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For Robert, my man for all ages


If you were to ask me why I dwell among green mountains,
 I should laugh silently; my soul is serene.

—Li Po (A.D. 701–762), T’ang Dynasty poet
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The worst part of having it all is having to deal with it all—the good, the bad, and the just plain weird. Like seeing more of my dad when he’s on the cover of BusinessWeek than I do in person. Like the surgeon whose schedule was too jammed fixing professional ballplayers to deal with my busted-up knee… until he heard who my parents were, and miraculously his calendar was wide open. Like the pseudo-boyfriend who was more in love with my last name than with me.

So that full-body girdle waiting on my bed after school today? It doesn’t faze me at all. Not when I already know that the body I have isn’t the body Mama thinks I ought to have.

I ignore the corset and continue updating my manga-slash-journal as if the most important social event on Mama’s calendar isn’t starting. Whoever these guests are, they’re early birds who want to catch every last minute of Ethan Cheng’s birthday extravaganza. Not that I blame them. Considering that people still talk about my dad’s sixty-fifth blow-out bash five years ago like it was the party of the millennium, Mama’s inspiration at combining his seventieth along with Chinese New Year means tonight is sure to be a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle.

I flip to a blank page in my journal, draw Mama cattle-prodding my big butt with a jewel-encrusted chopstick down our marble stairs, and add her speech bubble—

“Aiya!” cries my nanny, Bao-mu, barging into my bedroom without so much as a knock. Her slippers slap against her dry heels as she marches for me faster than you’d imagine a septuagenarian could move. “You suppose be downstairs.” When she sees that I’m still in the shapeless jeans that Mama hates, I earn two more aiyas and a distressed “You not ready!”

“I’ve got ten minutes,” I say confidently before I even nudge aside the silk curtains hanging from the canopy of my Ming-Dynasty bed and quick double-check the clock on my wall. “Actually, twelve.”

As though I don’t hear the doorbell ringing, Bao-mu tells me, “Guests here already.” Sighing impatiently, she takes matters into her own hands and plucks the journal out of mine. “Why you have draw now?”

“I just had to prepare,” I tell her honestly. Three hours of smiling and small-talking wipes me out more than a day riding the mountain. Or at least how I remember snowboarding before I tore my anterior cruciate ligament back in August.

Bao-mu nods as if she understands how I would need to fortify myself with some borrowed bravado, but that doesn’t stop her from ordering, “Lai!” and expecting me to follow. She forges ahead to my closet, the one place in this antique-laden bedroom where I can hang my snowboarding posters and ribbons from local riding contests, relics from my pre-Accident days.

Inside the closet I shed my jeans, sweatshirt, and bra to tackle the “gift” Mama so generously left me. What starts as a healthy glow turns to an all-out sweat usually seen only in hot yoga classes, as I struggle into this “Torso Bustshaping Bodyslip.” I suck in my stomach like, yeah, right, that’s going to help this lycra boa constrictor down my hips. It takes a full eight minutes of contortions never witnessed outside Cirque du Soleil before the bodyslip finally snaps across my thighs. According to my surgeon, at an inch over five feet and one hundred ten pounds—six pounds over my pre-Accident weight—I’m still smaller than the average American girl, which is why I’ll probably feel the pins in my reconstructed knee for the rest of my life. According to the Nordstrom lingerie department, I barely fill an A cup. Whatever the experts say, I challenge anyone to stand next to my mother and not become Sasquatch: huge, hulking, and with perpetual bad hair.

“Wah!” says Bao-mu, admiring the miracle of microfiber with a light poke at my corseted tummy.

I’d wah, too, if my head didn’t feel like it’s floating away. I may have shed ten pounds in under ten minutes, but all I can manage are little hyperventilating pants. Tomorrow’s headline in the business section is going to read: CHENG DAUGHTER, 15, FOUND MUMMIFIED IN GIRDLE.

My smirk ends in a gasp. “I can’t breathe,” I tell Bao-mu.

“You get used to,” she assures me, although she looks awfully skeptical.

The voices downstairs recede into the living room. Hoping that fresh air might revive me, I hobble over to crack open a window. Below, one of the valets drives off to park a guest’s car. If my best friend Adrian were here, he’d identify the type of car just by the way its engine rumbles, but Age is probably still snowboarding on all the new powder at Alpental. This morning, he text-messaged me during History: “Fresh pow. Blow off school.”

“No can do,” I had surreptitiously messaged back, watching the rain through the classroom windows and imagining the snowflakes layering the mountain. But I couldn’t risk being late for Baba’s party. Besides, I still have my parents’ snowboarding embargo to deal with.

Chelsea Dillinger, It Girl of Viewridge Prep, barrels down our long driveway in her black Hummer. Even before the vehicle’s doors open, the shrill voices of the Chelsea clones, the girls I’ve dubbed The Six-Pack for all looking uncannily alike, shriek about Attila, the new teen flick premiering later tonight for the viewing pleasure of the “younger” set.

