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Jason glared at me the next day. I could feel his anger vibrating off of him. I put my head down on my desk to avoid having to look at him, but when I looked up again, I noticed he was twirling a pencil. He was always doing this, but then I noticed it wasn’t just any ordinary pencil this time.

It was my pencil, the one my dad got me!

“Hey, give me that!” I said, nearly jumping out of my chair. But Jason quickly held the sparkly green pencil beyond my reach.

I waved my hand frantically so that Mrs. Douglas could see what an emergency this was.

“Yes, Mia?” Mrs. Douglas said.

“Jason stole my pencil!” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. The words shot out of my mouth, sizzling hot.

Mrs. Douglas turned to Jason. “Is that true?”

Jason, expert faker that he was, feigned shock and outrage. “Of course not! Mrs. Douglas, this is my pencil. I would never take anything from Mia!”

“Liar!” I exclaimed.

“That’s enough, Mia,” Mrs. Douglas said. “Both of you, up here now.” She motioned with her finger for the two of us to come up to her desk.

I stared at my sparkly pencil in Jason’s hand, which he clutched tightly with his sticky, sweaty fingers as we walked over to Mrs. Douglas.

“Is this about what happened at Hot Seat?” Mrs. Douglas asked.

“No!” Jason blurted at the same time I said, “Of course it is!”

“He’s mad I won,” I told Mrs. Douglas. “So he had to take the one thing … the one thing …”

Tears slammed into the back of my eyes as I tried to get the words out.

“You didn’t win. There is no winning in Hot Seat. There’s only sitting,” Jason said.

“Give me the pencil,” Mrs. Douglas said.

Jason handed it to her. I watched as she turned it 360 degrees.

“Hmmm … I don’t see any name on it,” Mrs. Douglas said.

“That’s because it costs five ninety-nine,” I told her. That wasn’t a pencil—that was practically jewelry. You can’t just write your name on a piece of jewelry!

“Exactly. Which is why it has to be mine.” Jason pointed at me. “You really think she can afford something this nice?”

My jaw dropped. What a thing to say!

“I’m afraid, without a name on it, we can’t tell for sure whose it is,” Mrs. Douglas said. I sucked in my breath, preparing for the worst—Mrs. Douglas was going to keep the pencil for herself. I should have known. She’d probably had her eye on it for days!

“There’s only one thing to do,” Mrs. Douglas said. “Break the pencil in half.”

I gasped. How could she suggest such a thing? But before I could say anything, Jason shouted, “No! Don’t break the pencil in half! Let her have it.”

Mrs. Douglas smiled.

“Now we know who the true owner of the pencil is,” she said. I held out a trembling hand.

“Jason,” she decided.
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Mrs. Douglas said that because I took so long responding to the proposal of breaking the pencil in half, I could not possibly be the rightful owner. And Jason, with his touching, heartfelt plea on behalf of the pencil, must be the rightful owner. So the pencil was his.

It was the stupidest, most unfair thing I’d ever heard, and I had to bite the inside of my cheeks to keep from crying.

On the way back to our desks, I turned to Jason and asked in a very small voice, “Please, Jason, can you give me my pencil back? It’s very important to me.”

He thought for a second. “It’s important to you, huh?” he asked. I nodded.

Jason held my pencil up as if to give it to me, and I reached my hand out to take it. Then he whipped the pencil back, stuck out his tongue, and licked it. He licked my beautiful sparkly pencil up and down with his nasty, evil tongue.

I was so startled, I made a noise that came out as a half snort and half chirp, which only made him laugh. He stuck the pencil in his pocket right as the bell rang.

School was over, and Jason walked off with the nicest thing I had.
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The kind people at Pizza Hut let me keep my coupon as a souvenir. Carefully, I taped it up next to the front desk so I could look at it every day while I worked.

