see her the whole time?


“Well, I can’t do that,” Mom says. “The kids need to go out and run around, especially Knox.” She glances at me. “You know how he is.”


How am I? I wonder. And is that the reason we’re doing this? Because Mom thinks I can’t handle spending five months cooped up inside our apartment in Hong Kong? I can handle it. Despite what Lily, my therapist at school, says, I can stay put.


I sigh a little thinking about Lily. Now that school’s closed indefinitely, I wonder when I’ll see her again. Mom says after next week, we’re going to start online school. She says it’s gonna be fun, like a video game. I doubt that. I think it’s gonna be like the kind of video game where everything constantly freezes.


Lao Lao sighs and reaches out a hand to the screen. “I wish I could help…” she says. “But this virus. My age.”


I reach my arms out to my grandmother, wishing I could give her a hug. My arms hit the sharp corners of our bulky Mac.


“It’s okay, Ma. I’ve got this,” Mom says. “You just take care of yourself in Beijing.”





At dinner, Bowen asks Mom, “Are the doctors still planning on striking?”


Mom sighs, glancing down at her phone. “I don’t know, gege,” she says, calling him by the Chinese nickname for “big brother.”


“What’s a strike?” I ask, feeding Cody a piece of Dad’s chicken piccata under the table. Dad’s chicken piccata is the best. He got the recipe from Grandma Francine, who got it from an old restaurant in San Francisco, before she passed away.


Dad explains a strike is when you refuse to do your job out of protest. Mom says the doctors in Hong Kong are concerned with the rise in cases and whether they’ll spill over into Hong Kong. When she says that, I close my eyes and think of the virus like a glass of orange juice.


“They want the border with China to be closed so the mainlanders can’t get in,” Dad explains.


Main-land-ers. I open my eyes wide. It’s almost a swear word now in Hong Kong. Ever since the summer, there have been protests all over the city against the government. At first the marches were peaceful, but then there were petrol bombs and tear gas. The protestors broke into the legislative building, shattering the glass doors. School was cancelled for two weeks. I saw the words F-bomb China People graffitied on the street. An old man was set on fire for disagreeing with the protestors.


I started wondering, am I a “China People”? My mom, my lao lao and lao ye – they were all born in China. If I am, does it mean I’m not welcome here?


“If we get sick, we shouldn’t speak Mandarin in the hospital,” Mom says. “So people don’t think we’re mainlanders.”


“We’re not mainlanders,” Bowen insists. “We’re Americans.” He looks to Dad to make sure.


“We’re definitely Americans,” Dad says, chuckling as he adds, “We have the tax returns to prove it.”


“It’s not just the tax returns,” Mom says. “Dad and I both grew up there and went to school there. We only ended up in Hong Kong because of work.”


“Well, not just because of work,” Dad says, looking to Mom. “You also wanted to be closer to your parents.”


“The point is, we’re also very Chinese,” Mom adds with a smile. “That’s why I named you Bowen, Lea, and Knox. After all my favourite places in Beijing, Hong Kong, and America.” Her voice hitches. “But right now, I need you three to lean into the Hong Kong and American parts of yourselves… okay?”


I look down. I wonder if you took apart my body and sorted it all out, which parts are Hong Kong and American. My nose? My arm hair? My big toe? And which parts I would have to hide.
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The next day, I wake up to Dad’s voice on a conference call. I forget for a second that he’s working from home. When the virus news erupted, his office, like many offices in Hong Kong, had to close – I guess that’s one good thing about the virus! I scramble out of bed in my pj’s, excited to photobomb Dad’s Zoom.


I crawl into my parents’ bedroom, where Dad has set up his temporary office, trying hard not to giggle, then burst onto Dad’s screen! It takes Dad a second to realize I’m behind him, and when he does, he tries to block his camera with his hands, accidentally knocking over his coffee. All his coworkers see it and they laugh, laugh, laugh.


Dad doesn’t think it’s so funny. One look at his face and I run outside to grab paper towels.


I hear a loud “Knox!” from their room. Dad’s Zoom must be over.


I walk back inside with Cody.


“Hey, buddy, that wasn’t really cool what you did,” he says. “It was an important work meeting.”


