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When Meddelin Chan ends up accidentally killing her blind date, her
meddlesome mother calls for her even more meddlesome aunties to
help get rid of the body. Unfortunately, a dead body proves to be a lot
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will get in the way of her auntie’s perfect buttercream cake flowers.

But things go from inconvenient to downright torturous when Meddy’s
great college love—and biggest heartbreak—makes a surprise
appearance amid the wedding chaos. Is it possible to escape murder
charges, charm her ex back into her life, and pull off a stunning
wedding all in one weekend?
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Prologue
Eight Years Ago

Thereisacurse in my family. It's followed us al the way from China, where it took
my great-grandfather (freak accident on the farm that involved a pregnant sow and an
unfortunately placed rake), to Indonesia, where it claimed my grandfather (a stroke at
the age of thirty, nothing quite so dramatic as great-grandfather’s demise but still
rather upsetting). My mom and aunts figured that a Chinese curse wouldn’t follow
them to the West, so after they all got married, they moved to San Gabriel, California
But not only did the curse find them, it mutated. Instead of killing the men in my
family, it made them leave, which is so much worse. At least Yeye died loving my
Nainai. The first one who left was Big Uncle. Then Second Uncle, and then—then it
was my dad, who left without a word in the dead of night. Just up and disappeared,
like a ghost. | woke up one morning, asked where he was, and Ma slapped down a
bowl of congee and said, “Eat.” That was whenl knew the curse had claimed him.
When my male cousins graduated, they left too, opting for schools like NYU and
Penn State instead of any of the perfectly fine collegesin California

“Ah, Nat, you sooo lucky,” Big Aunt says, the day my mom announces that I've
applied to eight schools, al of them in California. The farthest one is Berkeley, and
we' ve had countless arguments overthat.Ma thinks anything farther than UC Irvineis
too far; she won't be able to drop by randomly and clean my dorm and nag at my
roommate to go to sleep early and drink lots of water. Big Aunt’s son, Hendra, is at
Boston College and ignores 99.999 percent of her cals. The other 0.001 percent is
when he runs out of money and hasto ask her for more.



“Oh, so lucky,” Second Aunt says, patting her chest and smiling sadly, probably
thinking of my cousin Nikky in Philly, who never calls and only comes back once a
year. Her other son, Axel, isin New York. | last saw him two years ago, when he
moved out.Finally,he'd said.When it's your turn, Meddy, fly far and don't look
back.“ Daughters never leave you. Girl is such blessing,” Second Aunt says. She
reaches out and pinches my cheek.

Fourth Aunt grunts and continues shelling roasted, salted pumpkin seeds. Ma is her
biggest nemesis, and she'd rather choke on a pumpkin seed than agree that Ma's the
lucky one out of al of them. But when Maisn't looking, she glances over at me and
gives me awink.I’'m proud of you, kid.

| smile weakly. Because | sort of kind of totally lied to Ma. | did apply to eight
schools in California, but | also applied to a ninth school. Columbia. | don’t know
why | did; it's not like I'd ever get in, and plus, how would we even pay the
exorbitant tuition?

Months later, | hold the acceptance letter in my hand and stare, and stare, and—

| crumpleit. Throw it in the trash. I’m not like my boy cousins.I’m not like my father
and my uncles. | can't just abandon my family. Especially not my mom. I’'m not
stupid enough to think that the curse will skip me. Years later, after my future
husband leaves me, al I'll have left are Ma and my aunties. So | tell them I’m going
to UCLA. Macries. My aunts (even Fourth Aunt) whoop and gather around, hugging
me, patting my cheeks, and bemoaning the fact that they don’t have daughters.

“You so lucky,” Big Aunt says, for the millionth time, to Ma. “She stay with you
forever. You always have companion.”

Is it true? Am | doomed to stay with them forever, just because I'm the only one not
heartless enough to leave? | force a smile and nod benignly as they fuss about me,



and | try to look forward to the rest of my life, living here in the same house with my
mom andaunts.

PART 1

GIRL MEETSBOY

(There might be insta-love and also someone might die. We'llsee.)

Present Day

| take a deep breath before pushing open the swing doors. Noise spills out, a
cacophony of Mandarin and Cantonese, and | step aside so Ma can walk inside before
me. It's not that I’'m being nice—I mean, | am, but I’'m aso being sensible. Ma grew
up in Jakarta s Chinatown, a place heaving with people, and she knows how to make
her way through a crowd. Any crowd. If I'm the one leading the way, I'd be
squeaking, “Excuse me—oh, sorry, Ah Yi—um, could | just—I have a
reservation—" My voice would never be heard above the din, and we'd be stuck
outside the restaurant forever. Or at least until the dim sum rush died down, sometime
around 2 p.m.

As it is, people surge behind Ma as she scythes a path through the throng of families
waiting for their tables, and | would' ve lost her if | wasn’t keeping a death grip on her
am as if I’'m all of three years old. She doesn’'t bother stopping at the front desk.
Shestrides in as if she owns the place, eagle eyes scanning the large dining hall.

How can | describe the chaos that is a dim sum restaurant in the heart of San Gabriégl



Valley at 11 am.? The place is filled with close to a hundred round tables, each one
occupied by a different family, many of them with three to four generations of people
present—there are gray-haired, prune-faced Ah Mas holding chubby babies on their
laps. Steaming carts are pushed by the waitresses, though if you called them
“Waitress’ they’d never stop for you. You must call them Ah Yi—Auntie—and wave
frantically as they walk by to get them to stop. And once they do, customers descend
like vultures and fight over the bamboo steamers inside the cart. People shout, asking
if they’ve got siu mai, or har gow, or lo mai gai, and the Ah Yis locate the right
dishes somewhere in the depths of their carts.

My Mandarin is awful, and my Cantonese nonexistent. Ma and the aunts often try to
help me improve by speaking to me in either Mandarin or Indonesian, but then give
up and switch to English because | only get about 50 percent of what they’ re saying.
Their grasp of the English language is a bit wobbly, but it's a heck of alot better than
my Mandarin or Indonesian. It’'s yet another reason why | find it extra hard to order
food at dim sum. More often than not, everything good is gone by the time the Ah Yi
notices me and understands my order. Then al that’s left is the lame stuff, like the
doughy vegetarian dumplings or the steamed bok choy.

But today, ah, today is a good day. | manage to get my hands on two lots of har gow,
something that Big Aunt will certainly appreciate, and | even get hold of lop cheung
bao—Chinese sausage rolls. Almost makes the whole ordeal of coming to weekly
dim sum worth my while.

Big Aunt nods her approval when the Ah Yi puts the bamboosteamers down in the
center of our table, and | feel an almost overwhelming need to beat my chest and
crow. | got those shrimp dumplings! Me!

“Eat more, Meddy. You should keep your strength up for tomorrow,” Big Aunt says
in Mandarin, plopping two pieces of braised pork ribs on my plate while I carefully
place dumplings on everyone else’s plates and pour them tea. Second Aunt cuts the



char siu baos into two each and places one half on everyone's plate. The table being
round means all the dishes are equally within reach of everyone, but Chinese family
meals aren’t complete without everyone serving food to everyone else, because doing
so shows love and respect, which means we all need to do it in the most attention-
seeking way possible. What's the point of giving Big Aunt the biggest siu mai if
nobody else notices?

“Thank you, Big Aunt,” | say dutifully, placing a fat har gow on her plate. | always
reply in English no matter which language my family is speaking because Second
Aunt says listening to me struggle through Indonesian or Mandarin makes her blood
pressure rise. “You eat more too. We're al counting on you tomorrow. And you,
Second Aunt.” The second-biggest har gow goes on Second Aunt’s plate. Third
biggest goes to Fourth Aunt, and the last remaining one goes on Ma's plate. That
shows that Ma has brought me up well, to look out for others before ourselves.

Big Aunt waves off my platitudes with a heavily jeweled hand. “We are all counting
on each other.” Heads of big coiffed hair nod. Fourth Aunt has the biggest hair,
something that Mais always complaining to me about in private.

“Always such an attention hole,” Ma said once, which was equal parts horrifying and
hilarious. | asked her where she heard “attention hole,” and she claimed that she
heard it from our neighbor Auntie Liying, which is such alie, but I’ ve had twenty-six
years of living with Maand | know better than to argue withher. | simply told her it's
“attention ho,” not “hole,” and she nodded and muttered “ho, like ho ho ho” before
going back to chopping scallions.

“Okay,” Big Aunt says, clapping once. Everyone sits up straighter. Big Aunt is older
than Second Aunt by ten years, and she basically raised her sisters while Nainai went

to work. “Hair and makeup?’

Second Aunt nods, bringing out her phone and putting on her glasses. She uses her



index finger to tap on it, muttering,“ Apa ya,the name of that app—Meddy make me
use for hairstyle. Pin-something.”

“Pinterest,” | pipe up. “I can help you find it—"
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Big Aunt shoots me a stern look, and | wilt. “No, Meddy. You mustn't help. If
Second Aunt can't find the app tomorrow when she' s with the bride, we will lose face
for sure. We're supposed to be professionals,” she says. Or at least | think that’s what
she says. She's speaking so fast | find it hard to follow, but | definitely caught the
Mandarin words for “lose face’—a favorite phrase of hers.