I wished I could tell my cousin Shen about it. The whole time Lupe was talking about her cousins in Mexico, I was thinking about Shen. There was this restaurant that Shen and I would always walk by on our way to school. It was a fancy Western restaurant, the only one in town, and naturally, it was way too expensive. Every time we walked by it, Shen and I would talk about what it’d be like to one day go in there when we grew up and order whatever we want. If Shen knew that today I’d gone to Pizza Hut—and for free too!—he’d be so proud of me. I smiled at the thought.

I pulled out a piece of paper and started writing him a letter. If my mom didn’t want to tell his mom anything about her, fine, but I just had to tell Shen.

It’d been a while since I last wrote—the last letter was before we started working for Mr. Yao. I wrote quickly, scribbling away about Lupe and Hank and Mr. Yao. I wrote about the car theft and the crazy security guard and freeing Uncle Zhang. I wrote about school and Jason, who wasn’t quite so bad anymore, even though he still had my pencil. I told him about the essay contest and how I didn’t win, but that Lupe and I were going to figure out another way to get off the roller coaster together. Finally, I told him about Mrs. Douglas and my writing, how it’d gone from twelve exclamation marks bad to four exclamation marks good!

I even drew a picture of the Pizza Hut coupon so he could see for himself. In my neatest handwriting, I copied down all the words on the coupon, including the little expiration date at the bottom so he would know exactly what it looked like.

I was nearly done when the mailman came.

“Can you just wait a second?” I begged the mailman. “I want to mail this letter to my cousin in China and I just need to get the address from my parents. It’ll just take a second.”

“Did you say China?” he asked. He poked around in his big sack of letters and produced an envelope. “Looks like you just got something from there today!”

I peered at the letter in his hands. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the addressee. It was from Shen!

“Thank you so much!” I told the mailman. I was so excited, I forgot all about mailing my own letter to Shen, and tore open his letter to me.

The mailman chuckled as he left.

It was a very long letter—five pages long, to be exact. It was extremely detailed, and Shen even separated it into sections—there was a section on school, a section on neighborhood, and a section on our family. Typical him—he was always super organized.

I raced through the letter, gulping it down as quickly as I could. I giggled at Shen’s description of his new teacher, Mr. Wang, and how he couldn’t sneeze without farting at the same time. He told me all about the new kids at his school, many of whom were from the outskirts of the city. The entire neighborhood was changing; all throughout the city, people were starting to buy up property. The government was tearing down the old brick buildings to make room for new high-rises.

When I got to the section on family, though, my eyes did a double take.

We recently moved to an apartment by the river because it’s bigger. After you guys left, my dad was made head of department at his job. Long story short, the job came with a much bigger apartment. I no longer have to share with my parents—now I have my own room!

Oh, and we also got a car. Nothing like what you guys have in America, I’m sure, but it’s pretty great. Last weekend, we went to Beijing and walked around the Great Wall. We had lunch at a brand-new Peking duck restaurant. It was really fancy. Do they have Peking duck in America?

Over and over, I read the words. New apartment. Own room. Car.

I looked down at my own letter on the table, at my handwriting, which a minute ago looked neat and now looked puny. Slowly, I reread my words, how I’d gone on and on about the poor roller coaster and my pencil, my excitement of finally going to an American restaurant, how my stomach growled when I made myself put the pizza back so I could save some for my dad. The more I read, the more my fingers stiffened.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel like sending my letter anymore.

With my hands heavy as rocks, I took my letter and Shen’s letter and walked over to my closet. I stuffed them both way in the back, together with my C-minus story and the rejection letter from the essay contest.
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Was it true—was Shen rich now? The wild thought bounced around in my head as I tossed and turned. My lips formed around the word. Rich … rich …

It was like a passcode to a different galaxy. And now Shen was part of the galaxy and I wasn’t. Could it be that while our life had gotten so hard, his life had gotten so much easier?

The thought was so painful to bear, I couldn’t stand it. I rushed to lick my wounds.

Shen may have his own room now, but I was pretty sure he still didn’t have a bathroom with a shower. He still had to go to the neighborhood bathhouse. And his dad may have gotten a good job, but they’d still never flown in an airplane and never stayed in a hotel before.