I look down. I can tell Dad’s mad and it makes me feel terrible. I was just trying to be funny. What Dad’s coworkers were saying sounded so boring. But sometimes when I’m trying to be funny, I go too far. I wish there were a stop sign in my head before people skip right from laughing to frowning. But my brain only has GO FASTER signs.


“Sorry…” I murmur quietly.


“It’s okay.” Dad’s face softens. I help him clean up the coffee as Cody curls up for a nap. “I know it’s hard to get used to, me working from home.”


I look up from the coffee mess. I shake my head – that’s not it. I love having him here. But I’m not sure when I can play with him and when I can’t… The boundary is so confusing.


Dad must have sensed my frustration because he wipes his hand, puts the paper towels down, and asks, “How about we play some soccer?” He throws a pillow at me from the bed.


Cody lifts his fluffy head excitedly. I give Dad a funny look. “Here?”


He gets up and moves all the fragile items out of the way. Then he starts rearranging all the pillows. Before I know it, he’s built a pillow soccer pitch for me on his bed! I grin. Dad says I can’t kick an actual soccer ball, so I run out and grab my dog Cody’s squishy green rubber ball instead.


“Score!” Dad exclaims when I kick the ball between the two towers of Thai silk pillows.


I throw my arms in the air and run around my parents’ bed for the fans, pretending it’s a stadium. Cody chases me. Dad tries to score a goal too and lands with a loud thud on the carpet. I giggle. It’s so fun playing bedroom soccer with Dad.


After I score a few more points, we sit down on the bed to catch our breath. Dad’s holding the squishy ball. I’m still thinking about what we discussed during dinner last night. “Hey, Dad… what do you think Hong Kong should do?” I ask him. “Should we close the border to mainlanders?”


Dad leans over. A pillow from the fort falls down.


He considers the question carefully. “I think it’s important to contain the virus and protect people,” he says. “But I also think that we should not use this as an excuse to be hateful toward people just because of where they came from. In moments of human tragedy, we need to show compassion and kindness.”


I nod. Not just during human tragedy, I want to add. During regular times with your little brother, too, still thinking about yesterday at the soccer pitch. But I don’t say that to Dad. Instead, I ask him another thing that has been bothering me.


“Why did Mom tell us to stop speaking Mandarin?” I ask Dad. All my life, my mom’s been pestering me to speak more Mandarin. That’s why my grandparents are always coming down to Hong Kong and watching us, and she even got me a Chinese tutor – so my Mandarin would be native.


“Oh, no… she didn’t say stop speaking it altogether,” Dad says. “Just not in the hospital in Hong Kong.”


“Why?” I ask.


“She’s worried you won’t be treated as well by the nurses and the doctors.”


I look down. “People hate us, don’t they?” I mutter in a small voice. “That’s why they burnt that old man…”


Dad puts the squishy ball down. He looks into my eyes, his face serious. “No,” he says. “They don’t hate you. It’s complicated,” he explains.


I frown.


Dad sighs and says, “The Hong Kong people just want more autonomy.”


“What’s autonomy?” I ask.


Dad thinks for a minute. “They want to be able to decide their own matters,” he says finally.


That sounds good. I smile and say, “I want more autonomy in my life too!”


“I’m sure you do,” Dad chuckles. His voice trails off. He adds gently, “Actually, if you go and live in America…”


Here we go again. The thought of going to America and leaving my dad puts a pain in my chest so sharp, I worry I’ve caught the virus.


“I don’t want to talk about it,” I say to Dad.


“It wouldn’t be for ever, only for a little while. Until the virus is over. Then you can come back.”


“But what if you get sick?”


I take a pillow and hold it up to my face to block my eyes. I don’t want Dad to see me cry. I want him to see I’m just as strong as Bowen – which I am.


Dad takes my pillow and pulls it down gently. “I won’t get sick,” he promises. He lifts his arm and flexes his muscle. “Power of attorney!”


I laugh. Dad’s a lawyer, so he loves to say “power of attorney.” I don’t really know what it means, but I always laugh anyway.


Dad puts a hand on my back. “I appreciate you worrying about me, buddy, but I’m a survivor,” he says. “I got through SARS and malaria!”


