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      To my Dichi, Sofia,
    

    
      You taking your leap inspired me to take mine
    


    
      FOREWORD

    
      I’ve found that one of the easiest forms of escape these days is to simply pick up a good YA book and lose yourself in it.

    I'm an adult, but I’m not alone in loving books for “Young Adults.” It’s probably because I sometimes feel I am living in different worlds. There’s the actual world, one that requires me to act like the adult that I am; but when I'm reading YA, even the contemporary ones (not fantasy, not dystopia), I'm transported to another world—one where I am the main character at exactly that point in her life, which I understand because I was, at some point, that person, too. And I know, when it comes down to it, I still am (YA at heart).

    Camille Li, the smart young lady you’ll meet in this book, is a teen herself. She lives in a world of expectations. She’s from a family of immigrants and feels it despite knowing no other home. She has to fit in but also stand out. Ballet is her medium, what she can use to show grace and strength; but it is also the first to remind her of her physical and emotional limits.

    She finds her own escape in a world where, possibly, only she could decide who she becomes, and she hopes she can find people who will appreciate that. The way her story is told is through letters to a future love, like letters to a world she doesn’t belong to yet, but is finding a way to be part of.

    Camille has that in common with her author, Mae Coyiuto. Mae is (slightly) older than Camille and knows a thing or two about living in two worlds. Living in two countries and being a young person with young person concerns, saddled with an adult-sized drive to accomplish things, Mae is a young adult writing Young Adult. But that’s not this book’s only qualification. In fact, this feels like Mae (slightly older and wiser than Camille) sending a reassuring message back to her protagonist, and to all of us who are able to tap into our YA selves.

    Filipino readers have a lot of YA titles from all over the world to choose from, if they want to escape and relive this feeling. I think it’s very important that they have Filipino voices among that selection. When I encounter Filipino authors writing YA, it excites me when what they do doesn’t fall exactly under the same category as those that came before it. I’m glad Mae has written this book and put it out there. It’s important that we know that YA can be written this way, too.

    Mina V. Esguerra
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      Hello Hi Dear future partner,

    
      It’s pretty funny how we may be complete strangers right now. It’s even funnier to think that we may not be strangers. I read somewhere that 80% of the population would have met the person they were going to marry by the age of 18. Considering how large 80% is and that I’m turning 18 next year, there is a huge probability that we’ve already met.

    “Why am I writing to you now?” you may ask. I don’t have a direct answer for you, but I guess everything that happened today got me thinking.

    Today was my older sister Lea’s birthday, and she brought her boyfriend Martin over for dinner. They have been going out for a while now. Martin dresses really well. I remember that he wore yellow pants the last time he came over. He was the kind of guy who could pull off yellow pants.

    “How’re your parents? Please tell them hi for me,” Mom would always say.

    “How’re things going in the office?” Dad would then ask.

    My mom calls Martin “perfect.” “Perfect” is not a simple word that can be used to describe just anything. It takes something or someone special to be called “perfect.” I wonder what made Mom decide to call Martin “perfect.” After we had dinner, Martin gave Lea a fancily wrapped box. Inside, was a bracelet with shiny charms dangling from it. My little sister Nikki and my Mom squealed. Dad smiled in approval. Lea said she loved it and kissed Martin on the cheek.

    
      Later that night, as I was going to bed, I looked into Lea’s room and saw her put the bracelet in a cardboard box.

    She saw me and asked, “Do you want it?”

    “I don’t really like flashy jewelry.”

    “Yeah, same here.”

    I saw that there were lots of other similar gifts in the box. She put the lid back on and slid it under her bed. I thought that telling Martin the truth would be easier than having to hide all that stuff. I guess my sister thought differently.

    If I’m with the person that I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, I would want him to know that I didn’t like jewelry. I want to be able to tell him what I don’t like and mean it when I say, “I love it.” That is why I’m writing to you now, future partner, so that you could get to know me—the real me. Hopefully you wouldn’t like me less after reading all of these letters.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Today was my last first day of high school. Everyone kept making a big deal out of it, but it honestly felt like any other day I spent in school. I guess the only difference was all the teachers acted like they were already prepared to say goodbye to us. Also, we met the new guidance counselor for the first time. His name is Mr. Terrell, but he told us to call him Terry. I decided to stick with Mr. Terrell. He kept on saying things like:

    “You’re lucky to be in a school where everything is handed to you.”