Second Aunt’s mouth purses, and her left cheek twitches a little. Just as Fourth Aunt
irritates the crap out of Ma, Second Aunt and Big Aunt have alot of friction between
them. Don’'t ask me why; maybe it has to do with being the two oldest. Maybe it's
something in their complicated pasts. There’'s been a lot of drama with my mom’s
family, especially back in Jakarta. I’ve heard bits and pieces over the years, mostly
from Ma

“Hal” Second Aunt crows, brandishing Pinterest on her phone asiif it's a sword she's
just managed to pull out of a stone. “I got it. This is the style that the bride chose. |
practiced on Meddy’s hair and it looked wonderful.” She turns to me and switches to

English. “Meddy, you got photo | take of your hair?’

“l do,” | say, quickly taking out my phone. | call up the pictureand Second Aunt
holdsit side by side with her phone, showing off the two pictures to everyone.

“Wah,” Masays. “It's so similar to the model’ sl Very good, Er Jie.”
Second Aunt gives her awarm smile.

Fourth Aunt nods and replies in English, “Yes, they're nearly identical. How
impressive.” Her English is the best of all of theirs, yet another thing Ma will never



forgive her for, even though Ma s English is better than her older sisters . Mainsists
that Fourth Aunt has a penchant for using big words (i.e., anything with more than
two syllables) just to needle Ma. | think Ma might have a point there, but it’s just one
of the many truths we will never know.

“The curl not show up well with Asian hair,” Big Aunt says. The fact that she's
speaking English means she's half-directing the admonishment at me. My insides
writhe with guilt, even though this is very definitely not my fault. “Why you choose
blonde hairstyle?’

Second Aunt glowers. “I didn’'t choose. The bride choose. Customer always right,
remember?’ She stabs her har gow and bites it angrily.

“Hmm.” Big Aunt sighs. “Should have tell her it look different on Asian hair than on
blonde hair. But,” she adds, when Second Aunt looks about ready to burst, “never
mind. Too late now. Moving in—"

“On,” Fourth Aunt says.

“Eh?’ Big Aunt says.

“On. It's moving on, not moving in. Moving in is what you do when you move
houses.”

“Moving on. Okay.” Big Aunt smiles at Fourth Aunt, and Fourth Aunt beams back so
hard she might as well be a kid again. Ma says Fourth Aunt is Big Aunt’s favorite
because she' s the babyof the family, and she was such a needy baby that she stole Big
Aunt’s heart right out of her chest.

“She snatch it right out,” Ma has grumbled many times. | didn’t bother asking if Ma,
as the second-youngest sister, had been Big Aunt’s favorite right up until Fourth Aunt



was born.

“Flowers?’ Big Aunt saysin Mandarin once more. | relax alittle.

Ma's back straightens. “All taken care of. Lilies, roses, peonies. Ah Guan will take
everything to theisland in the morning.”

The idand she's talking about is Santa Lucia, alarge, privately owned island off the
coast of Southern California that boasts pristine golden beaches, dramatic cliffs, and,
as of a month ago, one of the most luxurious, exclusive resorts in the world—the
Ayana Lucia. Tomorrow is the start of a two-day wedding weekend extravaganza for
Jacqueline Wijaya, daughter of Indonesia’s largest textiles company, and—I kid you
not—Tom Cruise,

Sutopo, that is. Yeah, the groom’s name really is Tom Cruise Sutopo. | checked. It's
exactly the kind of thing Chinese-Indonesians love naming their kids after—famous
people and/or brand names (I have a cousin named Gucci, who moved very far away
as soon as he was legally able to), or some form of misspelling of a popular Western
name. Also case in point: Meddelin. My parents were aiming for Madeleine. Growing
up, my cousins called me Meddlin’ Meddelin, which iswhy | never, ever meddle in
anyone' s business, ever. Well, that and also the fact that my mother and aunts meddle
enough for the whole family.

Anyway, Tom Cruise Sutopo’s parents own... something. Something large. Pam oil
plantations, coal mines, that kind of thing. So it's a wedding between two billionaire
families in a newly built resort, which is why Big Aunt and all the rest of us are
understandably nervous. How we managed to land these people as clients, | have no
idea. Well, | do. Fourth Aunt’s husbandis—Ilet me get this straight—Jacqueline’s
cousin’s father-in-law’s brother. So we're practically relatives. Everything in
Chinese-Indo culture is like that; everybody is somehow related to everybody else,
and deals happen because somebody’ s in-law knows someone else’ s friend’ s cousin.



| thought that our cheesy-as-hell company motto, which Big Aunt is supremely proud
of—Don’'t leave your big day to chance, leave it to the Chans!—would’ve scared
away the bride and groom, but they actually found it funny. Said it made them even
more certain that they wanted to hire usto cater their big day.

Ma rattles on about how she's managed to get the rarest flowers. “The arrangements
are going to look—what do you say in English, Meddy? Exsqueezed?’

“You mean exquisite?” Fourth Aunt says, and Ma gives her the deadliest side-eye in
the history of all side-eyes.

“Very good,” Big Aunt says hurriedly, breaking the radioactive glares between Ma
and Fourth Aunt. “And last one, songs, all okay?’

Fourth Aunt’s face goes from icy glare to satisfied smirk. “Of course, the band and |
have been practicing night and day. People keep coming by the studio to listen to me
sing, you know.” There are two versions of Fourth Aunt’s life story. Version one has
to do with her being a celebrated child prodigy with a voice that newspapers
described as “angelic” and “a national treasure.” She was well on her way to stardom,
but chose to leave it all behind when all her sisters decided to move to California.
Version two has her as a so-so singer who cunningly convinced her entire family to
uproot themselves and move to California so she could pursue her pipe dreams of
breaking out in Hollywood. One version is Fourth Aunt’s; the other isMa's.

“And the cake?’ Second Aunt says, side-eyeing Big Aunt. “Our centerpiece needs to
be perfect, unlike that unfortunate thing youmade for Mochtar Halim's daughter’s
wedding.” She gives adramatic sigh. “Nobody has a face anymore.” Hmm, that can’t
beright. | parse the words slowly in my head. | think she’s saying Big Aunt has made
all of usloseface. | really need to brush up on my Mandarin.

Anyway, the point is, Second Aunt has made a really low blow. Cheriss Halim’'s



wedding is her favorite topic, because Cheriss had requested a fiendishly tricky
cake—a five-layer upside-down tower, with the bottom layer as the smallest one and
the top as the biggest. Big Aunt, with years and years under her belt as head pastry
chef for Ritz-Carlton Jakarta, was confident she could do it. But something went
wrong. | don't know what, maybe she didn't build enough structural support, or
maybe it was just an impossible task for a beach wedding in the middle of a SoCal
summer. Whatever it was, amid the guests’ horrified gasps, the humongous tower had
leaned over in slow motion before collapsing on one of the flower girls. It was the
only time we d ever gone viral, and Second Aunt hasn’t let Big Aunt forget about the
incident since.

Big Aunt’s nostrils flare. “I’ m just here to buy soy sauce.”

Okay, that definitely can’'t be right. | lean toward Ma and whisper, “Why’s Big Aunt
talking about buying soy sauce?’

“Tch,” Masays. “Thisiswhy | always say to you: pay attention in Chinese class! Big
Aunt is saying to Second Aunt to mind her own business.”
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“Thank you for being sooo caring, Meimei,” Big Aunt is saying. Phew, she's really
mad now. She only refers to the rest as meimei—little sister—when she wants to
remind them who's the eldest. “Of course everything is ready. The cake will be
perfectly fine; please don’'t worry about me.” She gives Second Aunt a smile that |
can only describe as “so sweet it's deadly” and then turns her attention to me.

| shift in my seat. Big Aunt, like her title, is larger than all her sisters. | guess twenty
years as a pastry chef will do that to you. She wears her size well, and it makes her
more majestic, more convincing. There's a reason she's the one who meets with
potential clients. | hate the thought of disappointing Ma, but the thought of
disappointing Big Aunt actually keeps me up some nights. Maybe it’'s the result of
spending most of my life in the same house as my mom and her sisters. Maand | only
got to move into our own place a year ago, after the family business started turning a
steady profit. We all ill live in the same neighborhood, a mere ten-minute walk
away from one another, and | feel the weight of their expectations, as if | have four
mothers and all of their hopes and dreams have been placed on my shoulders. I'm
basically driven by a mixture of caffeine and familial guilt.

Big Aunt turns to face me, and my spine straightens instinctively. Maybe she senses
how nervous | am about tomorrow, because she gives me an encouraging smile and
switches to English for my sake. “Meddy, everything okay with camera, ya? You
ready for big day?’

| nod. I checked and rechecked my camera, my backup camera, and all five of my
lenses yesterday. They’d all been sent for a maintenance and proper cleanup weeks
ago, in preparation for this wedding. | hate that the documenting of my family’s hard
work—Big Aunt's towering cakes, Second Aunt's complicated hairstyles and



flawless makeup artistry, Ma's gorgeous flower arrangements, and Fourth Aunt’s
dynamic performances—all falls on my shoulders. Every wedding, | try to capture
everything, and every wedding, | miss something. Last wedding, | forgot to take
pictures of Fourth Aunt from her “good side, the one that makes me look twenty
again,” and the wedding before that, | failed to capture the centerpiece at table 17,
which was apparently significantly different from all the other centerpieces.