Dad sure has survived a lot of viruses. Born in San Francisco, he’s lived in Europe, Africa, and all over Asia. That’s why our parents decided to raise us in Hong Kong: so we can see the world.


Now all I want to see is the clear blue sky again without a mask. And for my family to be safe and sound, together. Doesn’t matter where we are.
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Mom and Dad call a family meeting in the kitchen later that day. Mom’s holding the small whiteboard, which she only ever uses when I get a very bad grade in school and she tries to reteach me everything I was supposed to learn but can’t remember because I was too busy bouncing in my seat.


“A homemade bomb just went off in the public hospital,” Mom says. “We have to leave. Now.”


The spoon drops from my sister Lea’s hand and yogurt pools on the floor.


“Now?”


“We can’t risk staying here any longer. If the virus spreads and we can’t even go to the hospital…” Mom’s voice trails off.


“What about school?” Lea asks. “I gotta say goodbye to my friends!”


“You’ll do online school when we get there,” Mom points out. “You’ll still be able to see your friends.”


“Forget about friends. What about Dad??” I ask.


Lea immediately grabs Dad’s leg and wails, “Daddy…” The tears pool in her eyes.


“I’ll be fine here. So long as I know you’re all safe, I’ll be okay,” Dad insists.


“In America, at least we’ll get treated,” Mom adds. “No one will mind us speaking Mandarin in the hospitals.”


“We don’t have to speak Mandarin!” I remind Mom. “We can stay and hide it!”


Mom looks away, her face full of hurt.


“I don’t want you to have to hide who you are,” she says. “That’s not why we moved to Asia and raised you here.”


Dad squeezes Mom’s hand.


As Mom struggles to regain her composure, Dad turns to us. “Hey, I know it’s not ideal to be separated. But it’s an emergency. And sometimes, in emergencies, we have to do what’s best for the family.”


Yeah, the family. The whole family.


“We’ll be back in time for my birthday, though, right?” Lea asks.


I can’t believe Lea’s still thinking about that. Her big seventh birthday is not until April 26. She’s already planning a massive sleepover with all her friends.


“Hopefully, the virus will be over by then,” Dad says.


I can tell by his heavy eyes how badly he wants it to be so. I want to tell Dad if it’s not over by then, I’m coming back anyway. I’ll hitchhike to the airport and sneak into someone’s luggage flying United. Mom won’t even notice. She’ll be too busy bragging about all the As Bowen got in online school.


“You have to come over if it’s not gone by then,” Lea tells Dad.


I nod in agreement. “You can’t let Mom do this all by herself! She’s going to get stuck on a conference call and forget to feed us!”


“I will not!” Mom protests.


Lea turns back to Mom. “Remember the time you took us to Thailand and you almost lost Knox at the water park?” she asks.


“Or the time you burnt Lea’s jacket in Japan because you stood too close to the heater?” Bowen continues.


Mom puts her hands up. “Okay,” she says in Mandarin. “Enough. I get it.”


“I promise I’ll come over the first chance I get,” Dad says.


I look to my siblings. Hesitantly, we each extend a hand and shake on it with Dad.


“Deal,” we say as Mom holds up her phone to show us the e-tickets.


We lean in and stare at our names: Knox Wei-Evans, Bowen Wei-Evans, Lea Wei-Evans.


It’s really happening. We’re leaving tomorrow. I catch Dad’s moist eyes as he hugs us around the kitchen island.
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That night, Mom goes into full commander mode, scribbling on the glass kitchen wall with her marker as she walks us through our trip to America. It’s a trip we’ve done a thousand times before, but this time, everything feels different. The tickets Mom bought are one-way.


I look up at Mom’s words on the wall.




AT THE AIRPORT:


-FACE MASK


-DON’T TOUCH ANYTHING!!!


-DON’T TOUCH FACE.


-HAND SANITIZE AFTER YOU TOUCH ANYTHING!


ON THE AEROPLANE:


-FACE MASK AT ALL TIMES EXCEPT WHEN EATING YOUR MEAL.


-DO NOT GO #2 ON THE PLANE-REMEMBER, IT CAN SPREAD THROUGH POOP!


-DO NOT TALK TO ANYONE.


-DO NOT TOUCH ANYTHING ON THE PLANE THAT HASN’T BEEN WIPED BY MOM WITH ALCOHOL WIPES.


