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My name is Zu.

And I have a story to tell. The weird thing is, I’m not sure 

what it is.


But what I know—is that it’s an amazing story. Maybe 

that’s how all storytellers feel. But this feels like my story, 

which is strange because I’m only 16, and I haven’t done 

anything too impressive. But in this story inside me, I can 

feel all the passion, the people, the drama and the tragedy, 

the heartache.


The love.


Sometimes I wonder, where did this story come from? 

Did all this come from my imagination—or somewhere else? 

It doesn’t matter. 


I’m the one who has to tell it.


I’m sitting at Jack's Coffee in New York City, drawing by 

the dawn windows. That’s how I tell stories. I let the pencil 

guide my hand, until the pictures take shape. The people, 

the places unfold on my tablet—and slowly, bit by bit, a 

story begins to emerge.


Like broken pieces of a puzzle.


Right now, I’m drawing a grasshopper with the charcoal 

brush. I love the feel of the charcoal. There’s something 

about the black and white—it’s stark and to the point. 
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Usually, I draw faces I see in my imagination. And of course, 

grasshoppers. They are the coolest insects.


Together these drawings tell my story. 


But like I said, I’m not sure how. 


So I keep drawing.


My teacher, Professor Lauren, likes to say: “Zu, your 

story will find you.”


Zu’s actually my nickname. It’s short for Zhu, my last 

name, which non-Chinese speakers can never pronounce. 

In junior high, my friends began calling me Zu—because I 

hated my real first name. 


What is it? 


Oh God—I’ll only tell if you promise never to tell anyone. 

Did you promise? 


Okay.


It’s Agnes.


Can you believe it? My parents named me Agnes! 


Agnes Zhu.


No offense to anyone named Agnes. But I felt I’d been 

handed a one-way bus ticket to the past. And I wasn’t 

getting on board.
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Actually, in Hong Kong where I grew up, lots of people 

have quirky names—like Cricket, Money, or Cola. So, Agnes 

isn’t even that strange. But I still hated it. My mom, who 

chose the name, likes to remind me that Agnes means 

“beautiful and pure.”


I don’t care.


Anyway, Zu fits me better. There’s just something about 

it that feels like me. 


Something about the sound.


Until two weeks ago, I lived my whole life in Hong 

Kong. If you’ve never been there—Hong Kong is amazing. 

We have more skyscrapers than any city in the world and so 

many beautiful beaches and hills. I went to an International 

School there, and I had friends from everywhere.


It was super hard to leave them when, this summer, my 

dad took a job in New York City. I wasn’t sure I’d have the 

courage to move so far away. 


But I knew had to go.


More than anything in my life.


Why? 


Well, to understand this—I need to tell you something. 

Something I've never told anyone. Because it doesn’t make 

any sense. Not even to me.
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And that’s okay. 


You don’t have to believe me. 


But around this time last year, I made a drawing. A 

special one. It was my first time really drawing from my 

imagination. The picture in my mind, not some object or 

something I’d seen.


I remember it vividly: I was on the ferry coming over 

from Tsim Sha Tsui, when I had a sudden urge to draw. 

Which is odd, because I don’t draw on the ferry. But that 

day I did. 


And I remember every line.


That day, my imagination had no doubt. Every line, 

every curve, came deep from inside me. 


It was a drawing of a young person—a boy.


It was just a sketch. But there was something in the 

texture of his hair, the tone of his chin, and mostly—in his 

eyes, that captured me. There was a quiet power that 

seemed to see right into me. As if this was someone I knew. 

Or rather—someone who knew me.


Or both.


After I finished, I looked up across Victoria Harbour, up 

at the silver rising skyline. And that’s when I knew: I was 

going to leave Hong Kong.
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When?


To where? I had no idea. 


But in that instant, I knew—my life was leading me 

elsewhere.


The drawing kept bringing me back. Between classes, 

or on the bus, or before I went to sleep. I’d sneak glances at 

this face—this boy I had drawn. In my free moments, I’d take 

out my tablet and look in his eyes.


It was the strangest feeling: that I knew him, better than 

anyone, my parents, my friends. 


Anyone. 


