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  Dear Reader,

  Loveboat, Taipei is inspired by actual summer programs attended by thousands of Asian American teens since the 1960s. My husband and I both attended the program in Taiwan in different summers and eventually met through mutual friends. South Korea hosts a similar program for young adults of Korean descent.

  The program has evolved over the years. I loved chatting with alumni from across different summers. Loveboat alumni will no doubt recognize many of the landmarks and also note the creative liberties I’ve taken in service of storytelling. The story and all characters are fictional, and any resemblance to real persons is coincidental.

  For an overview of the history of the program, see Valerie Soe’s 2019 documentary Love Boat: Taiwan (loveboat-taiwan.com).

  Thank you for reading!

  Abigail Hing Wen
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  For Andy




  

  March 31

  BROWN UNIVERSITY Office of College Admissions

  Dear Ever,

  Thank you for your interest in our Program in Liberal Medical Education. This year’s pool of applicants was exceptionally talented, and, with regret, our committee was unable to offer you a space in our incoming class . . .

  

  March 31

  BOSTON UNIVERSITY College of Arts & Science

  Dear Ever,

  Each year, we are faced with the difficult decision of turning away highly qualified candidates . . .

  

  March 31

  WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

  University Scholars Program in Medicine

  Dear Ms. Wong,

  While your credentials are impressive, we unfortunately can only admit . . .

  

  April 1

  UNIVERSITY OF ROCHESTER MEDICAL CENTER

  Dear Everett,

  With only ten slots in our program, I am sorry . . .

  

  April 1

  RICE UNIVERSITY Baylor College of Medicine

  Dear Ever,

  Thank you for your interest in the Rice/Baylor Medical Scholars Program. Unfortunately . . .

  

  April 3

  CWRU SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

  Dear Ms. Wong,

  With regret . . .

  

  April 3

  NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY Feinberg School of Medicine

  Dear Ever,

  Congratulations. I am pleased to offer you a place in our Honors Program in Medical Education. Since 1961, we have offered a unique, seven-year educational experience for motivated students aspiring to medical careers . . .

  

  April 4

  NEW YORK UNIVERSITY Tisch School of the Arts

  Dear Ever,

  Our Dance Department is unable to admit you at this time; however, we would like to offer you a place on our waiting list . . .

  May 1

  Dear Northwestern University/Feinberg School of Medicine,

  
    [image: ] I ACCEPT the offer of admissions and have paid my deposit of $500.

    [image: ] I DECLINE the offer of admissions.

  

  Ever A. Wong
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  CHAGRIN FALLS, OHIO — JUNE 5

  The envelope drops through our mail slot like a love letter.

  The familiar purple insignia—the four-petal flame spreading like a dancer’s fan—sends me plunging down the faded carpet of our stairs. I text Megan:

  running late b there in 5.

  Then I snatch up the letter almost before it kisses the doormat.

  My thumb traces the school’s name in the upper corner. This can’t be real. The last time an identical envelope arrived, crisp-cornered, smelling of new paper and ink and smudged with fingerprints, was two months ago. Like a full-colored dream breaking into a gray reality: of the lavender swish of tulle skirts, satin-rose ribbons unfurling, the weightlessness of leaps toward a sapphire sky.

  NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts.

  Can it be—?

  “Ever, there you are.”

  “Mom!” I spin around, scraping my arm against the rickety bookshelf Dad built. I fold the letter out of sight behind my back as Mom charges from the kitchen, waving a printout. Her jade-green blouse is buttoned to its modest neckline, as usual. A familiar panic digs into my gut. “Mom, I thought you were out.”

  “The church had extra volunteers today. I have good news.” She waves the page, covered with Chinese characters. Another ancient herbal concoction to improve my circulation? I don’t want to know, and anyways, she’ll be making me drink it soon enough. “We applied for you and—are you wearing makeup?”

  Damn. I seriously thought she was out. Normally, I’d have waited until I was down the block to pinkie on my microscopic touch of lip gloss.

  “Just a little,” I admit as she snatches a tissue off the side table. Behind my back, the envelope cuts into blisters on my palm.

  “Mom, I’m late to meet Megan.” I try to angle past her to the stairs, but the hallway, crammed from floor to ceiling with portraits of Pearl and me at every age, is as tight as the inside of a suitcase. “She’s at the field already.”

  Mom sets my tank top more securely over my bra strap, lips pursing, as they do whenever I mention Megan. She’d rather I spend my hours getting ready for Northwestern because my brain and the Krebs cycle don’t get along. I barely scraped a B in AP Bio—and that tumor on my report card might be malignant.

  The tissue comes at me. It doesn’t even occur to her she’s invading my space. “Yes, but I need to tell you—”

  A soft crash in the kitchen is followed by a wail from Pearl. “I’m sorry! My hand slipped!”

  A moment later, my little sister’s head pokes from the doorway behind Mom. I hide a smile as she bites into a spear of peeled grapefruit. Her eleven-year-old face is mine in miniature: same shoulder-length black hair and pixie face, but with doe-brown eyes like Dad’s, reflecting her infinitely sweeter disposition—and a mischievous glint as she meets my gaze. “Mom, help! I spilled the brown sugar.”

  “You didn’t hurt yourself?” Mom’s already starting for Pearl.

  “No, nothing broke.”

  Dad appears at the top of the stairs. “Everything okay?” The steps squeak as he descends, belly straining at his favorite Cleveland Indians sweatshirt. Under his elbow, he folds the World Journal, the Chinese-language newspaper of North America, that covers everything from global politics to the ten-year-old Chinese American global chess champ to the Yale-bound former child prodigy who is the bane of my existence.

  “Grab the broom, will you?” Mom asks me.

  “No, I’ve got it,” Pearl says. “Look, the sugar’s mostly on the napkin. Still clean.”

  Not a penny wasted. Five years of running interference for each other, and Pearl has it down to a science. I mouth thank you at her then squeeze past Dad, sliding my arm around to my stomach, keeping my letter out of sight.

  “I’m sorry, I gotta run.” My feet scarcely dent the carpet pile as I race upstairs. Near the top, my shoulder sets the family portrait swaying on its nail, and I grab hold to still it.