-AFTER YOU GO TO THE BATHROOM, YOU HAVE TO SANITIZE YOUR HANDS WHEN YOU GET BACK TO YOUR SEAT. I DON’T CARE IF YOU’VE ALREADY WASHED YOUR HANDS.


IMMIGRATION AND CUSTOMS:


-WE SAY WE ARE AMERICANS AND WE ARE COMING HOME.





I scribble down Mom’s words into a notebook, like Lily taught me at school. Bowen points to the last line and asks, “Is that true? Are we moving there?”


“I don’t know,” Mom says, looking at Dad. They stare at each other, their eyes having a long conversation we can’t hear.


“The important thing is when they ask if you’ve been to China in the last fourteen days, you say no,” Dad tells us.


“And if they ask if you’ve talked to anyone from mainland China or interacted with anyone Chinese, you also say no,” Mom adds.


“But Mommy, you’re Chinese,” my sister points out.


Mom scoops Lea up in her arms. “Oh my bao bao,” she says, calling my sister the Chinese affectionate term for “sweetie.” “I know I am. But I’m also American. And the people at Immigration and Customs are very afraid of Chinese people right now.”


Well, I’m not afraid of you, I want to tell my mom. No matter what she is, I’ll always love her. I don’t care what anybody says.


Instead, I walk over and point to the part about not pooping on the plane and tell her not to worry.


“I never go number two on the plane,” I assure Mom.





The next few hours fly by. Mom tears the apartment apart, searching through all the things we can possibly need for the next six months – that’s how long my parents now say the virus could last.


It’s weird packing for minimum six months, maximum for ever.


I feel very sad to be leaving my home. I walk around the apartment, waving from the window at the busy streets, always bustling with people. I’ll miss the scaffolders, who climb up and down the outsides of buildings putting up bamboo scaffolding so fast, I call them Spider-Men. I’ll even miss the taxis honking. It’s always so quiet in America. Too quiet.


Mom says it’s because everyone’s always in their houses. I guess that’s true. I just hope they have time to come out once in a while and make a new friend. I know I’ll be ready. I’ll be playing soccer or pulling out the weeds with Grandma Francine’s gardening tools. I’ve never met her – she passed away when I was still in Mom’s belly. Dad said she was a single mother who worked at city hall as an assistant planning director.


I wonder if she’d like me. With old people it’s hit or miss. Some love me, like the ladies who dance at the park in Hong Kong for exercise. I always join them when I can, to Bowen’s great annoyance. Others think I’m too loud and crazy, like our downstairs neighbor, who shouts “Aiya!” at me and slams his window.


That’s one guy I’m not gonna miss. As we drag suitcases across our rooms, cranky Mr Lo whacks his ceiling with a hard object – probably a broomstick – protesting our loud packing. Lea and I roll our eyes.


“We’re outta here tomorrow!” Lea shouts, stomping the floor. “You won’t have to deal with us ever again!”


My eyes flash wide. Ever again?! Lea puts her hand over her mouth like, Oops. But it’s too late. It’s already said.





Later, Bowen comes into my room. I’m packing my soccer ball in my suitcase, trying to find space for my soccer shoes next to my favourite rocket. Bowen walks across the room, reaches inside, and throws my ball out.


“What are you doing?!” I cry. It lands on my computer keyboard with a thud.


“It’s inflated, fool,” he yells back. He takes the ball and sticks a needle in the valve.


As Bowen deflates my ball, I sit down in the middle of my suitcase. I wish I could pack myself inside and Dad could take my ticket. Then we could all go.


“Quit sitting in there. You’re gonna break it,” Bowen says.


I cross my arms, wondering, Is this what it’s gonna be like for the next six months? Bowen bossing me around??


Just to annoy Bowen, I lie down on the suitcase – all the way back – until I hear a crack sound. Uh-oh.


“Nice,” Bowen laughs.


I jump up and stare at the crack in the plastic cover. “I’ll just put some tape on it,” I say, getting some Scotch tape from my desk. “Mom won’t even notice.”


“Well, I’m going to tell her,” Bowen says, walking out of my room.