And I felt this sadness I’d never felt before. 


It held a power over me, like an unstoppable force. 

Sometimes I feared it would sweep me under, into its 

bottomless depth of feeling. 


Like a tsunami wave. 


I started to look for this person. This is what I don’t tell 

anyone—it made no sense. But I wondered if somehow this 

person was out there, somewhere. 


So I looked.


In people’s eyes.
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Whenever I met someone—or even strangers in the 

street—I would look them directly in the eye. That’s how I’ll 

know, I told myself.


By the look in their eye.


So now, everyone thinks I have very good manners, 

because whenever I meet them, I look them straight in the 

eye. 


But they don’t know why. 


It wasn’t long afterward my dad was offered a job in 

New York City. We had to wait a whole year, though—

because of the virus.


But now I’m here.


So I’m at Trinity School—in my second week as a 

sophomore. Trinity is like an art school, but they’re big into 

science and technology too. Mostly it’s about being 

creative—expressing who you really are, as they like to say. 

Whether that’s playing the cello, building a robot army, or 

in my case, drawing stories.


I’ve made a few friends. 


But I still feel pretty new. The other kids already know 

each other. Luckily I got assigned Professor Lauren (that’s 

her first name, not her last) as my advisor. She teaches 

theater history, and for whatever reason—we just connect. In 
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some weird way, she’s almost like family. She’s been 

helping me adjust to New York and has taken an interest in 

my drawings.


My grasshopper is finished.


I flip through my sketches. It’s a collection of the 

strangest scenes—places I’ve never been and people I’ve 

never seen. There are flower gardens and old city squares, 

roses and stone fountains, dry rolling hills—and of course, 

the funny grasshoppers. 


The faces are the most striking.


It’s like they have a life of their own, beyond my pencil 

and tablet. As if by drawing them, I am actually coming 

closer to them.


One of them has fierce, narrow eyes. It’s like he only 

sees what he wants. He has sharp features and a hard 

mouth. I keep drawing him differently—as if I’m trying to 

understand him. He doesn’t seem very nice, but I’ve 

developed a soft spot for him.


Another one wears a robe. He feels kindly and holds 

out his hands on both sides. Like an act of penance or 

forgiveness. For some reason, I always draw him 

surrounded by nature and animals.
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The last one is a young girl, gazing into a mirror. I can’t 

make out much about her, and whenever I draw her, it ends 

up being the same.


But above the others, one stands out.


The face of the boy.


I only drew him once. It was like my imagination 

captured him completely.


In this one drawing from the ferry.


I’m looking at him now.


His features are still so vivid. In his face is a warmth and 

openness that touches me. It’s only a sketch, but in this face, 

there is so much life. 


The alarm on my phone sounds off. 


I’m abruptly jarred from my stupor. 


I quickly collect my tablet, pencils and things, packing 

them into my backpack.


I head toward the counter, to the barista.


“Matcha latte?” he says.


I look the barista directly in the eyes. I let myself be 

completely open, waiting to see how he will respond. To 

see what kind of connection we’ll make. He gives me a 

friendly look. But it’s nothing special.
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I collect my drink, say thanks.


It’s time for school.


✻


I ride the MTA bus to Trinity, looking out the windows. 

The brownstone buildings and busy New York streets still 

fascinate me. It’s less crowded than Hong Kong, actually—

but it’s busy in its own way. Between my earbuds, I watch 

people exiting and boarding the bus.


What else can I tell you?


I’m a pretty casual dresser—a large sweatshirt and white 

sneakers will do—and I have curious, brown eyes. The 

boldest thing I’ve ever done is dye my hair a silver purple. 

That was this summer. My mom nearly had a heart attack. 

But it’s my hair—so I’ll do what I want.


I walk the last block to Trinity. 


Through the treetops, I feel the warm morning sun 

kissing my face and arms. I approach the other kids, 

funneling toward the entrance. 


Trinity is a gothic, brownstone building nestled among 

houses in the neighborhood. On modest banners outside 

the building is the name Trinity, below a three-ringed 

emblem. It used to be a Catholic school, but the new 

owners who bought it kept the name.
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Near the entrance, I’m jostled from behind. I spin 

around, seeing a bubbly, dark-haired girl. 