“Hurry,” urges Bao-mu, taking my hand in her wrinkled one and yanking me back to the closet.

It’s time for my showdown with the tiny yellow dress that Mama carted home from Hong Kong a couple of days ago. My nemesis of silk hangs like a piece of art in the center of my walk-in closet: a micromini halter dress so short it could pass for a sequined tank top, adorable on Mama, obscene on me. When I was little, I never played dress-up. Why bother when every day was dress-up? “She’s darling,” salespeople would coo at five-year-old me dolled up in outfits that coordinated with Mama’s, as if I was a purse or a pair of shoes.

Now, even with the super-suctioning power of the body shaper and Bao-mu’s aiya-ing, I struggle with the back zipper and catch myself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror that runs the entire back length of the closet.

“Oh, no!” I gasp, the words weak, horrified. Perhaps that was Mama’s intent all along: deprive me of oxygen so I won’t have the breath to complain about looking like an overstuffed potsticker.

“Ni zhen mei,” says Bao-mu, eyeing me with pride as if she were my grandmother, one in desperate need of an eye exam if she really thinks I look beautiful with this sequined dragon, flapping wings and all, rising from my hip to my chest.

I turn to my side and correct myself. The dragon isn’t flying away; it’s being catapulted off the taut trampoline of my girdle. I’d fling myself onto my bed if I could, but in this vise, the chances of that happening are about as good as me sneaking off to catch some Friday night riding with Age.

I turn to my other side as if the view might be better. It’s not.

“I need take your picture,” says Bao-mu.

“No way. I can’t wear this,” I tell her, desperate. Downstairs, another doorbell rings and more hearty “good to see you’s” are exchanged. Nervous beads of sweat form on my nose, and I wipe them off. I should have tried on the dress Tuesday night after Mama handed it to me.

Bao-mu hurries to my bathroom and returns with concealer, still in shrink-wrap.

“Your mommy want you cover scars on your knee,” she says, urging the concealer on me, a makeup pusher.

I can’t formulate a single word, not even the two little letters that want to burst from my lips: N-O. No, I won’t wear this stupid dress. No, I won’t wear the heels. No, I won’t slather on makeup. No, I won’t hide the scars the way my parents want me to hide my snowboarding dreams.

“Hurry,” says Bao-mu as if she can hear my protests that she can do nothing about either, and flies out for her party duties.

Downstairs, Mama calls brightly to guests, lavishing them with her attention, “Gong hay fat choy! Happy New Year! Helen, you look brilliant.”

Alone in my bedroom, I stare at my pale face. Turning away, I rush over to my bedside table, grab my cell phone, and call Age, wherever he is, ready to beg him to come get me. Bring me to the mountains. To hell with my knee. And my parents.

“You know what to do,” Age’s voice rumbles before his voicemail beeps.

Another doorbell, another rash of greetings, another burst of laughter. You bet I know what I want to do. But what I have to do is non-negotiable. Missing a Chinese New Year celebration would be one thing, but my dad’s birthday bash? That’s impossible. I hang up without leaving a message.

Instead, I upturn the concealer and shake the brushed glass bottle until a drop wells on my finger like colorless blood. I bend down and work the thick, flesh-toned liquid over the red scars leftover from my knee surgery, rubbing until I look as good as new.
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Perma-smile in place, I stand in the foyer where I’ve been commanded to stay until the very last guest arrives. The only guest I want to see is Age, but a glance at the grandfather clock—seven forty-five—has me sighing. If Age hasn’t shown up by now, he’s still snowboarding, which means the new powder’s so good, Age isn’t coming at all tonight.

My right knee throbs, calling into question Dr. Bradford’s pronouncement yesterday that I’m back to normal. This ache is not how I recall normal. No sooner do I perch on the bottom step of the staircase than the front doors bang open. I stand up hastily, wincing at the sharp jab in my knee, and then greet my older half-brother, “Wayne!”

All I rate from him is the barest nod of recognition that he reserves for acquaintances he can’t quite place. I, on the other hand, can place Wayne instantly, anywhere, any day. Dressed in a tailored double-breasted suit to elongate his slight build, Wayne’s the forty-five-year-old version of Baba, the right age to be my dad. Or my mom’s husband.

As usual, Wayne ignores me and strides toward Grace, my half-sister who’s standing near the pianist, offering a morsel of dumpling to the miniature poodle cradled in her skinny arms. As Grace laughs at whatever Wayne is saying, I retreat back to the foyer where no one can see how much I wish he would be the perfect big brother for me, too.

I lean against the altar table and rub my cheek muscles that deserve a gold medal for party-smiling. Even if I want to dump my hostessing duties, I can’t leave to sprawl on the red velvet couches in the theater downstairs with the rest of the kids, commiserate with the girls about being strangled by girdle. Anyway, which girl? And how far would I get before they started asking for something? Say, a personal tour of my closet. Or a joy ride in one of Baba’s sports cars. And then they’d snicker behind my back about how I was showing off again.