  “Ever, I need to tell you something.” Mom never lets go—Pearl and I know that better than anyone. “This summer—”

  “Sorry, Mom, I’m so late!”

  The slam of my door flutters the old test papers on my desk and sets my pink pointe shoes, hung by their ribbons, swaying on my bedpost. My room holds my twin bed, my dresser, and a few dozen pieces of dancing gear: jazz shoes on the floor by my closet, my dance squad flag in the corner, leotards and tights and skirts.

  I lean my back against the door and clutch the letter to the pounding in my chest.

  Can it be—?

  I’d applied to Tisch on a whim, in secret. My parents tolerated all my dancing only because my guidance counselor reassured them I needed diverse interests for college applications. Buried under the mountains of medical program applications, Tisch was a shot in the dark. When the wait-list letter arrived, I figured that was what they told all their applicants: Thanks, but you go on without us.

  Downstairs, Mom’s impatient voice mixes with Pearl’s lighter tones. My stomach does a backflip—I have about a minute before Mom breaks down my door.

  With a trembling finger, I rip open the envelope.
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  Ten minutes later, I jog onto the field behind the high school. Puffy storm clouds close over the sky, the remnants of a typhoon kicked up in Asia, according to the weatherman. The grass is moist underfoot. A guys’ soccer match runs full tilt, a mad dash of Chagrin Falls orange jerseys versus blue from Solon, a rival high school. Normally, I’d stop and look, as in look, but today, all I want is to talk to Megan, my best friend since kindergarten, when we both joined Zeigler’s Ballet Studio. We’ve danced together all the way through high school, along with our twelve-member flag corp and dance squad.

  She’s by her Camry, hauling our black-and-gold flags from her trunk, already dressed in our outfit: black leotard with sheer lace sleeves that catch the light, the matching skirt rippling over her long, lean legs. She has a dancer’s body—like a living, breathing Degas sculpture. As I veer toward her, I feel a familiar twinge of envy. I’d rather take remedial biology all summer than have my thighs so exposed, but this is the price of dancing, and I’m willing to pay it.

  “Megan!”

  “Ever, you got out!” She waves, then grabs the periwinkle tote bag slipping from her narrow shoulder. Her reddish-brown hair tumbles over her fingers.

  “Hey. Megan.” I gasp.

  “Hurry up and change.” She shoves my tote bag at me, which I’d left in her car last practice for safekeeping from Mom. She glances worriedly over her shoulder. “Stikeman needs this field for some staff thing. We only have an hour.”

  “Megan.” I clutch my bag like a life preserver. “I got into Tisch.”

  The poles clatter to the asphalt and Megan shrieks loud enough to be heard in Manhattan. I’m enveloped in a storm of curls and the scent of rosemary.

  “How? When?”

  “Just now.” My body shakes as if I haven’t eaten in days. I’ve tucked the letter under my pillow, but those black lines of type are seared into my mind: We are pleased to admit you to the Dance Department . . . “They emailed too, apparently, but I’ve been on hiatus since graduation. Now I have to answer by next Friday. I don’t know what to do.”

  “You didn’t tell your parents, did you?”

  “I climbed down my pipe before they could talk to me.”

  “Ever.” Megan grips my arm and walks me toward the school. “You’ve got to stop doing that. If you break a leg, how will you dance? What if you hurt yourself permanently?”

  “I’m not going to break a leg.”

  She frowns. “So Tisch. You want to go—of course you do, right?”

  “Well, even considering it feels ridiculous, right? I’ve got almost a full ride to med school. You know how my mom feels about dancing—all body, no brain. Practically prostitution. Anyways, we can’t afford Tisch. If they knew I’d applied, that I got in—I really think they’d consider disowning me”

  “What about financial aid?”

  “It’s not enough. The letter mentioned a scholarship.”

  “From Tisch?”

  “No, an arts association. I’d have to audition in Cleveland right after we dance in the parade next Saturday. At one thirty.”

  “Ballet? Jazz?” Megan’s grip is starting to hurt.

  “Open-ended.”

  “How about this routine? You made it up—that’ll count for something, right? Okay to do a duo?”

  “I don’t have anything else!”

  She frowns, thinking hard. “We’ll have to Uber from Public Square. Shit.” She shoves me toward the bathroom. “Now we really need to practice. Go change!”
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  Five minutes later, I am seated back-to-back with Megan on the grass. I lift the bottom of my fiberglass flagpole to form a roof peak with Megan’s in the opening pose. A familiar warmth spreads like honey inside me: the anticipation of rhythm and beat.

  Low notes. Wind instruments.

  Like flowers uncurling, we unfold through our spines. Our legs unwind. Our black flags, cut through by a bolt of lightning, glide together in a sunrise. We line up and pan our flags in opposing—“Shit, wrong way,” Megan apologizes—directions, salute to either side, reverse, one slow spin, a faster one, waking from a dream.

  Then the music explodes—and so do we.

  I spin a half turn. The wind of Megan’s mirror movements ruffles my hair. Black-and-gold vinyl snaps at my ear as I hurl my flag skyward and swing into a double pirouette, feet shredding grass, black hair whipping across my face. The scent of grass fills the air and I’m so, so alive—never so alive as when I’m dancing.

  Megan collides into me, our poles scraping.

  “Sorry!” she yells. “What’s next?”

  Megan is always thinking ahead to the next step. I never have to. The patterns we make, how they change over what space and with what energy and tempo—that’s what my body knows.

  “Bigwheels,” I gasp. My hand slides to my pole’s end.

  As the music races to close, we pirouette apart, hips swaying in a few parent-forbidden measures of sexy. Our flags sail high, revolving in tandem, once, twice, then we sweep out and back to center, where I land on my knees and throw up my arms.

  “Sorry I screwed up the transition,” Megan groans. She shuts off her camera, which we’re using to record this dress rehearsal.

  “S’okay. We’ll run it again.” Panting, I fall on my back. My blisters sting, the punishment of hours with the fiberglass pole, and we’ve more to go. But as blades of grass tickle my cheeks, my heart ricochets off my rib cage in a soul-surging rhythm.

  Could this be my future? A lifetime of dancing, this limber-bodied afterglow—instead of walking antiseptic-smelling hallways?

  “You are one mean choreographer, you know?” Megan grabs my water bottle and takes a swig before passing it to me. “Once we perfect this for Public Square, Broadway will bang down our door.”