With every never, I felt my panic subside.

Later, when I could finally breathe again, guilt cut into me like the harsh fluorescent front office lights. How could I feel this way about my own cousin? He was family. If he was doing well, I should be happy for him. I should be proud of him, because after all, if his family was rich now, didn’t that mean …

I sat up in bed.

“MOM!!!!”
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As the autumn leaves turned and Hank waited to hear back from the malls, we got a surprise visitor: a kid. You’d think that since we were so close to Disneyland, we got a lot of kids, but we didn’t. People with children preferred to stay at the actual Disneyland Hotel or the nicer hotels over in Anaheim Hills. We did get the occasional teenager, traveling with his parent, grumbling about not getting his own room. We also got the occasional toddler, pitter-pattering around the parking lot, happily sucking on her thumb.

But sadly, not many kids my age. So it was pretty cool when I looked up one day and saw a girl standing in front of the front desk with her mom. She had a mane of bright red hair and freckles across her nose.

“Hi! I’m Mia!” I said eagerly.

Unfortunately, the girl did not return my enthusiasm. She chewed her gum loudly and looked at me like I was a bonus question on a math test.

I handed her mom a registration form.

“So are you guys on vacation?” I asked while her mom filled out the form.

No response.

“We’re only two miles from Disneyland,” I said. “Just keep going on Coast and you’ll hit the freeway—”

“We know where Disneyland is,” the girl snapped.

She turned to her mom. “Are you done yet?” she asked. She stuck her hands into the pockets of her skinny jeans. She was wearing Calvin Klein jeans, the kind I would kill for. Her mother tossed me back the form.

As the two of them took their key and turned toward the door, I called after them, “If you need anything—”

“We won’t!” the girl shouted, slamming the door behind her. Talk about rude.

I called Lupe up on the phone later to complain. “You won’t believe this girl,” I said. “So rude.”

“Did she fall off the mean tree and hit every branch on the way down?” Lupe asked.

I giggled. “You and your trees!” I pictured Lupe sitting in her room, her walls lined with drawings of trees.

“You know, I’ve still never been to your house,” I pointed out to her.

“Ah, it’s not much to look at,” she said.

That wasn’t the point.

“Are you gonna have me over?”

“Yeah.”

“When?”

“Soon.”
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I woke up the next morning to the most unexpected surprise. My mother ran into my room holding a pair of jeans.

“Guess what? The girl and her mom left and they left behind these!” my mom squealed. She tossed me the jeans. “They might just fit you! What do you say? You want to try these on after we wash them?”

I jumped out of bed, and the two of us raced to the laundry room. My mother threw the jeans in for a spin. I sat with my nose pressed up against the washer. This was it! No more ugly floral pants. No more standing out like a sore thumb. I was getting my very first pair of American jeans!

They were warm when they came out of the dryer. I held the jeans up to my face, closed my eyes, and smelled.

They smelled like hope.

The new jeans fit me like a glove. One-hundred-percent normal hugging my legs. I put on a nice shirt and practically skipped to school. Jason arched an eyebrow when I walked past. So did the popular girls in my class.

I tried to play it cool, of course. I tried to walk normally, one foot in front of the other, but inside me, fireworks were going off.
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With Hank making money again, we no longer had to hide him. Mr. Yao was baffled when he found out what happened.

“How did that deadbeat sneak back in here?” he wanted to know. Still, money was money and Mr. Yao was happy to take Hank’s now that he had it.

Hank was happy too, for it meant he could roam around the motel freely again. When I got home from school, I found him sitting up on the roof with Lupe’s dad.

“Whatcha doin up there?” I called.

“I was just helping José here with his tools,” Hank said.

I looked at José, who seemed very happy to have some company up there on the roof.

“Want to hang out at the desk?” Hank asked.