“Stop!” I cry out. Frantically, I try to level with him. I remind my brother it’s just us now and when we get to America, we’re gonna have to share a room together. Cautiously I hold out a hand. “Truce?”


Bowen doesn’t take my hand. Instead, he grabs at his hair, suddenly remembering our house in California only has three bedrooms. “We have to share a room! Ugh!!!” He immediately starts angling to get a room all to himself. “Can’t you share with Lea? How about this – I’ll move the bunk into her room.”


“Nope, not happening,” I tell Bowen.


“Why not?”


“Because Lea has more stuffed animals than an airport gift shop. It takes her forty-five minutes to say good night to them! Every night!” I say.


“So?”


“So I need my ten hours so I can rest up and be a soccer star.”


“Yeah right – like that’s gonna happen,” Bowen says, putting my deflated soccer ball over his head like a hat.


I fume, getting shaking mad, or what Lily calls my “volcano mad.” I can feel the lava bubbling inside. “It’ll happen before you get your own room!”


“Fine,” Bowen says. “But if you rustle in the middle of the night, I’m going to take your blanket and move it to the garage.”


I frown at my new roommate.


My dog, Cody, walks in and puts his head in my lap, as if to try to break up the fight. And we both put our hands around Cody’s furry face.


“We’ll be back, Co-Co,” Bowen says. “And we’ll bring you lots of treats. Real big ones! American dog treats!”


“Are they really bigger there?” I ask.


“Everything’s bigger and better in America!” Bowen replies.


I smile as I look into Cody’s eyes. Dad got me Cody when I couldn’t make any friends at my old primary school. It was one of the fancy ones in Hong Kong with a waiting list, and kids who went there all had their own nannies. I could tell by the third day, it wasn’t the school for me.


Still, it took a whole year of forms and interviews and tests for my parents to finally find me a spot in a new school. Cody and I, we’ve been through some lonely times together.


I wish I could take Cody with me. But I know Dad needs him more – he’ll be all Dad has once we leave. I tell myself I won’t be lonely in America. I’ll have my siblings.


Still, I know from experience, just because you have a lot of people around you doesn’t make you less lonely. It just makes your loneliness more squished.










Chapter 7 [image: ]



On the day of the flight, things are very eerie. Mom reminds Dad every eighteen seconds as she runs from room to room, gathering all our carry-ons, to please hand sanitize, even though we’re the ones going on the dangerous journey. Dad says he will and reminds my mom of the things about each one of us that my mom, being on the road all the time, doesn’t know.


“Lea will only eat cucumbers with the skin peeled off,” Dad says, helping Mom drag Lea’s suitcase to the living room.


“Got it,” Mom says, tapping a reminder into her Notes app.


“Knox needs to put on lotion every day or his eczema starts flaring up. I’ve packed some in his suitcase.”


At the mention of my eczema, I immediately start scratching. I’ll bet Mom will forget. I’ll bet I’ll look like a red lobster by the time I get back. I better remember myself, and I make a note of it in my brain, hoping it’s more reliable than Mom’s app.


“Lotion every day, on it,” Mom says, tapping with her fingers.


“Special lotion,” I add. “It can’t have any fragrance in it, or I’ll itch!”


“I know. I look at the credit card receipts.” Mom gives me a look. I back off. “Speaking of credit cards, I set ours up so it auto-pays from our joint account,” she says to Dad.


“Great!” Dad says. “I should be getting my bonus soon. That is… if they’re still giving it to us.”


“Relax, this virus won’t affect bonuses or salaries,” Mom says.


When the last of the suitcases have been zipped up, we carry our luggage – plus Bowen’s skis – to the car. I can’t believe Bowen brought his skis. What does he think this is – a trip to Tahoe? Dad insists on driving us to the Airport Express, the direct train from the city to the airport. Somehow, we manage to squeeze all our stuff into our minivan. Cody whimpers when he sees the three of us kids pile into the car. My heart breaks hearing my labradoodle crying. Dad’s does too, because he lets out a sigh and opens the back door for Cody.


“All right, Cody, you can go with us, but just to the train station,” Dad relents.


Cody jumps inside and gives my face a huge lick. I’m going to miss him so much.


Dad turns to Mom. “You sure you want to do this?” His soft blue eyes pierce into Mom’s deep brown ones.