“Kimmo,” I catch my breath.


“What did you draw?” she eyes me. She peeks into my 

backpack, playfully. “Crickets again?” 


“They’re grasshoppers,” I reply.


I give her a friendly look.


"Lemme see,” she grabs for my tablet, pretending to 

examine it. 


I met Kimmo my first day, and we bonded from the 

start. She’s kind of quirky and smells faintly like jasmine. 

And she knows everyone at the school.


We reach the double-doored entrance, mingling 

among the other kids. In the clean morning air, I can smell 

the ivy on the stone building, the warm aroma of granite, 

the dusty musk of the autumn trees, and clothing—the scent 

of denim and dozens of shampoos and deoderants, leather 

bracelets and dirty shoes, even a whiff of day-old gum stuck 

on the back of a wooden bench.


Oh! I guess I forgot to mention.


I have a really good sense of smell. It might be the most 

special thing about me. 
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I can smell anything from fifty feet away. For me, smell is 

like sight. As much as you can see, I can smell. Sometimes 

it’s overwhelming—being flooded by fragrances, both 

amazing and awful. But mostly, it’s pretty cool. This summer 

my friend was making lychee bubble tea inside her 

apartment. I could smell it a block away.


Most people underestimate the power of smell. Think 

of it this way. If you’re in a room with me, I can smell you. I 

don’t mean in a bad way, but just—the way you smell. 


Everyone has their own unique scent, and it actually 

says a lot about you. I mean, we all know animals can smell 

fear. Well, it’s like that. Emotions, and other parts of our 

personality, have a smell. 


It’s our smell.


Who knows? Maybe that’s why I bonded with Kimmo. 

Her happy jasmine scent makes me smile.


All of you with a great sense smell, you know what I 

mean. It’s actually called hyperosmia. 


My mom even got me diagnosed.


Hyperosmia has its ups and downs. On the plus side, 

the most incredible fragrances of plants, flowers and foods 

are super alive for me. On the downside, rotting, moldy 

things, sweaty socks and mouse poop are everywhere.
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Kimmo and I advance down the lightly-crowded 

hallways. I’m drafting on her jasmine scent, which wards off 

the odor of bad perfume and floor cleaner. Students pass 

us, heading into classrooms or gathering in groups.


It’s a sea of kids I don’t know. 


I scan their faces, almost automatically. It’s become my 

habit. My eyes move from face to face. I ask myself: Are you 

the person that I drew?


The one I once knew.


The other kids pass, oblivious to me. I watch their eyes 

moving, wherever they gaze. But a few meet mine, if only 

for a moment. 


And we touch eyes.


A curly-haired boy, with an innocent face, is one of 

them. He closes his locker as our eyes connect. I can see 

right into him. There’s a certain sweetness and kindness 

behind his eyes, and a shy curiosity.


But he’s not who I’m looking for.


How do I know?


I’ve looked in so many eyes. Now I just know. Because 

this person—if they even exist—will know me. In their eyes, I 

will know they know me. 


It will only take two seconds. 
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That’s all I need to know. 


A girl with straight, blond hair—a freshman, I think—

approaches up the hallway. Our eyes also meet. I see an 

exciting spark, a fire behind her gaze that surprises me. I 

find her interesting. 


But she’s not the one I’ve drawn.


Her eyes only see so far. 


Inside of me.


I let her go. I’m not a freak, I’m discrete.


With Kimmo, I cross the main concourse, a light-filled 

space with slanted skylights. Hanging from the ceiling are 

long banners, with the words, draped across in capital 

letters: Trinity Lights.


The Lights.


That’s what everyone calls it.


It’s Trinity’s big event (our Time to Shine, as the teachers 

say) at the beginning of the school year. It’s a performance 

night and fundraiser, and anyone can enter. Basically you 

get five minutes for whatever you want. As long as it’s an 

expression of yourself.  


Last year, one girl hacked a NASA satellite to track her 

cat around. That sounds pretty impressive. Someone else 
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made their sister disappear in a hat. But you can also just 

sing or dance, or do a science experiment.