Over by the bar, a man bloated with self-importance broadcasts to the entire party, “We’re about to remodel the garage at our cabin because, you know, we’ve got to have a place to store the boat.”

Be still my heaving stomach.

While I’m mentally retching, a waiter trots over with a tray of bite-sized crab cakes resting on porcelain spoons. “Miss Cheng, anything you need?”

Yeah, I think, reaching for a spoon but stopping when ever-vigilant calorie police Mama shakes her head at me from across the living room before returning to her conversation. Miss Cheng needs a one-way ticket out of Cheng-ri-La.

If I sneak out into the January night, I’ll freeze. But flirting with frostbite is a small price to pay when I know with my eyes closed, for just a moment, I can pretend I’m free. Pretend I’m on top of a mountain. Who knows? I might even be able to trick myself into believing I’m about to ride with Age, the way we used to before the Accident.

As I push open the front doors, salvaged from some ancient monastery in China, I run right into the Fujimoro trio. Baba’s new hire, his pregnant wife, and daughter Lillian should be on meet-and-greet duty instead of me, their handshakes are so hearty-hello-nice-to-network-with-you.

“Good to see you, Syrah. Knee okay?” asks Mr. Fujimoro.

Knee okay, I nod; it’s my hand I’m worrying about. He’s pumping it up and down so vigorously, you’d think bonuses and stock options were going to spill out of my mouth.

“Good.” He thrusts a bottle of—you guessed it—my namesake wine toward me. “A memorable syrah for a memorable Syrah.”

“Thanks,” I murmur politely, taking the wine bottle, wishing once again that my name didn’t reek like a fermented grape. Honestly, if my parents had to name me for wine, why couldn’t it have been sassy, whip-’em-into-shape Shiraz, Australian for Syrah? Age says I should count my blessings. They could’ve named me Zinfandel. Or Gewürztraminer.

“You girls should catch up,” says Mrs. Fujimoro, one hand pushing back her blonde-by-salon hair, the other hand pushing Lillian toward me.

The problem is, we girls have nothing to say to each other. In the two months since Lillian transferred to my school, she’s already next in line to be editor-in-chief of our paper and has worked herself into Chelsea Dillinger’s Six-Pack clique. In short, Lillian is more Chengian than I am, right down to her figure that defies the need for any body shaper.

Deafening drumming, euphemistically known as Chinese music, pounds over this painful party chit chat. Without a backward glance, Lillian and her parents abandon me to watch the lion dancers pouncing around the living room to scare away bad luck from this Lunar New Year. As Bao-mu would say, this is a sign to grab my opportunity for escape. So I stumble-run outside, past the valets, as fast as I can in my heels, and head for the grounds.

The last time I felt this giddy with freedom, I was racing Age down the backcountry in Alpental a year ago. Not that either one of us would admit it to anyone aside from ourselves, but we’d been keeping score since the first snow over Halloween opened the season early. Bragging rights for being the fastest were on the line since we were tied, and that perfect morning, I had the lead.

“Watch and weep!” I yelled as I screamed past him, thinking life couldn’t possibly get any better than that moment. I knew that if I didn’t head straight for the base of the mountain, I’d lose for sure, but pillows of fresh snow were mounded everywhere, the kind that you hit on top and they bust open under your board. How could I resist? Even though it’d cost me precious seconds, I jumped, knees rising so high they could have substituted as my earmuffs. Just as I landed on the fluffiest pillow, Age spun around, shaking his head at me like he’d never seen a girl more crazy than I was.

In that split second, I flew around him, and as I soared down the mountain, swerving in and out of trees with Age chasing me, I remember thinking that life rolled out in front of us, one infinitely long and smooth welcome mat.

A sharp stab in my knee returns me to the Garden of Ethan, our version of the imperial summer estates in Suzhou, the Venice of China. Aside from the rustling of the bamboo around me, the garden is silent, as if it, too, is paying respects to the girl I used to be.

Then the drumming begins again, louder than before, which means that the lion dancers are leading the guests to the tang, the Hall of Expansive Dreams, where all of my parents’ formal entertaining takes place.

Expansive Dreams. That’s a laugh. I cross a bridge that arches over a manmade stream. My dreams have shrunk to the size of a snowflake now that everybody in the snowboarding industry has written me off as a selfish, spoiled dilettante who thought my trust fund entitled me to ride anywhere I wanted at Whistler, even in the off-limit, avalanche-prone backcountry.

No one has ever asked me why I went where I wasn’t supposed to go and ended up where I shouldn’t have been. No one reported about how the avalanche may have missed my body but iced over my heart. No one knows how the avalanche dog “found” me and ski patrol “rescued” me. But the Real Me, the fearless one? She’s still buried under an avalanche of one man’s making. I breathe in as deeply as my body shaper allows, refusing to be sucked down into the memory of Jared Johanson, snowboarding camp counselor who wanted me to be his free pass to paradise.