“It’s the safest option for the kids, Andrew…” Mom says, wrapping her arms around him.


Dad swallows hard, then nods. “You’re right.”


My parents get in the front and Dad starts the car.





When we arrive at the Airport Express check-in counters, they’re completely empty. Even Cody thinks it’s weird. He runs up and down the hall. I’ve never seen the Airport Express so deserted. I look up at the big board, at all the flights cancelled or postponed due to the virus.


Mom walks up to the United counter and is relieved to hear our flight’s still happening. She presents them our tickets and passports. Bowen asks to borrow a pen from the woman at the United counter for the luggage tags. “Sorry,” the woman says. “I can’t lend out my pen due to health and safety reasons. You have to use your own pen.”


That’s when it really hits me, how serious the virus is.


“Here, Bowen, use this,” Mom says, digging a pen out from her purse.


As Bowen scribbles our address and number, I run around the Airport Express doing helicopter arms, like I always do, except this time I get no funny looks because the hall is too empty. Cody chases after me. We both stop in front of the Airport Express bakery and take in the scent of freshly baked egg tarts. Cody wags his tail. I bend down and our tummies rumble together. And for a second I am overcome with an intense desire to run in and grab them all and stuff them in my mouth, because I don’t know when I’ll ever eat traditional Hong Kong egg tarts again.


Dad walks over and asks me what’s wrong. I tell him my fear of never eating egg tarts again. Every Sunday, my dad used to take us to city hall, where we would order little plates of dim sum off carts rolling by. Bowen would get the barbecue pork buns, Lea would get the spring rolls, and I would get the har gao – shrimp dumplings – and egg tarts for dessert. It was the one time each week my brother and I did not argue.


“They have dim sum in San Francisco,” Dad assures me.


True. But there’s something they don’t have in San Francisco. As Dad puts each of our tagged suitcases onto the scale, I fight the tears welling up in my eyes.





When the last of our bags have been checked in and all the boarding passes issued, Dad walks us to the train that will take us to our gate. It’s time for our goodbyes.


“I can’t believe my family’s leaving me!” Dad says, wiping his eyes. “What am I going to do with myself?”


“You can play with Cody!” my sister suggests.


Dad laughs. “I’ll tickle him every night and pretend it’s you.”


“But don’t give him all the tickles. Save some for me,” Lea says.


“Don’t worry, mochi. I will save all my best tickles for you,” Dad promises, leaning in for a kiss.


“We’ll call you as soon as we land,” Mom says.


“How are you getting to the house?” Dad asks.


“Uber,” Mom replies. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”


“I know you do,” Dad says, kissing Mom on her cheek, over her mask. “Thanks again for doing this. I love you.”


Mom’s eyes glisten as she whispers from behind her mask, “Love you, too. Take care of yourself.”


Next it’s my turn. There’s so much I want to say to Dad – like that the combination on my lockbox in my room is 1-4-6. Dad can look inside but he cannot under any circumstances show any of the contents to Bowen if they FaceTime. Oh, and to water my basil plant every day. (My old friend Amir got it for me, and it’s the only thing from him that I have left.) And not to forget to keep practicing stay with Cody.


In the end, all I can manage is, “Don’t die.”


“I won’t,” Dad promises. He kneels down and opens his arms, and I run into them. Cody jumps on both of us, trying to get into the group hug. Dad whispers into my ear, “I’m going to miss you the most, buddy.” And I try my best not to cry, because I’m wearing one of Mom’s precious twenty-seven masks and I don’t want to get it wet.


“Be good,” he says when we pull apart. I nod, a stone lodged in my throat.


Finally, he stands up and turns to Bowen. At five feet ten, Bowen is extra tall for a twelve-year-old. He’s almost as tall as Dad now. In spite of his best efforts to hide his feelings, I can see Bowen’s mask trembling slightly.


“You’re the man of the family now,” Dad tells Bowen. “Take good care of your mom and your siblings, you hear?”


Bowen nods and tells Dad he will. I gaze at Bowen’s eyes. He looks earnest while he says it. And I want to believe he’s gonna be different in America. I really, really do, even though part of me thinks he won’t.