  “Ha.” I’m obsessed with musicals—dancing on Broadway would be a dream come true. Megan’s just saying, of course, but it’s dizzying to think about.

  “Seriously. How do you come up with all that? We are so hot!”

  “We could be green-haired hags and you’d say that. It just comes together. Your dad gets a medal for scoring us this slot in the parade.”

  “Well, his firm’s been sponsoring it for ten years. It’s about time he got something back.”

  Megan yanks the gold ribbon off a box of Malley’s chocolates, our staple reward while we catch our breath. “Too bad you didn’t get to dance the spring show with the squad. That number was the best. And you choreographed half of it.” She pops a truffle between her lips. “I still can’t believe your mom pulled you out of rehearsal like that.”

  “I can. It’s the part where she did it in front of the entire squad that still kills me.” I bite into a dark raspberry, shuddering with the memory. “Poor Ethan, she acted like he had leprosy. All because I was partner dancing with a boy.”

  “I honestly don’t get her. I mean, you’re eighteen.”

  “It’s just that way.” It’s a mixed blessing to have Megan in the know, when her family’s so laid-back she can’t understand. “Chalk it up to her Chinese-Baptist roots. You know, she still hasn’t given me the birds and bees talk? All I’ve picked up from her is—”

  “ ‘Sex is a by-product of marriage to be endured, preferably through a hole in the blanket.’ So you’ve told me.” Megan laughs and I almost smile, then she sobers. “Are you going to tell them about Tisch?”

  “I don’t know.” Something tightens in my chest. “Med school’s been the path set for me since before I could walk.” The fulfillment of my parents’ lifelong dream for stability. Respect. “The deposit’s already paid. Dancing . . . they already hate how much time I spend on it. They’ve always expected I’d let it go after high school, when I join the real world.” They know I’m in the parade, but I’ve downplayed it so they’re not coming—I can’t risk them cracking down on the time suck, not to mention my outfit.

  My chest constricts further, and I rise up onto my elbows. “I can’t think about it right now. I just need to nail this dance.”

  We run our routine and watch our videos a half dozen times, until Megan finally collapses, pries off her shoes, and massages her toes. “I need a break.”

  I flop onto my back beside her and dig my thumb into my palms. A few blisters are bleeding—ugh. I rub them on the grass, out of sight. Even a glimpse of my own blood makes me want to vomit—how will I handle a career of hemorrhages and puncture wounds?

  Overhead, gray clouds close over the last patches of blue sky.

  A rumble of thunder vibrates the ground beneath me.

  I’m tackling the small problems, but not the big one.

  I can’t help but think . . . if Dad gets that bonus Mom’s hoping for. If I catch them in the right mood—

  “Three o’clock,” Megan whispers. “Don’t look now, but there’s a cute guy checking you out.”

  Unlike Mom, Megan knows when I’m not quite ready to talk.

  “Soccer boy?”

  “Yep.”

  I pinwheel my flag over my face, helicopter-style. I can’t deny it—maybe it’s because I dance myself—I’m a sucker for athletes. Not because they’re popular, but because of the discipline it takes to do what they do. Also the way they move—confident, purposeful—staking out their bit of space on this earth.

  Sitting up, I cast a discreet glance toward the soccer net. The team from Solon in their blue jerseys has formed a circle and are kicking a Hacky Sack. An Asian kid makes eye contact, then we both look away. It’s like an unspoken code between us. When you’ve grown up one of three Asian American kids in your school of less than five hundred kids, you don’t do anything to draw attention to your Asianness—his or mine.

  “Not interested.”

  “I’d go out with him.”

  “He’s not noticing me, he’s only noticing I’m Chinese.” I grab my phone. “Which, to be fair, I noticed right back.” Sure enough, the guy heads off with his soccer pals as I open the dance scholarship website to register. “See, he’s gone.”

  Megan sighs. “Because you give every guy like him the when-they-ice-skate-in-hell vibe. Just because he’s Asian American—”

  “Based on sheer probability in the state of Ohio, I’m more likely to end up with a fifty-nine-year-old, two-time divorcé than another Asian American. That is my future.” I say it like I’m joking, but the truth is, boys don’t see me as dating material. Which is why I’ve only ever kissed one guy—and in the end, he didn’t pick me.

  “Okay, you’re being ridiculous. What about the redhead? He’s not fifty.”

  “Ha. Just give it up—” I break off as a blue convertible pulls up with a crunch of asphalt.

  Right on cue.

  “Dan!” Megan squeals, shooting to her feet.

  The big hockey player steps from his car and swoops her into a hungry kiss. They’ve been apart for over six months, since his last visit from his freshman year at Rice. The kiss only lasts three seconds, but it feels like an eternity. I scuff the ground with my foot, familiar ribbons of envy tightening round my heart.

  “Hey, Ever.” Dan’s strawberry-blond hair is longer than it was at his farewell party. But his chipped-tooth grin hasn’t changed. My leotard feels transparent. And as his hazel eyes meet mine, crinkling with that smile, that afternoon behind the shed returns with a rush.

  Those big hands on my hips. His tongue pressing my lips apart. He taught me everything I know about kissing that I didn’t learn from practicing on oranges with Megan in middle school.

  And then Mom and Dad ran him off.

  “Dan wants to go for a ride.” Megan wraps her arms around me; despite our grueling workout, her hair still smells like rosemary. I sense her guilt for happiness at my expense, her query, you’re okay, right? Megan knows about that kiss, knows it’s in the past. We’re still friends because you have the biggest heart this side of the Mississippi, she’s said. The truth is, most days, I try not to think about them. Together. She squeezes me tighter. “Let’s pick up tomorrow? We’re gonna land you that scholarship.”

  “Thanks.” I squeeze her back, not wanting her to worry. Then, because she’s standing there, I make myself dare to hug Dan, too. Like he’s just another friend—

  “Everett!”

  I jump. My foot tangles in Dan’s. My ear scrapes his bristled cheek as I leap back to face an audience I hadn’t realized was watching.

  Mom. She charges from our car, jade blouse snapping like a parachute. Behind her, Dad pulls his Cleveland Indians cap lower, like he’s trying to shrink a few inches. He limps forward, that old injury from a fall mopping a spill at work.