The sounds of Baba’s party, muffled conversations and clear laughter, cross the pond, almost camouflaging the crackle of interference on the garden path. Before I can duck into the shadows, Meghan, Mama’s favorite event planner, strides swiftly to me, announcing victoriously into her walkie-talkie: “Eaglet captured.” Without missing a beat, she nods her head toward the main hall. “Syrah, you’re late.”
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Just as the lights dim, I reach the family table, nestled inside the innermost circle of Baba’s premier business associates within the bigger pool of his wine-collecting aficionados, his corporate minions, and the Ethan-Wife Number One friends, all gray-haired enough to serve as my grandparents. I swear, Darth Vader is narrating a Hollywood homage to Baba’s life, large-screen movie, swelling music, and all.

While Darth extols Baba’s humble beginnings, starting with my great-grandfather who moved to Gam Saan, Gold Mountain, the Chinese name for America, Wayne makes a big deal of looking pointedly at his watch. “Nice of you to show up,” he says.

Give me a break, I want to tell him. But it’s safer to ignore Wayne, so I slide next to Grace, who, naturally, keeps focused on the movie.

Another surge of music follows Darth’s words: “Like his grandfather before him who helped build America’s transcontinental railroad a hundred and fifty years ago, Ethan created Europe’s first transcontinental telecommunications superhighway.”

A small growl gets my attention. Grace’s dog is, as usual, perched on his lap of honor, only now he’s trying to wriggle out from under her heavy hand.

“Hey, Mochi,” I whisper.

The dog barks, sharp and high.

“It’s okay, Mr. Mochi,” coos Grace, soothing her little yippy dog with gentle strokes while glowering at me accusingly. I swear, that glorified rat gets more attention than a baby. While the movie credits roll, Wayne stands up in the still-darkened room, Grace following suit. She murmurs to Mochi, “Come on, sweetie, we’ve got a speech to make.”

On the dais, Wayne and Grace give off the same unmistakable vibe of success that Baba does. The Cheng power gene obviously skipped over me, or, more likely, ran out because so much success got concentrated in my half-siblings. Wayne is Mr. I-Graduated-Cum-Laude-from-Princeton. You can’t pick up a newspaper without reading about some new deal his venture capital company in San Francisco is brokering in Asia. And Grace’s hop, skip, and a jump from Princeton landed her in New York, where she found out she could brag and get paid for it. So now she’s the head of her own public relations agency.

Naturally, Wayne takes the microphone first, establishing himself as The Eldest Son, a chip off the gold block. “It’s hard to believe that my father is seventy tonight, when he’s got the energy of a man half his age. I’m sure all of you know what I’m talking about. His midnight phone calls. Three a.m. e-mails. And multi-tasking abilities.” Wayne waits a beat for the next photograph, this one of Baba sitting on an exercise ball in his office, instead of a chair. “The Ethan Cheng Way: why not work and work out at the same time?”

The businesspeople laugh appreciatively. I sweat profusely. I can’t remember a single word of my toast. Call me the ultimate case study for the should have, would have, could have chapter in Baba’s best-selling book, The Ethan Cheng Way: From Rags to Richest. I should have practiced my toast more. I would have if I hadn’t been dueling this dress. I could have been more prepared if I were a Cheng cookie cutter kid. But I’m not.

Brevity is not Wayne’s problem. His history lecture takes us back to the sixties, when Baba did research for Bell Labs, then moved to Hong Kong against the advice of his colleagues—“No one’s going to want to use a mobile phone”—to start his own wireless company. “Naturally, my mom’s family bankrolled that endeavor,” Wayne says, shooting a look at my mom, the beneficiary of that endeavor. “We should all be so lucky to look and act half his age. I suppose we all could if we had a beautiful Betty at our side, too.”

On the face of it, Wayne’s comment sounds innocent enough, but when he says, “Mei-Mei”—little sister—and hands the microphone to Grace, I see the look they exchange. The one that says, Oooh, nice dig.

Grace’s speech is all “we” this and “we” that, making it clear with laughing glances at Wayne that the “we” she’s talking about is her and her big brother. “We” were the original beta testers for The Ethan Cheng Way. “We” were forced to be nothing less than excellent. “We” are such wonderful, accomplished, envy-worthy offspring.

I don’t know about the rest of the crowd, but I’m feeling a wee bit exhausted. Once upon a time, I thought being the offspring of Ethan Cheng guaranteed my place in paradise, too. Who knew that when I rang the bell at the New York Stock Exchange five years ago to start the trading of DiaComm, my life would change so much I’d give anything for a redo?

I’m not proud of it, but at first I gorged on everybody’s attention: “Who wants to see my new house, new yacht, new plane?” Age was the only friend from the pre-Initial Public Offering days who had the nerve to tell me I was bragging.