We hug one last time as a family, as Mom reminds us, “Don’t cry! Don’t cry! Don’t cry! You’ll waste a mask!” even as the tears stream down her own face.


Cody whimpers so bad I have to bite the inside of my cheeks to keep from bawling.


The train comes and the Airport Express speaker announces that we have four minutes to get on.


“Bye, Dad,” I say one last time. “I love you.”


“I love you, too, buddy,” he says, waving at me and holding Cody still as I follow my siblings and Mom to the train. “Stay strong.”


I turn around and flex my right arm. “Power of attorney!”
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On the aeroplane, everyone is wearing masks. Even babies are wearing masks. Walking down the aisle, I see all shapes and sizes and colours – pink masks, blue masks, even ski masks. The people sitting in the row behind us, they’re wearing gas masks. The kind with eye goggles and a giant ventilator for toxic gas, that goes VUUUM when you breathe. You’d think we were fleeing from a nuclear war. Mom takes a pic and sends it to Dad.


A second later, Dad texts back, That’s wild! Ask them if they know Darth Vader!


Mom shows Dad’s text to me and I smile. It feels like Dad’s here.


I pretend that Dad just went to the bathroom and he’ll be back in his seat in a minute. Which lasts all of two seconds as reality comes crashing down next to me and Bowen’s butt lands where Dad’s supposed to sit.


“You better not kick the person-in-front’s seat, or I’m going to pretend I don’t know you!” Bowen says.


I knew his promise to be nice would last only five seconds.


“I already pretend I don’t know you,” I inform him. “I’ve been pretending since I was five.”


Mom scolds us, “Knock it off, both of you! Let’s get there peacefully before we start killing each other – can we do that??”


Bowen mutters, “Whatever.”


Behind us, an old man is gleefully talking on his phone as he takes his seat. “You won’t believe how hard it was to get a flight out! I got one of the very last tickets! I’m the luckiest man alive!”


He makes it sound like we just boarded a lifeboat off the Titanic. Is this what this is… a lifeboat taking us to America?


As the plane takes off, I gaze outside, putting my hand onto the window.


Bye, Dad. I hope you get on a lifeboat too.





Mom doesn’t eat anything on the flight, so Bowen devours her sandwich and his own while Lea and I watch movies. If I look straight ahead, I can almost pretend it’s a normal flight. It’s only when I turn around and see the rows and rows of people wearing masks that I remember this isn’t normal.


Every time any of us goes to the bathroom, Mom’s waiting with hand sanitizer when we get back. By the end of the flight, my hands are completely cracked.


Finally, twelve stressful hours later, we touch down at San Francisco International Airport.


There’s a triumphant cheer when we land. “We made it!” people call out. Neighbors turn to each other and shake hands, then remember we’re not supposed to shake hands. Some habits are hard to break. We squirt hand sanitizer like crazy.


Bowen, Lea, Mom, and I are all smiles as we walk out. Bowen takes off his mask when he steps into the terminal, and Mom immediately orders him to put it back on.


“Why??” Bowen asks. “We’re safe now!”


“No, we’re not!” Mom says. “We still have to get into the country.”


Bowen shakes his head. “Well, I’m not doing it.”


He tosses his mask into the trash and continues to walk through SFO without a mask. I look to my mom, confused. Should I take mine off too? Mom shoots me a look, like don’t you dare.


She catches up with Bowen and yells at him for wasting a mask when we brought so few with us. We left most of Auntie Jackie’s masks in Hong Kong for Dad. “Put it on now!” Mom says, thrusting a new mask at Bowen.


It’s strange hearing Mom use the tone that she only ever uses on me when she’s gotten a Knox is about to fail! call from my teacher. Bowen sighs but says, “Fiiiine.”


At immigration, we file into the US citizens line. Mom gets out all our US passports. Most of the people in line, like us, are still wearing masks. Mom tells us she’s going to be the one doing all the talking when we get up there and that we shouldn’t say anything.


“By ‘we,’ she means you, Knot,” Bowen says.


I glare at Bowen and nod to Mom.


The line drags on and on, barely moving. I notice the immigration officers ask many more questions to the Chinese people than the white people, even though it’s the US citizens line and we’re all US citizens. I overhear one officer asking an elderly Chinese man to name all the times he’s been to China.
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