“My gear’s in perfect condition,” | assure them, “and I’ve memorized the list of
pictures | need to take for our social media.”

“You good, filial girl, Meddy,” Big Aunt says, and | force asmile. Ah, filial piety, the
foundation of Asian parenting. From ever since | can remember, I’ ve been taught to
put my elders—that is, Ma and the aunties—above everything. It's the reason why |,
out of seven kids in my generation, am the only one involved in the family business,
even though | desperately want out. For their sake, | pretend to love all of it—the fuss
and the huge production and everything—but it's slowly eroding what | love about
photography. For months now, I've toyed with the idea of leaving the wedding
business, of going back to what | love about photography—to be able to take my
time, play around with different lenses and lighting and angles instead of rushing to
take photo after photo of the same stuff. Not that | can ever reveal any of this to my
family.

“Yes, you are a good, filia girl,” Ma chirps in Indonesian. Ma and the aunties are
equally fluent in Mandarin and Indonesian and switch seamlessly from one language
to the other. She's smiling really wide. Uh-oh. Why is she smiling? “ That’s why we
have a surprise for you.”

Now all of my aunts are grinning down at me. | shrink back in my seat, the sicu mai in
my mouth turning to stone. “What’s going on?’ | say, my voice coming out even
smaller than usual with my family.



Ma says, “I found the perfect husband for you!” At the same time, all of my aunts
say, “ Surprisel”

| blink. “Sorry, you found what now?”’

“Perfect husband!” Ma crows.

| look over my shoulder, half-expecting some guy Ma has probably ambushed at the
Ranch 99 market to come up behind me.

“Aiya, he'snot here, silly girl,” Ma says.

“Ishetied up in the trunk of your car?’

“Don’t joke, Meddy,” Big Aunt tuts. “Your mama s doing all of this so that you can
have agood life.”

| nod, contrite. I'm an adult and yet all it takes is a single admonishment from Big
Aunt to make me feel all of three years old again. “Sorry, Ma. But | don’'t—"

“Don’t but this but that,” Ma says. “Why is it so difficult to get you to date? | tried
setting you up with Uncle Awai’ s son, but no, you didn’t let me. | tried setting you up
with my lily supplier, Ah Guan—Ah Guan is very handsome, you know—but you
refused that too. Didn’t even want to meet him.”

“Meddy is probably cautious because last time when you tried to set her up with
Wang Zhixiang' s son, he turned out to be, you know,” Fourth Aunt says.

Ma waves an irritated hand. “Why do you keep bringing up Zhixiang’'s son? So he
turned out to be some maniac. How was | supposed to know?’



“Kleptomaniac,” | mumble. By the time our date was over, he'd stolen my makeup
bag from my purse and, somehow, one of my shoes. | mean, the guy’ s an asshole, but
you've gotta giveit to him. Or let him stedl it.

“Anyway, sayangku,” Ma says, using the Indonesian term of endearment she saves
for really specia occasions, like the day | graduated from UCLA, “this guy is so
good. I'm telling you, no one is better than him. He is so handsome, so kind, and so

smart! Aaand...”

Oh god, here it comes. The fina nail in the coffin. What is it going to be this time?
With my luck, he'll turn out to be a second cousin or something.

“He’ s the hotel owner!” Fourth Aunt cries.

Maglares at her. “I wasjust going to say that. Y ou stole my thunder!”

“You were taking too long,” Fourth Aunt says.

They all turn back to me, grinning expectantly.

“Uh.” | put down my chopsticks. “I mean. Am | supposed to be happy about that? It
sounds like a huge liability. Do | have to give you guys a refresher course on how bad
| am at dating? What part of thisis agood idea, exactly?’

“Ah,” Masays, smiling smugly. “I know you’ re not so good at dating—"

“1t’ s because you' re such good girl,” Big Aunt says, loyally.

Second Aunt nods. “Y es, you’ re not awhore, that’s why you' re so bad at dating.”
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“Auntie! Can we not slut-shame women, please?’
She shrugs, not contrite in the least.

“Anyway,” Ma says, “it doesn't matter. It's okay that you're terrible at dating,
because this boy, oh, he is so in love with you, Meddy. He knows all your flaws and
how awkward you are in person and everything, but he says it makes him like you
even more!”

“Whoa, whoa,” | raise my hands. “Hold up. Okay.” | take a deep breath. “There is so
much here. Can we please switch back to English? Because I'm pretty sure I'm
misinterpreting everything. First of all, he knows all my flaws? What the f—what
gives, Ma? How does he know any of this stuff about me?’

“She met him online!” Fourth Aunt cries, triumphantly. | guess she's been bursting
with the secret this whole time, because her entire face is shining with excitement.
“Your mother went online, to a dating site, and has been chatting with him for
weeks!”

“What?!” Oh my god, so it’s not alossin trandation. She really did go and find me a
random guy to go out on a date with. “Ma, isthisfor real ?’

“Yes, very good idea, right? This way, you and him get to know each other before the
date, which istonight.”

“Tonight?’ | squawk. “But Idon’tknow him! | know nothing about him, aside that
he's been chatting with my mother for weeks. | mean, good grief, that is some



messed-up shit, Ma.”

“That why 1 tell you now,” Ma says, completely unfazed. Meanwhile, my cheeks are
so hot they’'re practically melting off my face. “Oh, he is such a good boy, so
respectful of his elders.”

“How would you know?’ | realize how loud my voice is when heads at the next table
swivel round. To be loud enough to attract attention in a dim sum restaurant during
the lunch rush is damn near impossible, which just goes to show how fucking pissed |
am.

“He buy his parents house! A mansion in San Marino, very good location.”

My three aunties nod solemnly. San Marino is basically my family’s Holy
Grail—close enough to SGV for those late-night Taiwanese bubble teas, far enough
to be surrounded by non-immigrants. Ma and her sisters have had their eye on San
Marino ever since they immigrated here.

“And he loves cooking,” Ma says, with a pointed glare at me, “very good because no
matter how many times | teach you, you still don’t know how. How can you be good
wife, you can’t even cook rice?’

“Stay on the topic,” Fourth Aunt says.

For once, Ma listens to her. “He has two dogs. Y ou aways want dog. Now you can
have two! They are so well-groom. Look!” She brandishes a photo of two glossy
golden retrievers that are so golden and so perfectly shaped they look like they could
be some pet magazine models.

“I tell him, | say, ‘I’'m wedding photographer,” and he say, ‘Wow, so impressive!’
and | say—"



“Wait.” | have to take a second to let the words sink in. “Did you just—Ma. Did
you—qgo on a dating site asme?’ | sit there with my mouth open, not breathing or
blinking or anything.

“Of course she did!” Second Aunt says. “How else can she meet the boy? If she say
her real age, fifty-six—"

“Fifty-three,” Mainterjects.

Fourth Aunt snorts.

“If she say her real age, then she will matching with men her age,” Second Aunt
explains very slowly, nodding and smiling at me encouragingly. “You see? |Is why
she has to pretend sheisyou.”

| can’'t even right now. What is my life? While my mind sputters to catch up with the
situation, Ma regales me with more of the deep, soulful messages that Jake the hotel
owner has sent me. He' s seen my pictures and apparently finds me “breathtaking.”
“Do you have any photos of him, at least?’

“1 ask him, but | think maybe he a bit shy,” Ma says.

“You realize that means he's a complete troll?” Fourth Aunt says.

Mawaves her off. “I think is because he so handsome, he don’t want show off photo,
he wants to make sure you falling in love with him, not his face.”

“Also, he's Taiwanese, so his Mandarin very good,” Second Aunt says. “Maybe you
can improve your Mandarin with him. Whenever you speak Mandarin, aduh, give me
headache.”



“Sorry,” | mumble. I'm so flustered by everything they’re throwing at me that | don’t
know how to react. “| need to—can | see these chat messages?’

“Aduh, no time for that,” Ma says. “You trust me, okay, this one is very good boy.
Very good. If you don’t go, you miss out.”

And, to my horror, despite the awfulness of everything, part of me is being won over,
which clearly means | have lost my damn mind.
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But the last time | went on a date was...

Last summer? Last fall? Christ on a cracker. Has it really been that long? And don’t
even get me started on the last time | gotlaid. As my best friend Selena likes to
remind me, “Girl, you need to get some before that thing closes up shop for good.” |
look down at my lap, at that “thing.” Why can’t Selena just say “vagina’ ?Y ou’ re not
gonna close up shop for good, are you?

Okay, | have just started talking to my vagina. Maybe Ma s right. | desperately need
to go out on a date. And so what if it's been set up in the weirdest, most awkward

way ever?

“Must go, ya” Ma is saying, unaware that I've quietly talked myself—and my
vagina—into agreeing.

“Must not cancel,” Big Aunt says. “If you cancel last minute it so offensive, you
know.”