  I cross my arms over my leotard, a futile gesture. Dan shrinks back as Mom comes at me, a battering ram of fury. Fat droplets of rain pelt my head and shoulders as Mom grabs my lace neckline, jerking me off balance despite the fact that, at five feet one, she’s two whole inches shorter than I am.

  “You’re wearing this? In public?”

  I try to yank free. My leotard is long sleeved, for crying out loud. Megan tugs Dan out of firing range, but she needn’t bother: his eyes are like a wild horse’s, facing a blaze that’s already scorched him once.

  “Why are you here?” I choke out.

  Mom shoves a page into my face. Creamy stationery creased into thirds. The precious purple flame insignia wrinkling under her fingers.

  My Tisch School letter.
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  “What is this?” Mom demands. “What else have you been hiding?”

  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Dad’s eyes widen behind his tortoiseshell glasses.

  “Is this why you only got into one medical school?” Mom asks.

  “No! Of course not!” God knows I’d thrown body and soul into my applications and interviews, knowing how important they were to my family. But even though Northwestern’s program ranks higher than even Brown’s, Mom and Dad blamed my Bs in bio when I didn’t get into a bunch of places I applied. “How did you get this?”

  “A woman called asking if you were accepting,” Mom says through clenched teeth. I imagine the explosion on the phone, then the frantic search of my room. Mom shakes my letter as if it’s crawling with red ants. “There’s no future in dancing! You want to live like Agatha when you’re old? You want us to live like that?”

  Agatha. Mom’s favorite object lesson from church, who comes in for free senior lunches with her lipstick as crooked as though a toddler crayoned it on, and warbles about her days with the Cleveland Ballet.

  Dad’s face is as stunned as if I’d taken out a gun and shot him in the chest. “Did you tell Northwestern?”

  “Of course not,” I say, and Dad’s shoulders relax. “I haven’t said anything to anyone!”

  But I can read the thought bubble that hovers over Megan’s head:

  Just tell them what you want. They can’t keep treating you like an infant.

  “You think Dad wanted to push an orderly cart all these years?” Mom demands. “He did it to put food on our table.” Because the state licensure board wouldn’t honor his medical degree from China without him going through a residency he couldn’t afford with a wife and baby on the way. Because this world crushes all our dreams. I know; God, I know. This time, she doesn’t add what she often does: But it’s worth it. You got to grow up in America. You’ll have opportunities we can’t even dream of.

  And grown up I have, knowing that it falls to me, as the elder child, to earn back the cost of two lives.

  But why did you let me dance when I was little? I want to cry. Why give me honey when you knew my future was diabetic? Why let it in to fuse with my muscles and seep in under every square inch of skin?

  “You’ve worked so hard,” Dad murmurs. He means for med school. But I can’t help rubbing the swollen blisters on my palms.

  Overhead, storm clouds have turned the sky to ashes.

  “Tisch—” I can barely get my words out. “I applied on a whim. I didn’t even get in at first. It wasn’t serious—”

  “Then you don’t”—Mom crumples my letter into a ball—“need this.”

  She could have gone pro with that shot. My letter sails into the dumpster.

  “That’s mine!” I scream.

  I fly forward and grab the rusty edge. Blisters burst as I heave upward—but my shoes slip, it’s too high, too choked with moldering garbage to salvage my heart now pulsing on the other side of this metal wall—then Mom grabs the back of my leotard and pulls me off and clangs the lid shut with a whoosh of rotting air.

  “What is wrong with you?” she cries.

  My shoulders shake. I feel cold. So cold, despite the June humidity. Dan’s backed up against his car. Megan clings to our flags. I wish they were anywhere but here. Megan’s brown eyes plead: tell them tell them tell them . . .

  I fight to steady my voice. “I just need to dance next weekend in the parade.” No need to tell them about the scholarship audition, not until I win it. “I’ll study bio between practices. I’ll be ready for med school. I promise.”

  “Ever—” Megan protests, but I shake my head at her. We can’t afford Tisch. That scholarship is my only chance and until I win it, there’s no point telling Mom and Dad anything.

  Mom and Dad exchange a look I don’t like.

  “Not just biology,” Mom says stiffly. “Mandarin.”

  “Mandarin?” This must be what that Chinese printout was about, but seriously? Saturday morning Chinese school had been torture: a thirty-minute drive to affordable classes in Cleveland, copying characters by the hundreds into charts, reciting ancient poems without understanding a word. “I dropped out of Chinese school in second grade.” After my teacher complained I had the fluency of a two-year-old, and the shame got too much for even my parents to bear. No way do I have time for Mandarin this summer.

  But somewhere in the recesses of my mind, an alarm bell begins to clang.

  “I was trying to tell you.” Mom pulls another piece of paper, folded into quarters, from her pocket. Glances at my friends. Later, she’ll regret her outburst in front of them, but it’s too late now. “Your father and I feel it’s time you learn your culture. We got you into a program. In Taiwan.”

  “Taiwan?”

  My parents have always talked about taking us to visit Fujian, the province in southeast China where they were born, and met in college. They left after Dad finished med school. But we’ve never had the money to go. Family hasn’t been a draw either. Mom’s parents passed away before I was born, and Dad’s four years after.

  All I know about Taiwan is that it’s an island off the coast of Fujian, and my uncle Johnny, married to Mom’s sister in Vancouver, was born there. She might as well have announced we’re blasting off to the moon. We can’t afford a trip there, not with my tuition ahead, and Pearl’s on the horizon.

  “It’s a good opportunity.” Dad removes his cap, suddenly earnest. “You’ll learn fántǐ zì—traditional characters.”

  I barely know what he means. “I can’t take off for a week—”

  “Eight weeks,” Mom says. “It starts this weekend.”

  “This . . . this weekend?”

  She nods. “Sunday.”

  “I’m not going!” I rage. “I got into Northwestern! I did everything you asked. I haven’t done anything wrong!”

  “Wrong? This isn’t a punishment.” To my surprise, Mom’s near tears herself. “Aunty Lilian said the program’s very good. Lots of young people enjoy it. And your ticket’s so expensive. No refund!”

  “Wait,” I cry. “You bought a ticket already?”

  “I sold my black pearl necklace!”

  Her black pearl necklace.