Anyway, the Lights is kind of a thing. They rent out a 

theater, sell out tickets and people from all over New York 

show up for it. I heard someone got an internship at 

Google because of it.


The main idea is spontaneity. You’re not supposed to 

prepare too much. That’s why it’s at the beginning of the 

year, not the end.


It’s actually pretty cool.


So I hear.


Today is the last day of signups. The event will be held 

five days from now. 


“Are you gonna do it?” I ask Kimmo.


”Nah, no talent,” she scoffs. 


In my mind, Kimmo is one of the most creative kids I 

know. I’m genuinely perplexed. 


I don’t know why she would say that. 


I make a right turn into geometry class. I hear our 

teacher, Ms. Mehta, announce: “I hope everyone is ready 

for polyhedrons.”


✻
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I sit toward the side of the class, my tablet tilted, 

sketching silently. On one half of the screen are my 

polyhedra, my own drawings on the other. 


I am listening to Ms. Mehta, but in my imagination I see 

roses on a vine, twisting in the cracks of a house. I trace the 

image onto the screen.


✻


Second period is theater history, with Professor Lauren. 

It’s my favorite class, mostly because of Lauren. She’s young 

for a teacher, and I love hearing her talk about the craft of 

theater and storytelling. 


I relax and lose myself in her words. There’s something 

calming about her presence.


To me, at least.


Lauren strolls among our tables. “The original idea for 

theater,” she tells us, “was to give audiences an experience 

of something more than everyday life. So they told stories 

of the gods, or myths—or a tragedy that connected people 

to their feelings.”


“Or by using laughter,” she adds, “in the comedies.”


Lauren holds two white, plaster masks—an anguished 

face for tragedy, a laughing face for comedy—one in each 

outstretched hand.
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“The goal of theater,” says Lauren, “was to heal or purify 

through an experience of the soul. They wanted to guide 

the audience toward a grand vision of life, in their own 

imaginations. The Greeks called this theama. That’s why we 

call it theater.”


I look down at the table, thinking about this, while 

another student asks a question. 


The second half of class is spent writing our own 

dramas. We practice short comedies or tragedies, taken 

from our own lives. 


I have nothing to write about.


At least not in words.


Lauren approaches my table, leaning over me gently. 

She smells like warm, earthy rose, if that makes any sense. I 

let the fragrance envelope me.


I am the only one not writing. I lean over my tablet, 

outlining a bare-branched tree.


“How’s it going, Zu?” Lauren asks me. 


“Fine.”


“Can I see your drawing?”


I pause my unfinished sketch. Aside from Kimmo, 

Lauren is the only one I trust with my drawings. She’s been 
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helping me explore the people I’m drawing, and what they 

mean to me. 


I flip to a sketch of the hard-eyed person. Lauren taps 

her finger on the table. “What is his story?” she asks with 

interest.


“I don’t know,” I say.


“He doesn’t look happy.”


“No, he’s angry.”


I hadn’t realized that before.


“What’s he angry about?” Lauren asks the question, 

letting me ponder the answer.


"I have no clue,” I raise my eyebrows. I take a moment, 

looking deeper into the dark, charcoal drawing. “He’s 

holding a grudge,” I say, surprising myself. “He wants some 

kind of revenge.”


“Can I see another?”


I swipe sideways, slowly. There are two more sketches 

of the angry person, then a page of roses and fountains.


“Wow,” says Lauren. “I haven’t seen these.” 


I stop at my drawing of the robed figure. Lauren 

reaches down, swiping past it.


“Who’s this?” she asks me.
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I hesitate.


It’s my drawing of the boy, which I’ve never shown to 

anyone. Not even Lauren.


"I’m not sure—” I say.


I’m not ready for this.


Lauren peers into the drawing. She seems as absorbed 

by the person as I am. 


I gaze up into her face.


"Is he part of the story?” she asks.


I tighten my lips. Behind my stoic demeanor, I feel 

vulnerable and exposed. Somewhere in my chest is a pain 

I’d rather not feel. Lauren’s question is taking me beneath 

the surface of my feelings.