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “Stay. I’ll get you guys some sodas.”
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As Hank and José sipped sodas on the roof, I went back to the front desk. There were four messages waiting for me. Aunt Ling, Uncle Zhu, Aunt Ping, and Uncle Yang had called to say they went by the addresses I gave them, but none of them had seen the missing Thunderbird. That meant we were down to the final address—the home of Mrs. Robinson.

Oh God, I hope they don’t find the car there.

Sometimes, when I wanted something really bad, I’d ask myself what I would be willing to give up for it. For example, when I was waiting in the hospital that day my mom got beat up, I asked myself what I would be willing to give up for my mom to be okay. I decided I would be willing to give up the essay contest. I’d rather be stuck on a bad roller coaster with my mom, than on a good roller coaster all by myself.

Today, as I thought about Mrs. Robinson and what I would give for it not to be her, I looked down at my new jeans. I decided I would be willing to give them up just to prove Mr. Yao wrong.

I looked up from my jeans to see a Chinese man running into the motel. He came by foot. He didn’t have a car, which was odd for California. As soon as my mom saw him, she dropped her mop.

“Xiao Zhang!” she cried.

“Xiao Ying!” he exclaimed, the warmth of their affection coming through in their greeting. Xiao meant little in Chinese and was something you called dear friends. They hugged each other and jumped with joy.

At dinner, I learned that Uncle Zhang and my mom used to work together in China. They were both engineers.

“Uncle Zhang was one of the best engineers we had. He can fix a television in thirty seconds,” my mom said, picking up slices of ham with her chopsticks and adding them to his plate.

“Well, more like a minute,” Uncle Zhang said. He and my mom laughed.

“So when did you get here?” my dad asked.

“About a year ago,” Uncle Zhang said.

My mother asked him what he had been doing. That’s when Uncle Zhang dropped his chopsticks.

“I don’t know how to say this, but I … I …” He shook his head.

“What?” my mom asked. “What is it?”

Uncle Zhang’s eyes watered.

“Oh, Ying, I’m in an awful mess,” he said quietly.

Slowly, he began to tell us what happened. Shortly after he came to America, he got a job working in a kitchen. The employer was an American guy and told all the workers that their passports and IDs would be safer with him. So he took them all away.

Without their passports and IDs, the workers had no way to leave. Month after excruciating month, they put up with long hours, toiling away in a hot kitchen with virtually no pay.

“We work eighteen hours a day, from six a.m. to midnight. We only get one day off a month,” Uncle Zhang said.

At night, Uncle Zhang and the other workers slept at the employer’s house, in a basement with no windows.

“I’m basically a slave,” he cried. “I only got out today because Immigration came and raided us, so everyone had to flee through the secret tunnels!”

“What secret tunnels??” I asked.

He told us that inside the restaurant there was a closet in the kitchen with a white apron. Behind the white apron, there was a button. If you pushed the button, the closet wall would open up and you could crawl out. The secret tunnels led to hiding places and directly outside.

“We never thought it would happen but today, Immigration showed up,” Uncle Zhang said.

As soon as the Immigration officers walked through the door, one of the waitresses came into the kitchen and put in an order for “Ice Fried Rice”—that was the code word. One by one, Uncle Zhang and the other workers slipped inside the closet and crawled out through the tunnels.

“When I got out, I kept looking up at the sky, so vast and blue,” Uncle Zhang said. “It’d been ages since I’d seen the light of day.”

“And how did you manage to find us?” my mom asked.

“Oh, that part was easy! Every Chinese waiter up and down the coast of California knows about this place. Look out for the blue cap, they say. You guys are famous!” Uncle Zhang said with a wink.

Then Uncle Zhang’s face fell, and he got real quiet. “But I have to go back. They still have my passport and ID.”

My mom shook her head. “There’s got to be something you can do.” Uncle Zhang shook his head right back.

“It’s my own fault,” he said. “I should never have taken the job in the first place.”

“Why did you?”

“Because I was desperate …”

Uncle Zhang swallowed hard.

“I got into some trouble with loan sharks.”