  The present from her father, who died when she was fifteen, younger than I am now. How many times have I seen her bring the string out on his death anniversary, polish the pearls with a scrap of red silk? She’s told the story so often, how Gong-Gong brought it back for her from a failed business trip to Hong Kong.

  And in Mom’s necklace is the echo of their every other sacrifice—her slippers scuffing the hallway as she folds laundry, covering my chores while I studied into the night; the scar where she cut her finger chopping black chickens to nourish me during finals; Dad chauffeuring me to my clinic internship; all their worries over my med school applications.

  Megan clutches Dan’s hand.

  Tell them tell them tell them . . .

  A war rages in my heart. That guilt that comes with Mother’s Day, when I can’t feel as grateful as I should. Not even close.

  It’s one thing to dance around the little controls Mom exerts on my life. Quite another to shed a hard-fought-for future of financial security and respect for our family. My parents would slit their throats for my happiness, and in return, my future is their future.

  I should have known better than to let myself get swept away.

  My shoulders slump. I can’t meet Megan’s eyes.

  “I’ll need to find my passport,” I say, then head for the car, leaving my heart in the dumpster, gasping like a dying fish.




  [image: ]

  Dad knocks as I sit hard on the lid of his plaid suitcase, trying to coax the stubborn, tasseled zipper around its last corner so I can make my flight this afternoon. I know it’s him knocking, because he’s the only one who does.

  “Come in,” I grunt.

  He holds a soft black case. His graying hair is combed over his balding head. He’s fifty-five, and his narrow face is tired and lined like a map of the Rocky Mountains, unlike Megan’s lawyer dad who could pass for her older brother.

  “Need a hand?”

  “I got it.”

  He ducks coming in, as if my doorway isn’t high enough. I take my room for granted most days, but now that I’m leaving, my Degas posters, lavender satchel, secret peanut butter cup stash—the space feels like my only sanctuary.

  “This isn’t for you to take to Taiwan. But I wanted you to have it.”

  The zipper’s hopeless. I take the case from him and spill a stethoscope into my hand.

  “My med school adviser gave it to me when I graduated. I’ve been saving it for you. Do you—do you like it?”

  The chrome is still shiny. He’s never used it: the soft Y-shaped neck, the round chest piece that can hold a heartbeat. I weigh it like a baby in my hands, this symbol of a respected profession my family has only watched from the outside.

  It’s more my size than his, as if it’s been waiting for me.

  The floorboards creak under Dad’s weight.

  A few years ago, Pearl and I watched Mulan on Netflix: the girl in ancient China who steals her father’s armor to save him, returns home a hero, and tries to earn her father’s forgiveness by thrusting her honors at him. Only to be told that the greatest gift was having her for a daughter.

  Pearl and I bawled. And then we found out Dad had watched it on a flight from Singapore years ago.

  “Did you cry, too?” Pearl had the guts to ask, while I hovered in the background, waiting for his answer.

  Dad had scrunched up his face, goofy-like, as he did only for her. “I did.”

  “Really?” I blurted, startled into engaging. Did miracles still happen? Did he actually get it?

  “Which part, Dad?” Oh, Pearl, how do you dare?

  “When the Huns invaded China,” came his honest reply.

  Now we’re standing in reverse. He wants me to love it, this gift, and I just . . .

  He takes my arm, a rare contact. “Taiwan’s not a punishment,” he murmurs. “It was bad timing. I might be able to join you the last days if I can line up my business trip.” To a hospital he consults for on the sly. It’s a few extra dollars and they fly him out twice a year. Maybe that will be me one day: moonlighting. Sneaking out of the hospital in my white lab coat to dance on legs that have forgotten how to move.

  Mom bursts in, pressing Dad aside. “Ever, I found you a neck pillow.” She thrusts it at me, then unzips my suitcase lid. “Are you ready?” She inspects the contents, then yanks out my periwinkle dance bag and dumps my leotard and pointe shoes onto my bed.

  “You won’t be needing all that in Taiwan,” she says, and bustles off.

  Dad opens his mouth. “Ever—”

  “I can’t pack with all these interruptions.”

  I drop the pillow, set his stethoscope on my banned leotard, and fall back onto the evil zipper. I’m an automaton. Everything I’m doing is like their hands moving through mine.

  I don’t look up, even after my door closes behind him.

  
    
      
        To: tisch.admissions@nyu.edu

        From: ever.a.wong@chagrinfallshigh.edu

        Dear Tisch Admissions,

        With regret, I decline your offer of admissions.

        Ever Wong
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  Twenty-one hours of connecting flights later, I sling my carry-on onto my shoulder and stumble bleary-eyed after my seatmate, down a metal ramp into Taipei’s Taoyuan International Airport. My head still roars with the noise of the jets. My mouth tastes like talc and I regret the foil-wrapped teriyaki chicken that’s threatening to make its way back up my system.

  The airport glitters. Shiny white floor tiles shimmer with the reflection of a stampede of passengers. Perfume and body odor choke my lungs as I’m swept at dizzying speed past stores featuring Swatch watches and Dior shades, glass cases holding boxes of pineapple cakes, a fast-food counter serving black-lacquered bento boxes. “Kuài diăn, kuài diăn!” Someone pushes past me from behind.

  I catch a glimpse of myself in a store mirror; dark-haired, small, and terrified-looking, surrounded by strangers. Trying not to panic, I yank my crumpled welcome packet from my backpack. My contact is a Chen Li-Han. My ride should be waiting outside baggage claim.

  Now I just need to get to him in one piece.

  Down an escalator, past larger-than-life billboards of Asian models I can’t help gawking at, through a hallway . . . until at last, I spill into a rectangular room roped into lines that snake toward a row of immigration booths. Chinese characters mix with English everywhere and Mandarin announcements blare in my ears. At home, we only speak English, except when Mom and Dad use Mandarin to keep secrets. I’ve picked up a few basics at the Chinese Church, where service is translated line by line: “Let us pray” and “Please sit.” And I know the dim sum cart (har gow, shu mai, chang fen)—and that, I thought, was all I’d need. I hope that’s still true. I hope, I hope.