I should have listened.

My perfect starshine luster lasted three months. After Christmas break, everyone in fifth grade was comparing and contrasting their holiday haul, and I blurted out about my gift, a recording studio—just what every girl of ten wants, right? That’s when I overheard the derisive laughter and saw Age’s pitying told-you-so gaze and belatedly understood his warnings: my classmates didn’t like me; they liked my parents’ toys. So when Mama transferred me to Viewridge Prep, the best private school in Seattle, I vanished happily, not knowing that however much old and new money surrounded me, Age would be the one person who accepted me, no matter which side of the decimal point I was on.

Too soon, the audience applauds, and Baba nods approvingly at the Original Cheng Children. I stay seated until Mama’s meaningful look pierces me from across the table: Don’t shame me.

On my approach to the dais, I realize that—oh, God—the crowd of two hundred people might as well have supersized into an audience of two thousand. Even though I want to cry now, even though my cheeks ache from grinning at these people, most of whom I don’t know, I smile like a good daughter, a good hostess, a good sport. After all, in my family, “face” is everything—how people perceive you, how you act in public. Who would have known that “saving face” would mean sacrificing the girl behind it?

Back at our table, the way Grace rolls her eyes at Wayne, she might as well gloat out loud, And she calls herself a Cheng? I knew Syrah couldn’t do it.

All around the tang, gazes drop faster than stock prices on a bad-news day. I clear my throat, the sound amplifying horribly in the hall, and spot a familiar army green jacket outside the far window. A red beanie waves at me from above everyone’s heads. Age.

Just like that, I remember how Age, my toasting muse, quoted Baba to me the other day. With more fervor than any true Ethan Cheng devotee, I cite that quote now: “As my dad wrote, ‘You cannot fail if you have good people at your side.’ There’s nothing more important in this world than friends. True friends.” As Mama makes her way up the stage to me, I look around the hall in my best confident Cheng impression. “Thanks to all of you, the good people at my father’s side.”

Applause echoes in the tang. Who cares if people are clapping because I’ve finally said something, or if they agree with what I’ve said? Next to me, Mama snakes her arm around my waist, and I notice that Wayne and Grace are smiling, too, like we’re one big happy Cheng clan. Holding two champagne glasses, Baba takes the stairs nimbly to the stage.

“Thank you, everyone,” Baba says. “As you may know, the Lunar New Year is the most important holiday in the Chinese year. Families unite to give thanks together. So Syrah is on the right track, but you’re more than friends. You’re family.” Baba contemplates his champagne glass. “The Year of the Dog is supposed to be one of frivolity and leisure, which is how I’m going to be enjoying my retirement.” He grins at the stunned crowd. “Happy New Year!”

Just like Wayne and Grace, and everyone else at this party, I gape at Baba. The only person who doesn’t look shocked is Mama. When Baba drops one arm around Mama’s shoulders and the other around mine, cold resentment settles on Wayne’s and Grace’s faces. Even as they lift their champagne flutes along with everyone else in the hall, I can feel the anger behind their stiff smiles as they stare at me and Mama, the two interlopers in their family. I could be three or ten or thirteen again, knowing then as I do now that I’ll never be able to break into their inner circle.

Age, standing in front of the window, gives me the thumbs-up sign. He inclines his head toward the garden before disappearing. Like I always do, I push away the hurt (The Ethan Cheng Way: focus on what you can change; change your focus from what you cannot). My inner circle is waiting outside.
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Bill!” says Baba, clasping the hand of the one CEO whose face is in the news more than his own. This only goes to show that while Baba may consider everyone here tonight family, some relatives are more important than others.

While Mama works the crowd at another table, slimy Dr. Martin oozes over to ours, resting one hand on Grace’s bare shoulder instead of mine. “Grace, Wayne,” he says.

I take that reprieve as a sign to make my second break for freedom of the evening.

Once outside, I breathe in the cold, fresh air, and hurry along the garden path to my art studio, where Age and I usually hang out. My heel catches on one of the inlaid pebbles in the path. That awful boneless sensation of falling, the same toppling, out-of-control feeling that ended with me blowing out my knee, pulls me to the ground in an all-too-familiar way until Age darts out of the thick shadows to catch me.

I stifle a scream. “Geez, Age! I swear, you must have been a ninja in one of your lives.”

“Call me Zorro-guchi, the only Mexican ninja in the world.” Letting go of my arms, Age strikes a kung fu pose in front of the old pine tree and a small grove of bamboos.

If my mom were here, she’d scan Age from his perpetually mussed dark brown hair (“That’s what a twelve-dollar haircut does for you”) to his chipped front tooth (“You really ought to consider cosmetic dentistry”) and his oversized army green snowboarding jacket (“That better not be how Syrah dressed when she used to snowboard”).