“Sooffensive,” Second Aunt says. “But we know you not do that. Y ou are nice girl.”

“You'll jeopardize the wedding weekend,” Fourth Aunt says. “Y ou must go, be your
lovely, sweet self. He'll fall inlove for sure.”

| stare at my mother and my aunts. They stare back at me, smiling and nodding in that
way cats do when they’ ve cornered a mouse.

“Fine.” | sigh. “Tell me everything I’ m supposed to know about my date tonight.”



Sophomore Y ear, Seven Years Ago

“You are NOT putting cut-up hot dog and kimchi in yours,” | say, wrinkling my nose.

“Oh right, you can put that pandathing in yours, but | can’'t put hot dog and kimchi in
mine?’ Nathan says, stirring his bizarre mug cake batter.

“Pandan is a legit cake flavor, you caveperson. What kind of mug cake has hot dog
and kimchi?’

“The best kind,” Nathan says easily. “You know mine’' s gonna come out tasting way
better than yours, and then you' re just going to end up eating it all.”

“Not. Possible.”

Ten minutes later, | give a cry of frustration when my spoon hits the bottom of his
mug. “Isthat all thereis?’

Nathan laughs. “Told you. Although | have to admit, pandais delicious.”

“It's pan-DAN. We're not eating the animal. It'saplant.”

“OH! Thiswholetime | thought we were eating, like, a secretion from pandas glands
or something.”

Now it's my turn to laugh. Serioudly, this guy. “You are such a dork. Oh my god, |
can’'t believe—which gland?’

“Obviously anal.”



“Gross.”

He gives that grin, the one that makes his eyes aimost fully close. The one that makes
me want to throw up. Just to be clear, it makes me want to throw up because it’s so
cute it does weird things to my stomach, not because it disgusts me. When | told
Selena about the nauseating grin, she said, “Well, you either have stomach flu or
you'rein love. Either way, stay away from me. | can’t afford to get sick.”

In love. | watch as Nathan gets up and heads to the fridge to make another hot dog
and kimchi mug cake for me, and | know, of course | know, that I’'m stupidly,
annoyingly check-my-phone-every-half-minute in love with him. Ever since we got
to know each other during freshers week, Nathan and | have become fast friends. It
feels meant to be. We' ve even got the same last name: Chan. What are the chances of
that? Okay, so it's the most common surname in Hong Kong, which is where his
dad's from, and one of the most popular surnames in China, which is where my
granddad’s from, but it feels like fate. We hang out almost every day and do lots of
random stuff. We' ve located the best spots to nap in the library, we' ve found the best
ice cream sandwich combo at Diddy Riese (white chocolate macadamia nut cookie
with butter pecan), and today, he came over to my dorm’s common room to make
mug cakes. It's like my friendship with Selena, except with stomach-turning
attraction on my part. On his part—

WEell, | don't know. Sometimes | think he's attracted to me too. Sometimes | catch
him watching me with his eyes all soft, whichmakes my stomach lurch (thank you,
stomach). But then he'll do stuff like rest his elbow on the top of my head when
we're waiting for the red light to change, and then I’ m pretty sure he seesme asjust a
friend. Which I’'m totally cool with. I’'m down for platonic friendship, yeah. I’'m chill.
Totes chillax.

Nathan places a hand on my shoulder and | practically leap out of the chair. “Whoa,
you okay?’



| snort. “Duh, of course, why wouldn't | be?’ It's not as if | was interrupted mid-
daydream about his abs, which | swear are visible through his UCLA hoodie.

“Did you hear what | said?’

“What?’
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“ About the party at Phi Kappa?’
A grimace takes over my face. “A frat party? What about it?’

“Um, do you wanna go? My friend’s a member, and he says their parties are great. |
don’t know, could be fun.”

“You do redlize a frat party is where every bad thing happens? Alcohol poisoning,
date rape, hazing...”

“Okay, okay.” Nathan laughs. “1 get it, you don’t have to go.”

Argh, why do | have to be such a killjoy? | do want to go. | just—I don’t know, |
guess I'm deathly afraid that Nathan might realize I’'m into him, and that would be
massively embarrassing.

Thankfully, the microwave dings then. Nathan busies himself with taking out the mug
cake. He moves so effortlessly around the shared kitchen, always with this liquid
grace that reminds me of some feline creature. Like a lion, or a lynx. He sprinkles
freshly cut chives over the mug cake and slides it over to me. | thank him even
though I’ ve lost my appetite.

“Anyway, | gottago. | promised Matt I’ d hit the gym with him.”

“Thanks for the cake,” | say in the world’'s most casual voice. “Have a good
workout,” | call out at the last minute, and then immediately regret it. That sounded

like nagging.



He flashes me that grin again, and is gone. | Slump back to my room. Selena barely
looks up from her calculus textbook when | flop dramatically onto my bed. “Blue
balls?’ she says, scribbling in her notebook.

“The bluest balls,” | groan into my pillow.

“Pretty sure the book’s calledThe Bluest Eye.”

| turn my head and glare at her. “Y ou’re not very empathetic.”

“Did he ask you to go to the Phi Kappa party?’

“How did you know about that?’

Selena rolls her eyes. “Because | have a socia life? And Nathan was very casually
asking if you were going.”

| groan. “I am the worst at parties. If he ever saw me at one, he'd realize | am the
most unamazing person in the world.”

“That’s why you haven't gone to any parties here?’ Selena gawks at me. “Boy, you
have issues. Okay. It’s settled. Y ou’' re going to this one.”

13 NO_”

11 Y%.”

“No, you can't make me, | won't. | won't!”



Friday night, Selena and | stand outside Phi Kappa, a house that’s quite literaly
vibrating with music. | mean, | can actually see the windows rattling with each deep
bass best.

“Thisisabad idea,” | moan. The only parties | like are the sit-around-playing-board-
games kind.

“Focus,” Selena says, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Y ou look hot as shit, and we're
gonna go in there and you' re gonna find Nathan, and I’ m gonna find some hot girl or
guy, whichever comes first, and we' re both gonna score tonight.”

“Score?’ | squeak.

“Y ou know, smash?’

| narrow my eyes at her.

“Bone? Coitus? Do | really have to say ‘sexual intercourse’ ?’

My voice comes out severa octaves higher than most human voices usualy go. “I
wasn't going to—I’m not ready to—"
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Selena cackles. “Oh god, your face. I'm just kidding. No fucking tonight, okay? Y ou
and Nathan are too adorable to fall for the drunk one-night-stand bullshit. We'll just
find him, he'll take one look at you in this outfit, and that’ll be that. He's going to
DIE.

“Not literaly, | hope,” | mutter under my breath, just in case the curseis listening in.
| take a deep breath and follow Selena as she struts confidently into the heaving frat
house.

It's even worse inside than | thought it would be. The music is so loud my teeth rattle
to the beat. Selena dives into the crowd, dlithering between the hot, pulsing bodies,
pulling me along with her. | have no idea where we' re headed or how she even knows
where to go. Someone spills an icy drink down the tight jeans Selena’ s lent me for the
night and | squedl, letting go of Selena’s hand, but any sound | make is immediately
swallowed by the din. The bodies heave and close behind Selena. | cry out her name,
but even | can’t hear my own voice.

And now I'm aone. | take a deep breath, which is a mistake. Frat houses probably
don’'t smell great at the best of times, and an hour into a roaring party, it smells
radioactive. | gag, steel myself, and plunge back into the crowd, calling out for
Selena. Some drunk guy stumbles and crashes into me, his sudden momentum
making me stumble. I’'m about to be trampled. Thisis not agood way to die—

“Whoa, hey,” someone says, pulling me off the sticky floor.

“Nathan,” | breathe.



He blinks. “Meddy?’ Then he seems to actually see me for the first time, and his eyes
widen. “Wow.”

| gnaw on my lip. Selenawould be so proud of hisreaction, but | feel stupid, asif I'm
wearing someone else's clothes. Which | am.Selena’ s stuffed me into a pair of jeans
so tight I'm pretty sure they’re going to have to be cut off my legs, and a shimmery,
backless tank top that doesn’'t allow for a bra. She saysit’s fine since bras are really
only for women with boobs. Harsh but true.

“Oh, hey,” | say, asif | totally was not expecting to see him here, as if | didn't
expressly come here half naked just to surprise him into loving me back.

“What?’" he shouts.

“l said ‘Hey!"” | shout back.

“Hey yourself,” he shouts. At least, | think that’s what he shouts.

“What?” | shout. We both shake our heads and laugh, and whatever awkwardness
there was between us melts away like a little piece of marshmallow. He takes my
hand and squeezes it before leading me across the room. My heart sgueezes
painfully—argh, he's going to notice how sweaty my palms are and then he'll let go
and I’'ll lose him in the crowd the same way | lost Selena—but Nathan keeps a tight
grip on my fingers and weaves through the crowd slowly, turning back every few
steps to make sure I’'m okay. And then suddenly, we're out in the backyard, chilly
night wind stinging my face and my bare back, making me break out in goose bumps.
Nathan closes the glass door behind us, and the thumping music is cut off, thank god.

“You madeit,” Nathan says, giving me aone-armed hug. “Where' s Selena?’