  Back at the Cleveland airport, Dad had taken my arm and murmured, “Safe travels.” It’s a ritual, left over from family lore—the great-uncle who went to Germany and never returned, the niece lost at sea—like throwing a pinch of salt over your shoulder. If we neglect it, misfortune might ensue. It’s always been us saying it to Dad as we dropped him off.

  But I’d snatched back my arm. Marched through security, ignoring the paranoid twang that comes from that family immigrant history—what if he dies before I come home?

  And what if I get lost and can’t get back?

  What if I get kidnapped?

  What is everyone saying?

  What have I done?

  My breath comes fast and shallow.

  Don’t panic.

  I just need to make it through this airport, then I can bury myself in character charts and try not to think of Pearl being 7,627 miles away or Megan dancing in Public Square with Cindy Sanders who’s taking my place in the parade, or Dan—I can’t think of him. With any luck, I’ll hide under the radar of my Chinese school prison guard and won’t have to speak to anyone for eight weeks.

  At a booth, an officer behind glass blasts me in Mandarin.

  “I’m sorry.” I hand him my American passport. “I don’t speak.” Frowning, he takes a mug shot, scans my index fingers, hands back my passport, and waves me through.

  Somehow, I make it to the luggage carousel, where Dad’s whale-sized suitcase revolves in a loop. I squeeze between two travelers arguing in Mandarin and drag my suitcase free—it’s heavier than I remember—then I’m jostling along with another herd of travelers into an arrival hall, flowing with a river of more Asian people than I’ve ever seen.

  Panic!

  A sea of faces rushes me, crowds waving cardboard signs printed with blocky characters and names in English. Someone cries a greeting and jostles me from behind, and then I’m falling, and then caught by a steel rail that divides me from the crowds: women in stylish blouses, men in beige slacks, though it’s hot enough to melt crayons on the floor. And humid. My shirt and hair are plastered to my body already.

  I make my way past the crowds and outside into a blast of sunlight. Horns honk. Oddly squarish cars rush by, their roar splitting my head into four.

  “Chien Tan?” I ask a woman with another sign. “I’m looking for—”

  A claw-like hand grips my shoulder, connected to a man with no hair and a face like a horse. The stench of cigarettes and cilantro breaks over me.

  “Nǐ yào qù nǎlǐ?”

  “Wh-what?”

  “Nǐ yào qù nǎlǐ?”

  His grip tightens. Panic overrides all remaining sense.

  “No!” I rip free, whirl about-face, hell-bent on retracing my steps back onto my plane.

  But two policemen in blue guard the exit.

  And then my luggage, heavy with inertia, keeps twisting me round, tipping my world. My ankle gives way—then the pavement rushes to meet me, no railing this time to prevent me from making an undignified Ever-shaped splat on the ground.

  A yell rips from my throat.

  My suitcase yanks itself free.

  Then a firm hand on my upper arm stops me inches from the ground. I eyeball a pair of blue jeans–clad legs. Black Nikes.

  “Whoa, there,” he says, and I gape up at an angle at the most handsome guy I’ve ever seen.
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  The guy hauls me to my feet as if I weigh no more than a monkey. I feel like a monkey—a clumsy one in desperate need of a shower, hair-combing, and breath mints.

  “You all right?” he asks. “Jet lag’s pretty bad off these flights. It’s four in the morning for us.”

  He’s making excuses for my emotional wreckedness; for looking like I just got spit out of a jet engine—and it’s the kindness of this stranger that undoes me. As he releases my arm, I dash it over my damp eyes.

  His jet-black hair is rumpled into careless spikes, like he doesn’t need to bother with first impressions. He’s paired an olive-green shirt with hip-hugging jeans that mean he either has very good taste, or knows someone who has. He’s tall and leanly buff—I’ve never seen a real-life guy with so much prime real estate in arm muscles.

  “Hi—hi!” I stammer wittily. “Um, hi!”

  He tugs an earphone free. It sings with a homey Beatles song that reminds me of closing down the Patio Grill, where I worked last summer, only there has never been a guy like him there.

  “Are you Ever Wong?” He rights my suitcase with a firm thud and scowls. “You’re an hour late. We’ve been waiting for you.”
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  Five minutes into the ride to Chien Tan, I realize there’s something familiar about Rick Woo of the swoon-worthy arms. Is it his name? Face? Maybe I’m loopy from jet lag, but surely I’d have remembered an Asian guy of his sheer size and bulk. He takes up half our bench, which creaked and sagged toward him when he sat beside me. He moves with a sense of controlled—almost graceful—power, as if he’s never taken a wrong step in his life. Meanwhile, my upper arm slowly purples with his handprint, a reminder that I nearly wiped out before him and every occupant of this fifteen-passenger van.

  “Have we met before?” I venture.

  “No.” Rick falls into a silence that doesn’t invite further conversation, his initial kindness evaporated like a splash of water left behind on the airport pavement. He fidgets with his cell phone, which isn’t getting a signal. It drops and he swears and picks it up again, removing and reinserting his tiny SIM card. Oh, no. I forgot to buy one at the airport like Dad told me to. I’ve never been as addicted to my phone as my classmates, but now I can’t even make a desperate lifeline call to Megan.

  Upside: I don’t have to take calls from Mom and Dad either.

  Rick restarts his phone. His knee jiggles and he drapes his thick-wristed arm over it, running his thumb along the inside of his fingers in an odd, fidgety gesture. His wall of silence would have felt less awkward if the other kids weren’t jabbering a mile a minute around us, as they have since I slipped into my seat.

  Is he really that annoyed they had to wait so long for me?

  Li-Han, our driver who is also, apparently, head counselor, meets my eyes in his rearview mirror. He’s about ten years older than us, rail-thin under his fluorescent-yellow Chien Tan shirt, with a thick shock of black hair, black-rimmed glasses, and a bulldoggish jaw. He speaks in Mandarin, and with a jolt, I catch my Chinese name—Ai-Mei—which he’d used to check me off his list. Ai: love, and Mei: beauty, which has always felt less pretentious in Chinese. But no one but my grandpa, who named me, ever used it in real life, and he passed away when I was four.

  On Rick’s other side, by the door, a beautiful girl with pencil-straight black hair spilling over her creamy shoulders wraps up her flirting match with a hawk-nosed guy named Marc. Beside him is a prematurely graying guy named Spencer Hsu, who apparently is taking a gap year to work on a Senate campaign this fall. I haven’t gotten the girl’s name yet, and I feel a pang, wishing Megan were here—everyone seems to know each other already.