But Mama’s not here. I grin at my savior in jeans so indigo blue they’re black and say, “You made it.”

“You think I’d let you enjoy all this fun by yourself?”

I make a face before glancing cautiously over my shoulder in case an overeager event planner is stalking me again.

“That good?” Age asks, grinning.

“That bad. You missed tonight’s entertainment. Me.”

As I give him the gory details of my toast, we make our way down a covered zigzagging corridor and through a courtyard. “So, Zorrito, how was Alpental?”

“Pretty good,” Age says, kicking a pinecone off the path. “I landed a backside seven.”

I’m not sure what shocks me more: that Age, who’s normally so laid back about his feats on snow, is telling me this, or that he nailed a double rotation trick when pre-Accident, neither of us could even throw down a backside five. A light wind blows through the trees. I pick up the pace, worrying about how far I’ve fallen behind Age in snowboarding.

“That’s so great, Age.”

“Yeah, you should’ve been there.” Age’s eyes dip toward my knee. “You sure your surgeon said you were up for snowboarding?”

I can almost ignore the throb in my knee as we cross a humpbacked bridge. Ignoring my own doubt is harder because the thought of launching myself off a twenty-foot cliff into air with nothing but a board under my feet makes me equal parts eager and nauseous.

But a good Cheng never admits fear. “Yeah, Dr. Bradford told me”—I deepen my voice—“ ‘Go snowboard, young woman.’ ”

Age doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even laugh.

Silence laden with hidden meaning stretches between us; only I know how to decipher it. Age can see straight through to my self-doubt. “So when are you going to ride?” Age notices me shivering and shrugs out of his jacket. “Here.”

“No, I’m fine,” I protest, but Age looks at me like I’m an idiot and spreads his hands out so there’s no missing the fleece pullover he’s wearing.

“Thanks,” I tell him, and take his jacket. “Actually, I was feeling a tad naked.”

That’s when I notice that Age is looking at me as if he’s never seen so much of me before. Can I blame him? Frankly, I haven’t seen so much of myself in public before either. I nestle into his cocoon of a coat, wishing that I were hiding in my usual jeans and T-shirt. Or better yet, in my own oversized, androgynous snowboarding pants.

“That bad?” I ask.

“Oh, yeah.”

But the way Age says it, like I look that ba-aad, makes me echo: oh, yeah.

Geez, where did that thought come from? Probably from the same brain-dead part of me that fell for Jared Johanson at my summer snowboarding camp. I duck my head so Age doesn’t catch me blushing and keep walking through the doorway that leads into a pavilion overlooking the pond.

I breathe in deeply, wishing my ever-alert symbolism-detector had warned me that Jared was a wolf in snowboarder’s clothing. To be talk-show truthful, all the signs were there. I just didn’t want to admit to myself that Jared only wanted me to introduce him to my bank account. I mean, like my roommates at camp gloated when they thought I was asleep, “Guess being loaded can make anyone look good.”

A thousand firecrackers stitched together on a celebration string pop loudly, just the way they have for hundreds of years to scare off bad luck. You’re seven months too late, boys. My knee twinges in agreement.

“What’s going on?” asks Age.

At first, I meet his eyes and then drop my gaze, knowing that for the last couple of weeks he’s known that I felt close to teetering off Gold Mountain, wondering wildly now if Age is finally asking me about Jared. But how would he know about him? Age couldn’t afford the snowboard camp, let alone the back-to-back-to-back sessions I attended, and I’ve never talked about how Jared dumped me. Not with anyone. A ball of red streaks across the sky before exploding, and I deliberately misread Age’s question.

“Phase Three in Mama’s plans,” I say. “A little fireworks action between the shark fin soup and the oysters.”

“I meant—”

Luckily, that’s when Meghan and her ever-present walkie-talkie head our way. She’s my perfect excuse, one that I grab as if it were a leash, not letting it get away.

“Come on,” I urge Age, as scarlet and gold sparkles dive into Lake Washington. He takes my hand and we run down the path, me on the balls of my feet so that my spiked heels don’t hook any stray pebbles.

A cheer rises from the great courtyard outside the tang where the guests are now gathered to watch the fireworks. Another whiz of green bursts overhead, as Age and I cross under the round moon gate, that symbol of ever-lasting happiness. I cast another glance over my shoulder, but don’t see Meghan anymore. She must have been paged on a more important mission than tracking down a runaway daughter.

“Up here,” I tell Age, veering to the side of the building.

“Where?” While he’s barely breathing hard, my forehead is beaded with sweat. I assure myself, it’s not because I’m out of shape; I’m just anxious about making a speedy getaway.

“Here,” I say, stopping in front of the steps outside of the pavilion, hewn right into the stone, that lead up to the moon-viewing terrace on the roof.

“You kept this from me,” says Age.

He has no idea what else I’ve kept from him. I simply shrug and say, “A girl has to have her secrets. Maintains our air of mystery and all that.” Maintains our sanity and all that.