“Somewhere inside.” | check my phone and send her a quick message letting her



know I’'m in the backyard.

While I'm on my phone, Nathan greets the other people out here. There's a handful
of them, all of them carrying red plastic cups or bottles of IPA. Okay, | can do this.
Its way more relaxed out here. | shove my hands in my pockets, or try to, anyway. It
turns out these stupid jeans are way too tight to fit even a pinkyin. Nathan introduces
me to his friends, whose names | immediately forget, but when | tell them mine, a
couple of them light up and glance at Nathan, who narrows his eyes back at them. My
heart clatters against my rib cage.Does that mean he's told his friends about me?
DOES THAT MEAN HE LOVESME IN A MORE THAN JUST FRIENDS WAY?

Okay, slow down, bunny boiler. It doesn’t mean anything. A girl hands me a bottle of
IPA and holds out a bottle opener to me. “Just hang it on that hook when you're

done.” She points at a hook that’ s been nailed onto atree in the middle of the yard.

| do as she told me, and when | turn around from the tree, | walk right into Nathan’'s
chest. “Oof.”

“You okay? Sorry, | thought you knew | was right behind you.”

| rub my nose. “Geez, are you wearing a breastplate under your shirt?’

He flexes his biceps dramatically. “What can | say? |’'m just really cut.”

“More like bony.” He isn't, though. Not by a long shot. | tear my horny eyes away
from his pecs. What is it about guys pecs that | find so attractive? It's like I'm a
boob man, but the reverse. A pec girl. Then my gaze lands on Nathan’s hands, and |
think,Mmm, he has nice hands. Maybe I’'m a hand girl. Or maybe I'm just a Nathan

everything girl.

| lean back against the tree trunk in an effort to look, well, effortless, but that turns



out to be a massive mistake. Pro tip: don't lean against a tree trunk when wearing a
backless top. “Shit,” | hiss, rubbing at my back. “What’s on this stupid tree, razor
blades?’

“Um, that would be tree bark. Let me see your back.” And before | know it, Nathan’s
fingers are on my bare skin. A warm, strong hand against my chilled back. My
muscles melt into water. My stomach is basically a puddle. | swallow, reminding
myself tobreathe. “Just a scratch. You'll live.” But his hand doesn’'t leave my back.
Instead, his fingers splay acrossit, making my entire body tingle. “You cold?’

| can barely speak as he takes off his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. Thisis
it. Thisis when | tell him that I’ve been having sex dreams about him—no, that |
have a massive crush on him, that | think he's as perfect as humans come. His
jacket’s so big it hangs off my shoulders.

“Has anyone ever told you how ridiculously tiny you are?’

“Excuse you, | am five feet two—"

“On agood day, in heels” Nathan murmurs, giving me that dimpled smile. He pulls
the jacket closed around me and gives a little tug, as if he doesn’'t want to let go. |
don’t want him to let go. “Hey,” he says, his voice soft velvet.

| look up and fall into his gaze. “Hey.” For once, there are no jokes, no smartass
remarks, no thick layer of friendship between us. It's just him, and me, and the chilly

desert night, and string lights glowing like stars around us.

“I"'m glad you came,” Nathan says.
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And for once, I’'m 100 percent honest with him. “I came to see you.”

That smile again, and then he dips his head, stooping low as | raise mine, and our lips
meet in a soft crush that obliterates whatever other thoughts | had.

Okay, okay. Okay. I’ ve kissed boys before. Okay, two boys. Okay, one of them was
the back of my hand. The kiss with the other boy wasn't great; | mean, my hand was
better, honestly. I’ ve never liked the look of those Hollywood open-mouthed kisses; |
eat way too much fermented shrimp paste to have any qualms about me being a great
kisser. When it comesto kissing, it's closed mouth all the way for me.

But this. Holy shit. Nathan is the perfect counter to myprudish mouth. His lips are
soft, and his breath is a heady mix of rum and mint, and he doesn’t just dlip his
tongue in like Christian Miller did in ninth grade. Nathan takes his time, touching his
lips to mine so gently, so feathery soft, until I’m a boneless, watery mass. | wrap my
arms around his broad, strong shoulders for support, and he half-lifts me off my feet.
And then before I know it, my mouth parts, and I’'m really kissing Nathan Chan, and
itishot as hell.

In this moment, | know this is it. There is no one like Nathan, not the way he's

holding me, so firmly, the length of my body pressed up against his. And the moment
| realizeit, | know I’ m pretty much screwed.

Present Day



Meddy [7:03PM]: Thisis such abad idea. How in the hell did | let them talk me into
doing this?

Selena[7:04PM]: By being yourself?

Meddy [7:04PM]:

Meddy [7:05]: It's al your fault! If you'd been a dim sum, you would ve run
interference and | wouldn’t be sitting here waiting for some dude my mom'’s been
catfishing!

Selena [7:06PM]: Right, like | would ve dared stop your fam’s plans of setting you
up. Plus, thisisfun!

Meddy [7:08PM]: You are the worst. Know what I’'m gonna do? I'm gonna tell them
this date went so well that they should do the same for you.

Selena [7:09PM]: If your mom can find me a rich hotel owner to date, I'm down.
What' s the problem?

| sigh and lower the phone to the table. If | told her the truth, that I’'m still hung up on
Nathan, she’' d tell me to stop being so pathetic.

“Hello, Meddelin?” A warm, low voice says.

| startle, shaking all thoughts of Nathan out of my mind.Do not start off this date
being haunted by Nathan's ghost.l look up, and—okay, Ma, you did well. Fourth
Aunt was wrong. Jake is definitely not a troll. He's not as devastatingly gorgeous as
Nathan—ugh, stop it, self—but he's definitely good-looking. He'd fit into a K-pop
band for sure. Tall, lithe, flawless skin, and a dlightly impish smile that | find
impossible not to return. Fourth Aunt would be all over him. | stand to give the



handsome man before me a—oh god, hug or handshake? He reaches out and pulls me
into a hug, solving my minor crisis and hiding my socia ineptitude, his hand
lingering on my lower back. By the time we break apart, I'm blushing a little. That
wasn’'t anormal “Nice to meet you” hug. Or was it? Have | been out of the game that
long?

Jake must have sensed my dlight unease, because he gives me a sheepish grin and
says, “Sorry if that was too much. I'm just so excited to finally meet you in person.”

Of course. For him, we are not complete strangers. We' ve been chatting for weeks.
The poor sucker. | can’t believe my mom catfished someone into dating me. Okay,
focus. | manage asmile. “Um, me too.”

“You are even more beautiful in person,” he says, and reaches across the table to take
my hands.

Uhhh.

My smile freezes into a Chrissy Teigen—esque grimace-smile, but he doesn’t seem to
notice. He flags down awaiter and says, “Bring us a bottle of your best champagne.”

Is there a polite way of pulling my hands back? My mind is short-circuiting, trying to
work its way through the mess. Okay, so obviously things have gotten deep for this
guy. Deeper than Ma led me to believe. Damn it, why didn’t | try harder to see the
chat messages? If | pulled my hands away, would he feel hurt? Betrayed? Oh god,
even worse, what if he realizes it wasn't me he's been talking to but my mother?
He'll lose his shit for sure, and then would he try to get us fired? Bad-mouth us to the
bride and groom at the very least? Jesus, what if he sues us? Is that even possible?

“You okay?' he says.



| blink and refocus on him. | take a deep breath. “ Sorry, yeah, I’'m fine.”

“Something on your mind?’

Y ou suing me and my family for fraud.” Um, nothing. Just. Work, | guess?’

He nods. “Like I’ ve told you before, your work is amazing.”

Heat rises up my neck. | almost blurt out, “Y ou’ve seen my work?’ But manage to
stop myself in time. Of course he's seen my work. It would' ve been one of the first
things Ma revealed to him. Our website, with thousands of pictures of happy couples,

IS pretty awesome, if | do say so myself.

“You capture all those emotions so well,” he continues. “Honestly, sometimes I'm
like, damn, Jake, how did you get this lucky?”’
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| laugh weakly. He is in deep, the poor guy. I'll be nice. I’ve gotto give this a good
go, if only for his sake. | aimost stupidly say, “And what is it you do?’ when | recall
that | do actually know what he does. “You're too kind. So tell me, how did you get
into the hotel business?’

Jake shrugs. “I was working in finance right out of college. Worked on Wall Street
for a while, and then | thought,Well, I’ve made a fortune—a couple of fortunes,
readly...” He laughs. | don't really see what's funny, but | laugh along anyway, then
feel like acompleteidiot. “1 toyed around with afew ideas and then decided | wanted
to build a resort where my family and friends could visit and have fun. Why nat,
right? It's a perk of being filthy rich.”

I’m spared having to answer when the waiter returns with our champagne. It’'s hard to
imagine how this guy managed to charm my mom into—oh, who am | kidding? At
twenty-six, I'm as good as a spinster. Ma would’ ve dished me out to any guy as long
as he has a pulse. I’'m so nervous by now that | take a gulp of champagne before Jake
says, “Cheers.”

“Right, sorry. Cheers.” | clink my glass against his and down it. If I’'m going to get
through tonight, I’'m going to need alot of champagne.