  The van jolts over a pothole as the girl leans over Rick. Her heart-shaped face tapers to a cleft chin. Dark-brown eyes curl ever so slightly down either side of her nose. Her tangerine dress tightens against generous curves and could have come off a runway—by comparison, my lilac V-neck shirt over jean cutoffs feels grungy. Even if I’d changed before deplaning, I don’t own anything half as nice.

  “Hey, there. Li-Han wants us to do icebreakers. Whatever. I’m Sophie Ha—yes, like haha! It’s Korean—my grandfather was Korean. I’m from Manhattan, but I live in New Jersey now. My parents split up and sent me here for the summer, but I’d have come anyways. Where are you from?”

  “Um, Ohio.” Aren’t Asians supposed to be reserved? But she’s so open. And she glitters. Sunlight glints off three earrings on her left earlobe, a contrast to my modest single studs. She somehow reminds me of a combination of Megan and Pearl.

  “Cool.” She props an elbow on Rick’s shoulder like he’s a big pillow. His wide, arched forehead and soft nose remind me of my cousin, though his irises are amber instead of brown, closer to the color of his skin. Why does he look familiar? Headphones, shaggy hair, athletic build . . . there’s a resemblance between Sophie and Rick. The shape of their eyes, the full lips.

  “Are you guys related?”

  “Cousins,” she confirms, and I can’t help envying all the benefits that must come with a hot boy-cousin your age, like a built-in network of guy friends, a sounding board for your unrequited crushes. “We went to the same high school. I was a cheerleader. I’m headed to Dartmouth.”

  “Oh, cool—I dance. Um. Dance squad. Ballet.”

  “Cool. Rick’s off to Yale”—she rolls her head charmingly—“to play football.” She kneads his shoulder and pretends to cheer, “Rah rah sis boom bah!”

  “Quit it, Sophie.” He slumps against his seat, frown deepening, looking out the window. “We’ve hit rush hour.”

  “I give up.” She sighs. “Even I can take only so much of your sulking.”

  Wait a minute . . .

  Yale.

  Football.

  Woo.

  “You!” I blurt.

  Rick frowns. “What?”

  When I was nine, Dad showed me a photo in the World Journal: the skinny Chinese boy with the birthday just five days after mine, with bear-like brows that have since spread proportionately over the forehead of the guy beside me. Woo Guang-Ming (Bright Light, family name first) of New Jersey had won the national spelling bee, when I didn’t even know a round existed beyond my fourth-grade silver-medal victory. Maybe you should put more effort into spelling, Mom suggested.

  When we turned twelve, Woo Guang-Ming had his piano debut in Lincoln Center. You should practice more! Harder!

  At fourteen, he won the Google Science Fair for some machine learning algorithm. How can you go to medical school with a B in biology? We’d lived the same number of years on this earth, and he’d achieved four times as much.

  I told myself he had no soul. He spewed algebraic formulas on command. His fingers were sausage-swollen from his mom’s chopsticks coming down on them at the keyboard.

  The only time I didn’t want Boy Wonder struck down by lightning was when he quit piano to warm the football team’s bench freshman year. The World Journal was worried, my parents devastated. Who does he think he is, Tom Brady? Will he not go to college?

  I rejoiced. For once, Guang-Ming had done something off the beaten path (for an immigrant Asian American kid). And sitting on the bench—a waste of time by World Journal standards. It was the end of the Guang-Ming dynasty and I’d never have to run into a clip of his latest article placed on my pillow again.

  But then Boy Wonder got recruited as a running back for Yale, not the best football team, but who in the readership of the World Journal cared? It was Yale. He skyrocketed again in my parents’ esteem and plummeted in mine. The only other World Journal prodigy I remember half as well died by suicide. His grieving parents commemorated him with a full page spread of his résumé.

  “What?” Boy Wonder repeats.

  Here he is. The yardstick for my never-measuring-up life, in the flesh.

  “Nothing,” I say, and Boy Wonder’s frown deepens.

  “Never met an Ever before.” Sophie smooths things over. “Is it a nickname?”

  “For Everett.” I really wish Boy Wonder wasn’t between us joggling his arm and leg, putting me on edge.

  Sophie’s brow wrinkles. “Isn’t Everett—”

  “Did you want to trade seats?” Boy Wonder cuts her off, scooting from me. Sophie raises a brow. I flush. Do I smell?

  “We’ll be on campus in like, five minutes. Calm down. Poor Ever will think you’re like this all the time.” Boy Wonder shoves his phone into his pocket and makes a fist that pops his veins out on his tan arm. What the heck is his hurry anyways?

  Sighing, Sophie turns back to me. “So Everett’s—”

  “A boy’s name, yeah.” My flush deepens, my usual embarrassment quadrupled. I don’t want to keep talking over Boy Wonder and annoying him. “My parents didn’t realize it was.” To which most respond, “How could they not?”

  Boy Wonder glances at me. “Guess Everett sounds like Bernadette or Juliette. Easy mistake.”

  I’m surprised. He understood. Sometimes things that should be straightforward—like what’s a boy’s versus girl’s name, or why your entire self-worth isn’t at stake when you let down your parents—just aren’t. If you didn’t grow up like I did.

  “Yeah,” I say.

  Not that this makes up for him being the bane of my existence.

  “What’s it mean anyways?” he asks.

  Why am I so weirdly fascinated by the stubble on his jaw?

  “Brave as a boar. Remember, I didn’t pick it.”

  “Ever the Brave Boar. I like it,” he says.

  I can’t help a small snort. He can’t mean it.

  “No, really. Better than my name. Came from The Sound of Music. Friedrich. My little sister’s Liesl.”

  I press my lips together, then admit, “That’s hilarious.”

  He groans. “No, it’s not. We had to watch the movie a hundred times and every time, my parents would say”—he waves a hand jazz-style—“ ‘That’s how we got your name!’ My sister got so sick of it she changed her name to Shelly last year in fifth grade.”

  I can’t help smiling. “She sounds a little like my sister.” And a family that picks names out of an old but decent musical—not what I’d have expected for Boy Wonder.