“I think he’s the main character,” I allow myself to say, 

relieving the pressure in my chest, a little.


"Tell me about him.”


My lips purse tighter.


“He’s—independent,” I say, cautiously. “He doesn’t like 

being told what to do. Or how to be.” I feel I’m learning 

about him, as I speak. 


“And he’s in pain,” I say instinctively. 


19

ZU
 x O

RI



Again I feel the sadness washing over me. The tsunami 

wave again. I feel like I’m no longer in the classroom, but 

underwater, falling. “He lost something,” I say, editing the 

words inside my head.


I tense up, expecting Lauren to ask more questions I 

don’t want to answer. 


Lauren withdraws, as if about to leave.


“Does he have a name?” 


I feel a wall go up. 


My imagination won’t go there anymore. At the same 

time, I can feel a sound, on the tip of my tongue, almost 

ready to roll off. 


There’s a power in the name. 


But I’m not ready for it.


“No name,” I turn off my tablet.


Lauren steps back from the table. “Well, I like what 

you’re drawing,” she says gently. “Have you considered 

doing the Lights?”


“The Lights?” I say. 


Is Lauren crazy? All I have is a bunch of drawings.


“Just think it over,” Lauren says, easily. “It might help you 

flush out your story.”
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Or give me a panic attack.


No thanks.


✻


I have a free period before lunch.


Kimmo corrals me at a hallway crossing. It’s a relief to 

breathe-in her jasmine again. She's with Aisha, another girl 

that I know. “Come on,” Kimmo pulls me along. “We’re 

heading to open stage.”


Together we go up the hall.


In the auditorium, students are sitting by the stage, 

taking turns practicing for the Lights. I follow Kimmo and 

Aisha toward the stage.


We take seats near the aisle.


On the stage is ninth grader, with a homemade robot 

she has made. Guided by a controller, the robot retrieves 

an orange, and then a grape from a plate, before blowing a 

fuse and smoking up the stage.


A few more kids come on. There’s an a cappella singer, 

followed by a juggler.


“You could do that,” I tell Kimmo.


“I don’t juggle.”


“No—but something else.”
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“Such as?”


“I don’t know, just talk?” I shrug. I feel like Kimmo is 

naturally good at everything, although nothing jumps to 

mind. 


Kimmo turns to Aisha. Together they're exchanging the 

latest Trinity gossip.


But I’ve stopped listening.


Something else has caught my ear. 


At first, I hear it only as a sound, a beautiful melody of 

sorts. It’s barely even words.


And I can’t tell who’s speaking.


“..my lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand


To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss..”


The words arrive like a song, a summer wind from 

across a field, wandering, running, leaping to my ear. I have 

long forgotten Kimmo beside me. I turn my head to the 

sound of the voice.


On the stage is an older boy, standing apart from the 

others. He is tall and strongly built, with a commanding kind 

of presence. 
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“That’s Landon,” Kimmo looks at me. “He’s a senior.”


The eyes of the assembly are on him, listening in a way 

they weren’t before.


Opposite him, another girl speaks:


“Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,


Which mannerly devotion shows in this;


For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do touch,


And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss.”


I blink, watching the two of them. I don’t know why, but 

I feel confused. Landon, the older boy, replies: 


“Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?”


But something’s wrong.


The warmth in my heart has turned to ice. Something is 

wrong with the words I’m hearing. The way Landon is 

saying them—it’s too cold. 


It’s too harsh.


I stand up, taking two steps forward. 


23

ZU
 x O

RI



“You’re doing it wrong—” I say aloud, as forcefully as I 

can. Before I even think twice.


Everyone stops.


They stare directly at me.


The auditorium is completely quiet. If I’m going to 

shrink away, now is the time.


But it’s already too late.


I can’t stop my voice.


“The way you’re saying it—” I say, only slightly less 

loudly. “It’s just not right.” My voice trails away.


“Do you have a better idea?” the older boy steps 

toward me from the stage.


I do, I think to myself.


But I can’t explain.


“Ignore her, Landon," says the other girl, impatiently.


“Why don’t you come up here,” Landon calls out to me, 

across the auditorium, “and show me?” It’s an open 

invitation, not hostile.