Maybe it's the champagne, or maybe it's the fact that the food at the restaurant is
excellent; whatever it is, halfway through dinner | realize that I'm actually having an
okay time. Jake has a way of dropping little obnoxious hints about how rich he
Is—"s0 rich that when | sweat, | drip diamonds’—but aside from that, he’'s actually
got a good sense of humor, and he does seem to be genuinely interested in me, which
Is a pleasant surprise. What | do doesn’'t normally interest men; in fact, most men



seem to think that just because I’m in the wedding industry, that must mean I'min a
rush to get married myself. The truth is, being in the wedding industry is a surefire
way of making me not want to get married.

| tell Jake as much, and he laughs. “Maybe it’s just that you haven’'t met the right
guy,” he says.

My heart gives a squeeze, and my smile wanes. It's not that | haven't met the right
guy, | want to tell him. It's that I’ve met him, and | know that no one else compares.
But | have just enough sense not to blurt that out. Plus, it's been four years since
Nathan and | split up, and | seriously need to forget him. Pretty sure being hung up on
an ex for four years counts as, if not pathetic, then at least bordering on creepy.

“You must meet so many bridezillas,” Jake says.

“Actualy, the brides have largely been okay, save for one or two exceptions.
Surprisingly, it’s been the grooms who have been trickier to handle.”

“Readly? | find that hard to believe. Don't you often get brides asking you to
Photoshop them to look thinner, or whatever?’

| shrug, taking another swallow of champagne. “Sure, sometimes. But thinning
down'’s easy. Know what's really tricky? When grooms ask me to make them taller. |
can make them look more swole, but height is a real pain to edit.” Uh-oh, I'm
straying too close to ranting about my favorite subject: groomzillas. There are just so
many of them, but for some reason, brides get all the bad rep. “What about you? Y ou
must deal with difficult customersalot of the time.”

“Nah, I've got people to deal with them for me. That's why we've got a whole
customer service team, you know?’ He laughs again. It's starting to grate on me. |
drink more champagne.



By the time we're done with the meal, I’'m tipsy enough to know that | probably
shouldn’'t drive home. “I’m gonna call a Lyft,” | tell him, taking my phone out and
noticing, with some dismay, that the battery is at 4 percent.

“What? No. Let me drive you. Give me your keys.”

“That’s okay, really. I'll take a Lyft and then come back for my car in the morning.”

“The parking structure opens at eight am. Didn’t you say you need to be at the harbor
by eight-thirty tomorrow? Y ou won’t makeit in time.”

| curse under my breath. He' s right. | need my car early tomorrow morning. Damn it,
self! Why'd you have to go and get all tipsy? “But what about you? Don’t you need
your car in the morning? | don’t want everything to come screeching to a halt because
I’ve made you late.”

“1 have other cars | can drive, and the hotel should be running smoothly enough by
now not to fall apart just because I’'m a couple of hours late. In fact, you probably
won't see much of me tomorrow. I'll be mostly working behind the scenes,” he
answers easily, holding out his hand. | can’'t see away out of this. If | keep refusing
his offer, he's bound to get offended, and then there goes our big wedding weekend. |
mean, one would hope that he's professional enough not to let a bad date get in the
way of business, but can | really risk my family’s biggest wedding of the year? And
anyway, it's just adrive home. It's really not a big deal. | live with Ma, so if he tries
to weasel hisway inside, | can aways use her as an excuse.

As | fumble for my car keys, my hand brushes against the heavy Taser that | carry
everywhere. | really should stop taking it everywhere | go; it's heavy, it's
cumbersome, and it probably makes me seem like a paranoid idiot. Still, as | hand
over the keysto my Subaru, | can’'t help feeling glad that | have that Taser. And then,
of course, | feel silly for feeling relieved.



Jake puts his hand on my lower back as we walk across the parking lot, which seems
awfully forward, but again, | don’t feel comfortable enough to tell him to stop. When
we get inside the car and close the doors, the silence is suddenly al | can think abou.
| can hear every noise we make—each inhale and exhale and even my own heartbeat.
Then Jake turns on the engine andMaroon 5 spills out of the speakers. | relax alittle.
He gives me a reassuring smile as he adjusts the mirrors. | smile back. This is okay.
I’ll be home before | know it, and tomorrow when we see each other, we'll be
friendly and pleasant and totally professional. Everything’ sfiiine.

“S0 that was fun, huh?’ he says, as he drives out of the parking lot into the darkened
street. It's late, and though we're on the main road, there are hardly any cars about.
He glances at me, and | nod.

“Yeah, super-fun.” Super-fun? What am |, fifteen?“| had agood time,” | add. That's
stretching it alittle, but | guess | didn’t have abadtime, so.

“Me too. You're a great gal, Meddy.” He gives me a wink, and then—oh dear
god—he reaches over and rests his hand on my knee.

| shift, pulling away, but his hand remains there, its heat radiating up my thigh. Come
on, dude, that’'s the universal sign forTake your goddamn hand off my leg!Okay, |
can't. | cannot with this. Not even for the family business. Sorry, Ma and aunties.
Heart racing, | gently push his hand off my leg, as if it's a hamster | need to handle
with care. He glances at me and grins.

“So you wannaplay it like that, huh?’
A sick feeling bubbles up in my stomach. “Um.” Think fast, Meddy. “I think I'm

feeling okay now. You can just stop right here and I'll drive the rest of the way back
myself.”



He pouts at me. “And leave me stranded in the middle of nowhere?’

“Um. I’'ll call you a Lyft, wait here with you until it arrives. | really don't want to
trouble you, and tomorrow’ s going to be such along day for the both of us—"

He laughs. “God, you're sweet.” The way he says it doesn't sound at all like a
compliment. It sounds dirty, asif he's talkingabout an overripe peach he can’'t wait to
sink his teeth into. He turns down a side street, and it's as if we've left the city of
L.A. behind. Everything is dark down here, even the trees look menacing, and there's
not asingle car or person in sight.

“Stop the car,” | say, my voice coming out tight with fear. * Stop right now!”
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Instead, he speeds up. | scramble for the door, but it’s locked, and even in my panic, |
know we're going way too fast for me to take the jump. At best, I’d break an arm. At
worst, I'd die.

Oh god.
The sickening redlization hits me. | might actually die tonight. Bile rushes up my
esophagus. | can't tell how long | sit there, frozen, while we speed even farther away

from civilization. | no longer recognize my surroundings. Outside, there are only
what look like abandoned factories. Thereis no one to save me.

“Cam down, Meds. Hey, ¢’ mon, we're just having fun, right?’ He glances at me and
actually smiles. “Don’t be such atease; | know you're not shy. Those texts you sent
me, | know you're adirty girl deep down inside. So I'll tell you how this goes. We're

gonnafind anice spot, and get real cozy—"

The Taser darts shoot out and hit him right in the neck. Jake jerks like a doll. The car
swerves to the side. | open my mouth to scream. Darkness.

Junior Year, Six Years Ago
“Thisisunreal,” | breathe out as | gaze out the airplane window.

11 Year].ﬂ



| look down at my hand, nestled in Nathan’s. It looks so tiny in his paw. He givesit a
squeeze, and we smile at each other. Holy shit, I'm actually doing this. In about ten
hours, we'll be landing at London Heathrow airport, where we'll be greeted by his
parents. Oh my god. | cannot.

“Stop freaking out.”

“I"’m not.”

“Okay, tell your face to stop freaking out.”

| force a smile, which comes out as a grimace.

“That is officially the weirdest smile in the history of smiles,” he says, leaning over to
kissme. “Mmm, | love it when | kissyour teeth.”

That gets a laugh out of me, which makes me feel atiny bit better. But not much.
Because holy SHITBALLS, man! I’'m on a plane with Nathan! On the way to meet
his family! For Christmas! In England! What isthislife?

“Hey, how come you don’t have an English accent?’ | never thought of it, but now
that we're actually on our way to London, it strikes me that Nathan sounds about as
American asit gets.

“It’s because my parents moved around a lot when | was little, so | was always put
into international schools. Even in England, they put me in an international school.
Easier to transfer my grades that way. Do you want me to sound English? Oi can talk
Brit-ish for you, luv.”

“Oh god. Okay, you can't carry it off.” | shudder, and he laughs.



“By the way, | got Selena those AirPods she’'s been lusting after for Christmas.
Signed it from you and me.”

| gape at him. “Redly? That's so generous.” I'd given her an assortment of
moisturizers from Bath and Body Works.

“Well, yeah, none of this would’ ve been possible without her help.”

“True.” Over the last two years, Selena has come home with me on many weekends.
She's a hit with my family; my aunts tell her she’s the daughter they wish they had
(which—hello, what about me? But whatever), and Ma tells her she's the sister she
wished | had, which | have to agree with. And when Nathan invited me to his home
for Christmas, Selena gave me the best gift anyone could come up with. She'd told
Ma she wanted me to come back with her to Northern California for Christmas, and
Ma had agreed without hesitation, since my family doesn’'t celebrate Christmas

anyway.

Nathan takes out his tablet from his backpack and sets it up on our tray table. “I
downloadedlmmortalsfor the flight.”