  He looks out the windshield, knee still jiggling, thumb running under his fingers, bored again with this mortal conversation.

  Okay, fine. I face out my own window, my cheeks heated. The world feels jarringly off, as if I’ve dropped into a parallel universe, crowded with strange, squarish cars, oblong street signs, speed limits in kilometers, and Chinese characters. Then the elevated highway lifts us into tree-covered mountains. Mint-and-orange pagodas jut through the leaves: square, tiered roofs with corners flared like swallowtail wings, stacked in towers that shrink as they ascend. Like my favorite jewelry box Dad brought from a trip to Singapore, expanded to house-sized proportions.

  Toto, I’m not in Ohio anymore—and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Disoriented, still mad, but also . . . intrigued.

  “Ai-Mei, nǐ xūyào tíng xiàlái zuò shénme ma?” Li-Han says.

  “I, uh, sorry, I don’t understand—”

  “He’s asking if you need to stop at a store for anything,” Boy Wonder says.

  I flush. I don’t need his help. “Oh, uh, no. No, I don’t. And it’s Ever. No one calls me Ai-Mei.”

  Boy Wonder responds in fluent Mandarin, conveying my answer, and then some. He even pulls off the elder-speak demeanor shift—his tone more deferential and respectful.

  Of course he does.

  Maybe it’s the universe’s idea of a cruel joke that on this trip, which my parents have forced on me, I’ve bumped right up against their measuring stick.

  “If you speak Mandarin already”—I can’t keep the acid from my voice—“why’d your parents make you come?”

  “Oh, they didn’t.” His amber eyes flicker to me. “I came on my own. Sophie and I have family here, so we visit every summer.”

  Boy Wonder chose to attend Chinese summer school. Enough said.

  “It’s different when you’re at Chien Tan, of course,” Sophie says. “What about you? Why’d you decide to come?”

  “I didn’t.” My voice pitches slightly. “My parents made me.”

  Sophie laughs. “Well, no one’s making you do anything here.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Our cousins have done this program,” Sophie whispers. “Best kept secret. Zero supervision.”

  Oh, really? “So what does—”

  Boy Wonder flicks a warning finger toward Li-Han, who probably understands a lot more English than he lets on.

  “Tell you later,” Sophie whispers.

  I want to ask more, but our van pulls into a driveway, past a concrete slab bearing two Chinese characters. To our left, a red pagoda building—the largest I’ve ever seen—rises from the mountains. To the right, a guard salutes from his booth and a wooden bar lifts to let us through.

  “Chien Tan,” Li-Han announces.

  I peer anxiously out the window as Li-Han narrates in Mandarin. A pond laced with giant lily pads gurgles with fountains. Our van winds toward a small campus of redbrick buildings with rows of two-paneled windows. More Asian American kids my age bump a volleyball in a grassy courtyard surrounded by lush shrubbery, and beside a rock carved with the Chien Tan characters, a bride in a red qipao and her tuxedoed groom kiss while their photographer snaps away.

  “Is this a tourist attraction?” I ask. There must be fancier places in Taipei to take wedding photos.

  The van stops. Boy Wonder steps out after Sophie and extends his hand to me. “Li-Han says they met here four years ago.”

  Some traitorous part of me wants to take his hand, to see if it feels hot or cold, but the rest of me is irritated, with him and myself—it’s not like I can’t handle getting out of a van. I hop down on my own, ignoring it.

  “Cool. What are the chances?”

  “What are the chances?” Sophie flicks her black hair over her shoulder, laughing. “It’s Loveboat!”

  “Sorry? I don’t remember reading about a boat.”

  “It’s not a boat.” Sophie shoots Boy Wonder a meaningful glance, but he’s already leading us to the van’s back. “That’s the nickname. Like the old TV show. Add it to the tell-you-later list. Rick, let’s hit the markets first.”

  “You go ahead,” he says. “I need to find a pay phone. I promised Jenna I’d call as soon as I landed and I’m way late now.”

  “Jenna.” Sophie huffs. “You should date Ever,” she adds, to my utter horror. “Look, she’s perfect for you—you play football, she dances.”

  Boy Wonder rolls his eyes. “Jenna’s my girlfriend,” he tells me.

  Oh.

  So he has a girlfriend.

  I guess in my imagination, Boy Wonder always went it alone. Like me.

  The other kids have gathered around the van’s back door. As Li-Han inserts his key into the lock, Boy Wonder fishes his phone from his pocket and thrusts it under my nose.

  “Jenna Chu,” he says.

  His girlfriend smiles from his screen: a professional photo I couldn’t have afforded if I worked a year at the Patio Grill. She’s even more beautiful than he is—her heavy black hair frames a slender face, delicate nose, and rosy lips. At her throat, dangling from a fine gold chain, is a class ring set with a sapphire. People sometimes called me a porcelain doll growing up, which I half liked, half hated. But Jenna actually fits the description, down to the French manicure on her folded hands. I’m surprised Boy Wonder hasn’t broken her by accident.

  His arm brushes mine. He’s standing too close—I step back and catch an odd expression on his face. Surprise. I tug on my ponytail, realizing too late that it’s lopsided.

  “She’s really pretty,” I say.

  “She’s much more than pretty. She’s super smart, too.” Boy Wonder’s voice sharpens, and my face heats with embarrassment. I hadn’t meant to imply she wasn’t. Now he probably thinks I’m shallow. “She’s going to Williams next year.” Is it me, or is he sharing an unusual lot about her?

  “Boring, you mean?” Sophie yawns. “ ‘Ricky, what am I going to do with myself all summer while you’re gone?’ ” she says in an obvious imitation. Li-Han swings open the van’s rear doors.

  “Shut up, Soph. She’s got plenty to do.” With impatient jerks, Boy Wonder hauls our bags onto the sidewalk until he snatches up a black suitcase and lopes up the stairs.

  “Rick, you forgot your backpack,” Sophie calls.

  “Damn.” He swings back for it, then catches my eye. “Watch your step, okay?” He grimaces. “I might not be around to catch you next time.”

  What the heck?

  With that condescending remark, he loops his bag onto his shoulder and dashes back up the stairs as if his entire GPA depends on him calling Jenna before he takes another breath. At the sliding doors, he nearly mows over a petite counselor.
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