I either step forward, or sit back down. 


Everyone in the room is waiting for my move. I look 

straight ahead, my arms close by my sides. I wish I could 

just go away.
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“Just try—doing it more gently,” I say softly, sitting back 

down beside Kimmo again.


Kimmo stares at me, open eyed.


I feel Landon’s gaze upon me. But I no longer want to 

engage. I’m regretting I said anything at all. All I want is to 

hide myself inside a hole. 


I stand up, quickly, and start to walk away. As if maybe 

no one will notice me. 


Kimmo catches up, beside me.


“I didn’t know you were such a fan,” says Kimmo, 

enthusiastically.


“A fan?“ I say.


The edge in my voice surprises me. 


“Of Shakespeare,” she says.


“Huh?”


“The scene they were doing?” says Kimmo, obviously. 

“It’s like super famous.”


I don’t know what she’s talking about. 


I’ve never heard those words before in my life. I am 

nearly out of the auditorium. “Then what were you so upset 

about?” Kimmo is asking me. 
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That’s what unsettles me. I can’t figure it out. I 

concentrate and keep my eyes forward, ahead of me.


To keep myself from shaking.


✻


At lunch I sit with Kimmo and Aisha, and another boy 

named Jaden, in an outdoor courtyard. It’s my favorite 

place at Trinity, with a patch of broad, blue sky and a 

comfortable space for eating.


”I heard you called out Landon,” Jaden says to me. 

“Everyone is talking about it.”


”I didn’t call anyone out,” I say timidly.


Kimmo is streaming us, while I eat a cucumber 

sandwich. Across the courtyard, I watch Landon come up a 

stairway, talking to his friends. He turns away from the other 

boys, gazing in my direction.


“Uh oh—“ says Kimmo.


"Here he comes,” Aisha announces. “Do you know he 

did Hamlet last year?”


Now Landon is coming toward me. We observe each 

other from a distance. 


Technically, this is eye contact. 


But not really.
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So here’s the deal. And trust me—I know what I’m talking 

about. Sure, anyone can make eye contact from across a 

football field. And yes, it’s eye-contact. 


It's a connection.


But to really get a sense of someone, you need to be 

closer. You can’t really feel someone from far away. You 

need to be in their presence. 


So it’s not really eye-contact. 


It’s eye-presence.


That means you need to be close. 


Like 5 or 6 feet. 


Max.


Landon stands in front of us, as we all sit around. I stay 

focused on my cucumber sandwich. For some reason, I’m 

not ready to look up.


“Hi Landon,” says Kimmo, brightly. 


Landon turns briefly toward Kimmo. But I can’t tell if he 

knows her.


“So,” he says, returning to me. “I was thinking about 

your suggestion.”


None of us say anything. 


But I stop chewing, in mid-bite.
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“Why don’t you help me rehearse for the Lights?” he 

says invitingly. “Help me get it right.”


Aisha and Kimmo look at me.


My eyes remain on my sandwich. But inside, my heart 

takes a leap. ”What about your acting partner?” I say calmly, 

still gazing down.


“Vanessa?” says Landon. “She’ll get over it.”


I feel all my hesitation, from the auditorium—and all the 

reasons to say no. But is this a second chance? I know how I 

felt when Lauren brought up the Lights. That I didn’t want to 

do it. But I know there’s a part of me that does. 


And it won’t stay quiet.


“Okay,” I say.


Again, it just comes out.


“Great,” Landon sounds pleased. “Tomorrow, same 

time?”


I look up, meeting him in the eye.


And I let myself hope.


After looking hundreds of people in the eye, I almost 

never hope. After so many meetings, I’ve lost some 

expectation. 


But every once in a while. I hope.
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After all.


All it takes is once.


I am meeting Landon’s gaze. For a drawn-out instant, 

everything else disappears.


His eyes have a bright, beautiful charm. I feel like I’m 

surrounded by them. I feel a shiver, an excitement that runs 

slowly up my side.


One second has passed.


And there’s a warmth, a friendliness. It’s a feeling of 

being comfortable and accepted, at ease.


Landon smiles at me.


But something is missing.