“Ooh, you are a godsend, Nathan Chan.”

“1 figured shots of a topless Henry Cavill would help take your mind off meeting my
folks.”

| roll my eyes. “There is way too much boobage inlmmortalsfor you to act all
selfless.”

“True.” Helaughs, then leansin and lowers his voice. “But yours are my favorite.”

| smack his arm, but honestly, I’'m sort of grinning at that. He pulls me closer so | can



rest my head on his shoulder and we settle down to watch the movie. At some point,
we both fall asleep. When the air attendant wakes us up hours later, | find to my
immense horror that my head is stuck at aweird angle.

“Oh, no. No, no.” | try to turn it, but pain shoots down my spine, and | squeak.
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Nathan stretches, yawning. “What's up, funsize?’
“1 fell asleep badly, and now my neck’s refusing to turn.”

He stares at me for two beats before bursting out laughing. “Are you secretly a
ninety-year-old woman?’

“Don’t insult me, kid. I'm only eighty-seven. Ugh. | can't meet your parents like
this!” | gesture wildly at my slanted head.

“Cam down. Come here.” Nathan places a hand on the back of my neck and begins
to massage it.

“Ow, ooh, ah.” Isit painful or isit good as hell? | can’'t decide.
“ Stop twitching.”

“Please put on your seat belts and face forward,” an air attendant reminds us with a
pointed |ook.

We do as we're told. Despite Nathan's best efforts, my head's till stuck at an angle.
Whenever this happens, | usually have to wait until | can sleep it off before | regain
normal flexibility in my neck. So. | really am going to meet his parents with a slanted
head. Okay, that’ stotally fine. | am not at all freaking out about that.

Once we get off the plane, Nathan tries again to massage some movement back into
my neck and shoulders, then he says, “Well this |l be fun.” He laughs when | hit him,



catching my fist and kissing it. “It’s so cute when you hit me with your teeny-weeny
hand. It'll be okay. They are going to love you so much they won’t let you go back to
the States.”

And, despite the crooked neck, he'sright.

As soon as we get our bags and go into the arrivals hall, there’ s a shout and suddenly
his parents are right there. His mom, a beautiful tall blonde, gives me a quick hug,
and his dad, an Asian man who looks like what | imagine Nathan will look like thirty
years down the road, gives me one of those awkward hugs that my mom and aunts
often do.

“Oh, it'slovely to have you two here,” his mom says.

“Hi, Mrs. Chan.”

She pooh-poohs at me. “Call me Annie, none of that Mrs. Chan business. And that’s
Chris.” She points at Nathan's dad, who smiles at me.

“Alright then, son?’ Chris says.

“Alright, Dad.”

Huh. Nathan does speak British after all.

When we walk outside, | gasp at the sharp, unforgiving cold, which dlices right
through my hoodie. Nathan takes out a jacket he’'s brought for me, which is about

three sizes too big but is delightfully warm and smells of him.

The drive from Heathrow to Oxford takes almost two hours, and by the time we get
off the freeway—or motorway, as it’'s called here—I’m exhausted. Though Chris and



Annie are perfectly pleasant, they’'re so different from Ma and my aunts that I'm
constantly on edge, desperate to make the best impression possible. Conversation
with them is somewhat stilted, and | wonder if this is what all English families are
like, if they all use words like “lovely” and “delightful” instead of shouting and
flapping like my family does.

It only cements the decision I’ve made about keeping Nathan from my family for as
long as humanly possible. Which is getting tougher and tougher to pull off. Nathan
wants to meet Ma. And all my aunties. It'sabit of a sore spot in our otherwise perfect
relationship. I’'m so worried that he thinks | haven't introduced him to my family
because I'm ashamed of him. Why don’'t | take him home with me one weekend?
he'd ask. They’ d be delighted, they would. And they would, if they knew about him.

But.

It's not even just the stark differences in our families that’s holding me back from
taking him home. My whole life, I’ ve followed all of Ma'srules. | even chose to stay
in L.A. for her. | love Ma, but | also want to be separate from her. Even thinking it
makes me wince; it feels so much like a betrayal. But | do. I’'m a horrible, selfish
person, and | know | need to keep that part of me buried. | know that after college,
I’ll have to go back home, be with Ma. And for now, | just want Nathan all to myself.
| want to keep him as separate as | can from Ma and my aunts. If that’s selfish, then
let me be selfish, just for now, just until we graduate. | don't want him to be
swallowed up by my loud, overbearing family. | don’t want him to see me the way |
am with them—quiet and benign. | want him to see the real me—the one on campus,
where | can realy be myself, free and sarcastic and sharp. A challenge instead of a
shadow. Then, of course, there's the curse. What if taking him home means it finds
me even sooner than it had found my mom and aunts? I’ve tried explaining my
reasoning for keeping him away from my family, but each time | just end up verbally
flailing, and then the conversation ends with him hurt and disappointed.



His parents house is worthy of an interior design magazine. In fact, it has been
featured inHome & Gardenmagazine, Nathan tells me when my mouth drops open
once we walk inside.

Nathan takes me up to his bedroom, and | gape at how tidyand tasteful everythingis.
It has a navy blue color scheme, and | can imagine what a neat kid he must’ ve been
because everything isin its place. | think back to my own room back in San Gabriel
and how, just last weekend, I'd found a forgotten coffee mug that had actual
mushrooms growing in it. Not even mold but like full-grown mushrooms, with stalks
and heads and everything.

“So this is my childhood home, and that’s my family,” Nathan says, dropping our
bags on the carpeted floor. “Y ou okay? I’ m sorry, | know they can be a bit much.”

“Are you kidding? They’'re amazing. And your house is amazing.” Not at all like
mine, | want to say, but | don’t, because honestly, I'm embarrassed. Ma and my aunts
are practically hoarders. They say it has to do with growing up poor. The bathroom,
for example, has no fewer than twenty-seven bottles of face cream. | know, | counted
them when | was fifteen, and the pile hasn’'t moved in the last five years. They're all
amost empty. When | asked Ma why she doesn’'t throw them away, she says,
“Maybe one day | need, then how?’ | guess a grower of mushrooms in coffee cupsis
not one to judge.

Nathan wraps his hands around my waist, his fingers brushing underneath my shirt. |
shiver when he touches my skin. “Hey, none of that, not right now. Y our parents are

right below us,” | scold, smacking his arm.

He grins and kisses me. “I’'m not doing anything,” he says, in between kisses. “| just
love touching you here.” His hands splay across my back, and | melt against him.

“You've got your horny faceon,” | say.
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“What does my horny face ook like?’
| lean back and try to imitate it, and Nathan bursts out laughing.

“Serioudly? If my horny face looks like that, why did you ever start sleeping with
me?’

“Out of pity.” Then | squeal as he catches me and flings me over one shoulder as
though I’'m a sack of potatoes. “Don’'t make me fart while my butt’ s right next to your
facel”

“l dare you to.” Nathan laughs, but then he lowers me gently onto his bed and kisses
me again, this time slow and deep. By the time he stops, I’m out of breath and aching
for him. He presses his forehead against mine. “1’m so glad you're here.”

“Metoo.”

| bite my lip against my smile, then gasp as he starts sucking lightly at my neck.
Maybe it's because we were friends before we started seeing each other. Whatever it
is, Nathan seems to know exactly what | want and how | want it. Every touch is
addicting, the smell of him intoxicating. It's weird, finding out that we're not just
compatible as friends. Shirts are flung off, jeans tugged down, and soon we're in our
underwear, and the touch of his skin against mine is so good my entire body is
blushing. We' ve done this probably close to a hundred times by now, but still, when
Nathan takes off my bra, he does so with reverence, his breath coming out slow and
sweet as my breasts are laid bare before him.



As aways, | have to fight the instinct to cover them, but Nathan is so gentle, bending
down to kiss my jawline, my neck, my chest, before his mouth finds my nipple and |
am lost. | forget everything—the curse, my Ma and aunts, even my own name. | bury
my fingersin his hair, and there's just me and Nathan. Everything Nathan. Nathan’'s
mouth, Nathan’s fingers, Nathan’'s body. The first time was a bit awkward and lasted
all of four minutes. But by now we' ve found a rhythm that drives all thought from my
head and turns me into a being of need. And when our eyes meet, neither of us looks
away until the very last gasp.

Later, lying in bed next to him, | realize something. We' ve been together for almost
two years now, and he'sthefirst one | tell everything to—when | get my papers back,
when we're assignedterrible coursework, when the leader of the photography club
says anything dumb, which is all the time. And he does the same, telling me every
interesting detail about his econ classes, sharing his wildest dreams of owning a fancy
hotel in the future, even telling me how much weight he’'s doing at the gym. | guess
the last one' s him showing off, but | don’t mind. | like that Nathan wants to impress
me, because | want to impress him too. And he does impress me. Even after two
years, which involves a lot of farting and embarrassing bedroom stuff (queefs,
anyone?), | still find Nathan impressive as hell. | love him. | want alife with him.