As if he heard my thoughts, Age asks, “What’s going on with you?”

“Gentlemen first.”

“You first. Move it.”

I know he wants me in front of him in case I fall. Anyway, my protests die when my heel scrapes along the uneven rockery of the first step.

On the roof, Age and I can see straight down to the barge on the lake where the master pyrotechnician flown in from China moves gracefully, like one of the black-robed Bunraku puppeteers who once performed in my house for some charity fundraiser. The fireworks guru leans to his right, and suddenly, there’s a sharp crack. A flash of orange squiggles into the overcast night before it fans out and showers droplets of gold.

Age is focused on the sky as if that’s where he wants to be, carving in and out of the sparkles, these phantom moguls. Moguls that I need to be able to skim over and call fun again.

Without taking his eyes off the fireworks, Age leans closer to me, resting his hands on the wood railing, and quotes, “ ‘The only people for me are the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles.…’ ”

“Who’s that from?”

“Jack Kerouac. He’s my man.”

What I want to ask Age is, What happens when the only person for you burns out? And just like that, the sky goes blank with blackness, mirroring what I’m thinking, how I’m feeling. Blank is the way I feel when I think about snowboarding and flying off uncharted cliffs. The way I feel when I think about a future without snowboarding. The way I feel when I think about the articles parsing my “incident” in all the snowboarding magazines. A rocket blazes a shrieking path, reaching higher than any of the other fireworks before it explodes, burning a hole into the night just as Jared did through my head and heart.

The fastest way out of dwelling on Jared is dwelling on anything else. So I tell Age, “My parents probably won’t let me ride, no matter what Dr. Bradford says.” The loud blast of fireworks can’t drown out the sigh of relief in my head; I can keep blaming my parents for stopping me from facing the slopes.

Even if Age doesn’t hear my words, he knows what I’m saying because he turns to me, his dark eyes missing nothing. Not even my rationalizations. He bumps my shoulder with his.

“God, this is so stupid.” Looking away, I wish Age didn’t see me tearing up, because I’m scared to ride and more scared not to. “I mean, I’m not good enough to go pro anyway.”

“No, you’re not good enough. You’re great. What did that one rep say? ‘You’ve got potential.’ ”

“You’re the one with potential. You just won’t compete.”

“Could you take a compliment for once? Look, it’s not like your parents will ever know if you snowboard.”

I shrug, knowing he’s right. They’re barely home enough to remember what I look like.

“And Bao-mu’s not exactly going to follow you onto the mountain,” he says with a grin.

I laugh, imagining my nanny, who’s even older than Baba, picking her way through hip-deep snow. But Age has a point; Bao-mu has never spied on me the way my parents think she does, keeping tabs on all my minutes when they’re away. So unless I want them to know, my parents won’t have a clue if I blow off school to ride or not. If I slack off on my graduation requirements—say, those thirty hours of community service I’m supposed to have done by now or not. If I fall in love with the wrong guy or not.

“Yeah, but…,” I say.

“But what? Why do you need them to bless your snowboarding?” He keeps staring at me, ignoring the fireworks that flare out before dripping red down the sky. “Or are they a convenient excuse?”

I bite my bottom lip and study the night stars like I’m divining my future. How does Age do that? Eavesdrop on my secret thoughts… at least some of them?

“Have you ever showed them your video?” he asks me, more gently now.

“Are you kidding? The last thing I want to show my parents is my video,” I tell him, shuddering to think about what Baba would say if he knew how many hours I spent over the last couple of months editing since I couldn’t add any footage. See, any serious snowboarder readies a video résumé, bait to hook a sponsor. And that—being paid to ride—is the Holy Grail for everyone, including me.

“All I’m saying is maybe it’s time to show them,” Age says.

“Yeah. Like that would go over well.”

“Your father’s Ethan Cheng.”

“I know I’m related to the Cheng-ulator, thank you very much.”

“So negotiate with him.” Age quotes my dad, “ ‘There’s nothing I like better than a worthy opponent at the negotiation table.’ ”

“You are so…”

“Wise? Insightful?” He pauses. “Worthy?”

“I was thinking, more, frustrating.”

“Thank you.” Age waits a beat before he continues, “Why don’t you broach it with them at the World Championships? You’re still going to Wicked at Whistler, aren’t you?”

“That’s the plan.” As much as I complain about having Ethan Cheng, billionaire, for a father, I know there are more advantages than disadvantages to being his daughter. For one, I don’t have to worry about whether my parents can afford my activities, say, snowboarding, which isn’t exactly a low-cost sport. To snowboard, Age has to work part-time at a local board shop. And then there’s Baba’s position on Nokia’s board of directors, the company sponsoring the world’s biggest snowboarding competition over winter break. As chairman, he has to represent the company at Wicked in Whistler, which is why he presented me with those VIP tickets at Christmas. I tell Age, “I wish you could come.”