I don’t feel anything. 


Not really.


Landon’s eyes are beautiful. But after my initial shiver, 

that first rush of excitement, I feel empty. There’s no depth 

to our connection. There’s no power to it, and it barely 

touches me.


I can’t get past it.


Two seconds have passed.


Or maybe it’s his scent.
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I guess I overlooked it, but Landon has a smell that’s 

vaguely like cinnamon. It’s an odd kind of scent. Whatever 

the reason, this isn’t right. Landon is looking at me—but he’s 

not with me.


I cut away.


It’s been two seconds.


And I’m never wrong. 


But I can still be disappointed.


“Same time,” I nod my head.


A moment ago, I was hoping for fireworks, for a 

celebration in the stars. 


Now I stare at my sandwich.


One of Landon’s friends grabs hold of him, from 

behind, pulling him away. Landon glances back, before 

heading across the courtyard.


Kimmo looks at me, her eyebrows raised. The four of us 

walk out of the courtyard, down an outdoor walkway, along 

the side of the school.


“That’s exciting,” says Aisha.


“Um yeah,” I say.
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“Zu, it’s super cool,” says Kimmo, expectantly. “Everyone 

knows Landon is gonna win this year. He came in second 

twice before.”


✻


A row of art adorns the long walkway. 


There are framed photographs, posters, and a 

collection of paintings. 


A digital display hangs at the end. 


Appearing on the screen are images of clothing, 

morphing into each other, glitching digitally into rainbow-

colored static, then changing back to clothing again. I 

pause in front of the display, the beautiful colored clothing 

holding my eyes.


“That’s Ori,” says Aisha, simply.


 She’s looking at the display.


“What?”


I look at Aisha.


“Orion,” she explains. “He won the Lights the last two 

years. These are his costumes, from the school play.”


I take a step, toward a second display. This one contains 

only the image of a single white dress. The display zooms 

slowly toward the dress, glitching again as if broken, before 

the screen fades to black.
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I’m transfixed.


I want to see more. 


But the screen remains black. I feel a chill, like my skin is 

covered in a cold, damp moisture. As if the air has just 

dropped twenty degrees.


Images fly through my mind.


Then disappear.


Too quick to catch.


I hear Kimmo speaking, distantly, her words not quite 

reaching me. “He was Lauren’s protégé. They were super 

close. Inseparable,” she says.


“Are you cold?” I turn to them.


They look at me, weirdly.


“Um, no.”


The white dress reappears on the screen, cycling 

through its digital loop. For the next moments, I see 

nothing else. In my peripheral vision, the Trinity courtyard 

seems to fade. Like a feeling I had once, before fainting. 

The chill cold wraps around my skin, through my clothing 

and into my bones.


For a split second, I see the images again. Like a glitch 

inside my own mind. But this time I catch it.
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A thimble.


A grasshopper.


Then it’s gone again.


“Zu, are you okay?”


I can hear Kimmo again.


“Yeah,” I say, stepping away—and breaking from my 

stupor. “I just—got a chill.”


Kimmo and Aisha both observe me.


“Lauren never mentioned him,” I say.


“That’s because she’s mad,” Aisha tells me. “Ori went 

against her by dropping out.”


“Dropping out?”


I’m re-focusing quickly. I can’t imagine Lauren being 

mad at anyone. That hardly sounds like her.


"Did he really drop out?” Kimmo questions Aisha.


“That’s what I heard.”


“I heard he transferred—” says Jaden.


“Or graduated early—“ Kimmo interrupts.


“To an art school in Italy,” Jaden finishes his sentence. 

“Or was it an internship?” The others turn toward him. But I 

glance back to the bewitching white dress, cycling among 

the glitches and black. 
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I feel compelled toward it.


"Hermes would know.”


“Who’s Hermes?” I ask.


“His best friend.”


“Are they just friends?” asks Aisha.


“You don’t think?” Kimmo laughs.


“I’m just saying,” Aisha shrugs her shoulders. "Ori never 

had a girlfriend.” Everyone seems to know so much—about 

someone they know so little. My temperature is slowly 

returning to normal, as we approach the double doors at 

the end of the walkway.