To hell with the family curse. It doesn’'t matter. I'm in Oxford, England. This is
where curses go to die. | amost laugh out loud at the thought. | haven't really stopped
to think about how much half-believing in the curse has weighed me down, but now |
realize that I’ ve always felt it lurking behind my back, felt it giving me an expiration
date. But it’'s stupid. Why damn the relationship when there’s nothing wrong with it?
| make a choice.

When | get home, I'm going to tell Maabout Nathan. I'll tell her everything. I'll even
tell my aunts. I'll tell them all over Sunday dim sum, since they’re aways happy
when they’re eating dim sum. That'll go over well.



Present Day

“Fuuuck.”

Pain. So much of it, it lurches from deep in my bones, squeezing my chest with ared
fist, and then it erupts out of me in amoan, and the sound of my voice, so hoarse with
painit'saien, brings me back. | blink. Blink again.

Right. I'min my car. Not in England with Nathan. My car.

Light flashes at the edge of my vision. It's my turn signal, which is making an
infernal clicking noise. | reach out to turn it off, and the movement makes pain burst
through my chest.

13 ms_”

With one last heroic try, | manage to hit the turn signal switch. Sweet, blessed
silence. | glance down, not daring to turn my head too much. My seat belt’s digging
into my chest. With a swallow, | push myself back slightly, still unsure what’s broken
and what isn't. Moving back makes the crushing sensation around my chestease a
little. | take a small breath, then another, abigger one. It hurts, but not too much. Ribs
bruised, not broken. | release a shuddering laugh. Unbelievable. I'm okay. I'm—

| turn and barely stifle the shriek clawing its way up my throat.

Jakel

“Oh god,” | moan. “Jake—" My voice catches. Every question that pops into my
head seems so stupid, so unnecessary.Are you okay?t’s obvious he's not, not when



he' s lying against the dashboard like that.Are you... dead?l moan again. Oh my god. |
think he is. There's blood trickling out of his goddamn ear, down his neck, staining
the collar of his shirt. Somehow, it's that small detail, the growing stain of blood on
his white polo, that really hits home. He's dead. | killed him.

My panicked, gulping breaths fill the silent car. | look around wildly. “Help,” |
whisper. But there’'s no one in sight. The street is deserted. | don’t even know where
we are. | hit my seat belt lock, wrench the door open, and lurch out of the car, barely
making it out onto the pavement before my dinner comes back out.

There' sadead man in my car.

A man. Dead. In the driver's seat of my Subaru. This is not at all on-brand for
Subaru. Subarus aren’'t killers' cars. Jeep Wranglers are. Or, um, whoever makes

those windowless white vans. Who makes those, anyway? | mean, those are creepy
AF—

Focus!

A sob warbles out. No. | can't afford to freak out right now. If | start crying, I'm
never going to stop. What do | do?

Cops.

Yeah. 911. Right.

| open the back seat and reach inside, shielding my gaze from Jake's body, focus on
finding my purse—there it is. Cell phone. Nothing happens when | hit the power
button. I moan. No, please. Out of power. | inhale shakily and reach for Jake's
pocket. Maybehis phone' s in there. My teeth grit so hard when the tips of my fingers
brush against his pants that | almost crack my molars.
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Empty.
The thought of groping about his pants for his phone is nauseating.

Okay. Thisisfine. Thisistotally and utterly okay. I'll just... I’ll wait here until a car
drives by.

Except. Except god knows how long we've been here, and no one's driven past.
There are no houses or convenience stores or anything that might contain human life
around me. The factories look like they haven't been used in years, many of the
windows are broken and they’re completely silent. | can’'t wait here much longer. |
can't stand it. | glance back at the car. Incredibly, despite having crashed into atree, it
looks largely okay. The hood's dented, obviously, and there's a large crack running
up one side of the windshield, but aside from that, it looks... drivable.

“No,” | mutter to myself. | can’'t possibly drive it. Not least because there is a dead
guy in the driver’s seat.

Then move him.

My whole body recoils at the thought of touching him again. But my mind is like a
caged wild animal, throwing itself against the bars and hissing. Ineedto get out of
here. | can’t stay here another minute, hoping for someone to drive by, hoping they’'d
be nice enough to stop.

Gulping in shallow gasps of air, | open the door to the driver's side, yelping when
Jake' s body slumps onto the pavement. Oh god, | was definitely not expecting that to



happen. Hang on. | should check for a pulse. Or should |? He's so clearly dead. Yes,
yes, | should. Whimpering dlightly, | press a trembling finger against his wrist. |
manage to keep it there for all of two seconds before | yank my hand back and wipe it
furiously on my shirt. Dead. Very dead. | take another deep breath, fanning at my
face,trying to put out the flamesin my cheeks, then | reach out and grab Jake' s arms.

They’re still warm. Argh. Somehow, that makes it so much worse. Bile rushes up, but
| grit my teeth and pull hard. Thanks to my job, I've had to work out
religiously—carrying my two heavy cameras plus all those lenses for ten hours
straight is hell on my back and shoulders, so | do everything possible to increase my
strength and endurance. | even splurge on a weekly session with Dinah, the best
personal trainer that my gym has to offer. Which means when | pull, Jake’'s body
actually moves, surprisingly easily. Dinah would be proud.

Okay, Dinah would definitely not be proud of the fact that | can move a 180-pound
man whom I've killed. And why am | even thinking of Dinah right now?
Because—my mind argues as | yank Jake across the pavement, to the back of the
car—because you need to think of anything and everything else that isn't, “Holy shit,
I’m moving a dead body!”

Holy shit, I’'m moving a dead body.

Where? Where do | move him to? | can’'t leave him here. That’s way too cruel. But |
can’'t stomach the thought of having it—him—in the back seat of the car while I'm
driving. | eye the trunk. Okay. Trunk it is.

As an afterthought, | take a hoodie that | keep in the back seat and drape it over his
face. Jake was an asshole when he was aive, but now that he's dead, | feel an
inexplicable need to treat him with respect. I’'m going to need so much therapy to
unpack all of this,



Once | slam the trunk shut and Jake's out of sight, | feel somewhat better. More in
control. In control? Who am | kidding? | have a literal corpse in my car. | shake my
head. Let’s not dwell on that. Shuddering to myself, | slide back into the car. Please,
start, please—

The engine rumbles to life as soon as | turn the key. My breathreleases in a whoosh,
and | take a moment to calm down. Or try to, anyway. I'll just drive until | find a pay
phone, and then I'll call 911. Right.

| back out slowly, wincing at the scraping sound my bumper makes along the road.
Maybe | should get out and try to fix that, but no. | really can’'t stomach another
second at this cursed spot. My breath is still coming out in shallow, panicked gasps as
| drive along the road, and the brighter the streets become, the more panicky | fedl.
This is nuts. What have | done? I’ve put a body in the trunk of my car. What would
the cops say when | called them? What would | even say? Why the hell did | do that?
What kind of sane person would do that?

Question after question assaults my mind until a scream rips out of me, and in that
instant, | realize: | can’'t go to the cops. They’ll think I’m guilty of murder, that I'm
some crazed killer, and they’ Il arrest me.

There's a gas station in the distance. Thisis my chance. | can stop there, rush inside,
and beg for help. But my foot presses down on the gas pedal, refusing to let up, and |
zoom right past it. It’'s as though my subconscious has gotten hold of my body and is
forcing it to keep driving, not looking back, until I hit the entrance to the 405. | take
it, heart drumming painfully at the familiar road sign, head throbbing as | join the
traffic zooming down the freeway. I’m driving down the 405 with a dead body in my
trunk. A hysterical laugh bubbles out. It sounds cracked, slightly mad. Tears spring
into my eyes when | see the sign for the 10. So close to home. To safety. A lump
catchesin my throat. For the first timein years, | can’t wait to get home to Ma.



Junior Year, Six Years Ago

The stage is set. By stage, | mean our table is groaning under the weight of all the dim
sum dishes stacked in the middle and I’ ve poured the tea for everyone, and now, al |
need to dois... tell them. Just blurt it out, Meddy. Just do it. Do the thing!

“Um’ SO 7

“We have a big announcement!” Ma says in Mandarin. Her eyes are al twinkly.
Serioudly, they’re like Christmas lights. She claps like an excited child.

“Oh?’ | sit back, heart hammering from almost word vomiting about Nathan. Calm
down, heart. I’'ll try again after their big announcement.

Ma nods at Big Aunt, who straightens up regally. She clears her throat. “We have
decided to make afamily business.”

“Um. Okay... wow. That's huge.” My mind swims. What business could they
possibly put together?

“All of us,” Big Aunt says, and for once, Second Aunt doesn’'t contradict her. They're
all smiling and looking at me.

“Okay...” Why are they looking at me like that? Dread creeps up my stomach. Oh my
god, this is where they tell me they’ ve used the house as collateral against the loans
they’ve taken out for this mystery business. Or maybe the business is dealing coke.
Or human trafficking. Wow, | have a low opinion of my family. “What’'s the
business?’ | say, when | can’t take the anticipation any longer.



“Weddings!” Fourth Aunt shouts, throwing her hands up with a flourish. Big Aunt
frowns at her.

“1 was about to tell Meddy that,” Big Aunt scolds.
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“Sorry,” Fourth Aunt says, not looking sorry in the l