“Another time,” he says easily.

I shove my hands into his jacket pockets, feeling who-knows-how-old crumbs in the seams. When, realistically, will his “another time” come? Classical music blares from the elaborate sound system rigged up around the garden. Only my parents would ask the fireworks guru to choreograph an entire show to music that’s better suited for a symphony hall.

Gratefully, I change the subject. “Ever seen fireworks set to Mozart?”

“Could be worse.”

“Like how?”

“Could be country music.” Age grins down at me when I laugh hard because he knows there’s nothing more jarring to my ears than a country twang, ya’ll hear?

See, that’s another good thing about friends. They make you laugh when you want to cry.

“Anyway, I’ll be helping Natalia over winter break,” he says casually, but I notice how he’s looking everywhere but at me.

“Natalia?” At the mention of Age’s ex-girlfriend, the one who couldn’t stand how one word could trigger so many of the same memories between him and me, I realize that friends can make you want to cry, after all.

“Yeah, she asked me out next week.”

“She did?”

He nods. So does my ice-clad heart, adding a See? See? I told you, you can’t trust anybody.

“We’re helping out Chill,” he says. “It was Natalia’s idea. She was short on her community service hours.”

I bet it was Natalia’s idea. The way to Age’s heart is through his snowboard. Hooking Age up with Chill, Burton Snowboard’s program to give back to the community, is a brilliant maneuver. I can practically hear Sun-Tzu, Baba’s hero who wrote The Art of War two thousand years ago, applauding Natalia in his grave.

“Do you want to come with us?” Age asks. “You were talking about how you haven’t done squat on your own community service hours since school began.”

He’s wasting his breath; I’d stopped listening at “us.” “Us” has always been me and Age against the world, or at least against our elementary school playground, where we bonded over being teased as the two shortest kids in third grade. Our “us” was cemented when Age’s dad taught us to snowboard. “Every kid needs just one sport he’s good at, and the bullies will stop harassing you,” he’d intone while driving us to Snoqualmie every weekend and accompanying us on the winter ski bus every Wednesday after school. Amazingly, Mr. Rodriguez was right. The harder we rode, the more kids respected us. It was my first taste of fame.

“I didn’t think you wanted to get back together with Natalia?” I ask, watching another explosion scatter gold dust in the sky.

Age pushes off the railing and faces me. “She accused me of cheating.”

“What? You don’t even cheat in Scrabble. So how could she think you cheated on her?”

“Not on her. On you. With her.”

“Oh.” I take a step away from Age. If I tell myself the truth, it had felt like he was cheating on the two of us when he was going out with Natalia. And maybe that’s why I don’t feel like I can tell him about Jared.

“So,” he says, staring, staring, staring at me. “ ‘Life is daring adventure, or nothing.’ Helen Keller said that.”

“She did?”

“She did.”

I study first my feet and then the fireworks, everywhere but his toffee-brown eyes. But there it is, the are-we-or-aren’t-we pause, the one I swore I’d never experience again. The last time I was in this determine-the-relationship conversation, Jared was standing opposite me, claiming that I had misread everything, that he had never planned to break up with his tall, skinny, redheaded waif of a girlfriend for short, dumpy, frumpy me.

Even if this is Age in front of me, I don’t want to go to that messy space again. So what if I have to bunker forever in the crawl space between scarred and scared? I laugh like Age has told me a great joke.

“God,” I say, “that’s so stupid since we’re just friends.”

Age’s expression flickers like he’s been memorizing The Ethan Cheng Way, and has prepared for my dodging him. “Syrah—”

Why chance turning Age into a here-today-gone-tomorrow boyfriend who makes you cry when all you want to do is laugh like you were still perfect for each other? I become my mother, superconversationalist to the rescue, able to block unwanted intimacy with a single comment, smooth over social awkwardness with a turn of phrase.

“You guys are great together, Age,” I chirp my lie to him. “She’s really perfect for you.”

He’s silent for a moment, and then finally, gruffly, says, “We should get you back.”

Even though Age is walking at my side, intent on delivering me safe and sound to the reception hall for the rest of Baba’s party, I can sense the void growing between us. Here’s the thing. Falling in love is a lot like landing blind: carefree and fun while you’re gaining momentum, uncertain and risky when you’re supposed to commit to that backward rotation, unable to see where your feet are supposed to land. Or if there’s land at all. Been there, done that, not doing it again.

Still, standing at the back door of the tang, I can’t take this tension accumulating between us. I shrug out of his jacket and hold it out to him, an olive branch of Gore-Tex. “How about we ride Sunday?” I ask the way “just friends” would. “My parents are leaving tomorrow.”

There’s a long pause before his answer: an easy shrug as if spending time with me is no big deal. “I’ll call you,” he says. As Age walks away, all the secrets I’ve tamped inside myself make me feel like I’ve gorged on food that’s much too rich.
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