Aisha opens the door, just as a bird flies out.


It surprises us all. I watch it lifting above the courtyard, 

then landing in a high treetop.


✻


The rest of the day is a haze. 


My last two classes, English and Chemistry, pass as 

lazily as the September day outside the window. I skip the 

bus ride home, walking instead.


I pop in my earbuds, taking New York one block at a 

time. I observe the interesting storefronts on the street. 


I don't look anyone in the eye. 
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I don’t know why.


At my apartment, I take the elevator up.


It’s my dad’s last day, before his long conference in 

Boston. At dinner, he asks about my day. Before he leaves 

for the airport, we make our daily video call with my mom 

and brother, back in Hong Kong. This always makes me 

miss them more.


I hug my dad at the door. 


When he leaves, I wash the dishes. 


I spread out my school materials, across the dining 

room table. I try to do some homework.


But I can’t.


Finally I put on my headphones, standing before our  

large, living room view. I look out across the city, in the 

twilight blue dark of dusk.


Like I’m the last one in the world. 


I take a short shower, put on an old t-shirt, comb my 

hair and look in the mirror. I make a few faces, then squint 

hard, as if deciding who I really am.


I get into bed, leaning back in my pillows, turn off the 

light and face the darkened ceiling. 


But something itches at me.
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I switch on my bed lamp and grab my tablet. I stare into 

the screen, eagerly excited.


I type: Orion


Search.


I get a bunch of pictures of the constellation—of course

—and a NASA spacecraft with the same name.


My finger lingers over the screen.


I type: Orion Trinity


Tap.


There’s a couple random sites about the school—and a 

few odd videos. I scroll down. 


One is titled: Trinity Lights costume design


From two years ago.


I click it.


There’s a grainy, faraway image of the stage. I see a line 

of kids in elaborate costumes, walking out in a row. At the 

end, someone in a blue hoodie appears on stage. They 

wave and quickly walk away. 


Was that Orion?


I didn’t even see their face.


I find another video. It’s something backstage, and the 

person in the blue hoodie is there again. 
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But I still can’t see their face.


I follow a few more links, finding a channel named: 

Orion. In the playlist is a video.


It says: LIVE NOW 


My breath stops, halfway up my chest.


I enter the stream.


On my screen, I see a plain looking room. There aren’t 

any people. The only things in my view are a table and a 

sofa—and hanging on a stand, a dress.


It’s the same white dress.


From the Trinity display.


But nothing is happening. Like someone left the 

camera on—by mistake. I wait for a few seconds, but still 

nothing happens. I’m about to turn off my tablet, when 

someone steps in the frame.


I crane toward the screen.


The person walks to the white dress, then hunches 

down. They make an adjustment to the dress. They’re 

wearing a hoodie and facing away from the camera. So I 

still can’t see their eyes.


But I’m riveted. 


I keep watching, entranced.
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The person in the hoodie stops working. For a few 

seconds, they don’t move at all. 


I start to wonder if the stream is frozen.


Then I watch them turn their head, only a few inches, 

and ever so slowly. 


Into the camera. 


Like they know they’re being watched.


The person in the hoodie rises to their feet. And walks 

directly toward the screen.


I’ve stopped breathing. 


It’s silly—but I feel I’ve been caught. 


Wait—is my camera on?


Can they see me? 


Of course not—


I compose myself. 


They stand right in front of screen, the hoodie over their 

head. I can see the bottom of their face—but the light is low, 

and the hoodie hides their eyes. 


They inch closer—looking right at me.


It’s so intense, I don’t breath.


As if I do, they’ll hear me. 
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So I don’t move. But I let my finger hover above the 

comment bar. Say something, I tell myself.


My finger hovers above the h 


Then moves to the a


Say something, I shout inside.


On my tablet, the person doesn’t move. They’re waiting 

for something. For me.


I can’t take it anymore. 


I lose my nerve.


I slam my tablet down on my bed. I feel my heart, 

leaping out from my chest.


I don’t know what just happened.


I lie flat on my back, without moving, for who knows 

how long. Finally I switch off my light. 


But I can’t close my eyes.
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	My name is Zu.