    “You might never see all these faces around you in the same room ever again.”

    “High school is not like the real world.”

    I wanted to say that the high school is located in the world and the world is real, so technically, it is in the real world. I decided not to though because I didn’t want to offend the teacher on the first day. I think that was a hundredth school day type of thing.

    He then went on a spiel about college and career choices. College was like those Ebola, bird flu, or mad cow diseases: you hear about it; you keep preparing for it; and you know it exists, but you don’t really believe it until it happens to you.

    “The world is at your fingertips, my friends. What’s the next step? What am I going to do for the rest of my life? These are the questions that should be on your mind! I got to where I am today because I had a plan.”

    
      He handed out strips of paper to everyone in class. They looked like this:

    MY FUTURE

    Name:

    Age:

    Astrological Sign:

    College picks:

    10 years from now, I want to be:

    “I want you to fill this out and submit it to my office tomorrow morning. Whatever lies in your future reflects how much you have planned for it. So if you turn in a blank piece of paper to me, that’s exactly how your future is going to look like,” Mr. Terrell said with a wink.

    “I also posted a list right outside the classroom. I want to meet each and every one of you during this first week. Today is a lucky day, my friends, except for the Virgos. You guys should watch out.”

    During lunch, most of us were still talking about the “Future” assignment.

    “I still don’t understand why he wants to know our astrological sign,” Jenny said.

    Jenny is my oldest friend, and I don’t mean in terms of age. By oldest, I mean that I’ve known her for basically my whole life. Jenny and I have been eating lunch together since kindergarten. But as years passed, she started getting new friends, and our lunch group grew bigger and bigger. They were nice and all, but I never really joined in much when they talked. I would keep on thinking about something funny to say or a good comeback to what someone said; but by the time I was about to say it, they had already switched topics. Making friends was easier when I was younger. When you’re a kid, you didn’t have to worry too much if you said the right thing or not.

    “Ten years from now…I want to star in my own reality show,” Bea said as she wrote on her paper. Bea was the president of the Drama Club, and she always knew what to say to make people laugh.

    “You always aim high,” Jenny said.

    “Of course. Seriously though, I still have no idea which schools I’m going to apply to,” Bea said.

    “My parents told me that I should go for schools with a good accounting program. They said that accounting graduates get good jobs,” Jenny said. “I wish I was as certain as you, Camille.”

    “Which schools are you applying to?” Bea asked me.

    “She’s going Blue and Gold,” Jenny said.

    “Ooh, UC Berkeley?”

    I nodded, and Jenny said, “Camille has her whole life figured out.”

    “Wow,” Bea said. “I don’t even know what I’m going to do this weekend.”

    They laughed, and I laughed along with them.

    “Hey Camille, what’s up with Nikki? Does she really have a thing with Polo?” asked Bea.

    Nikki is my younger sister who’s a sophomore. She was sitting with a guy from our year. They did look very couple-y.

    “I don’t really know.”

    “Wasn’t she just with Marco?” Jenny said.

    “No, she was dating Marco last year,” Bea said.

    They continued talking but I had to leave the lunch table early because I was the first one to meet Mr. Terrell. His office didn’t look anything like that of the last counselor. First, he had bean bags instead of chairs. Second, the room was full of cat posters. These cats were in weird poses with quotes like:

    “FELINE great!”

    “Life doesn’t PAWS for anyone!”

    “It’s going to be a PURRfect day!”

    Mr. Terrell looked like he slept with a coat hanger stuck in his mouth.

    “Camille Li. 3.6 GPA, avid ballerina. Great to finally see the face behind the record. Tell me, what’s your zodiac sign?”

    “Aries.”

    “Aries! The first sign of the zodiac! The born leader who craves adventure! I’m a Leo myself, so you and I Camille…we connect,” he said as he bumped his two fists together.

    I can’t remember what I answered to that. I was too preoccupied with trying not to slide off the bean bag.

    “So tell me, what do you see in your future?” he asked.

    “My future?”

    “Any thoughts on college?”

    “I’m applying to Berkeley.”

    “Excellent school! Excellent choice! Your GPA does fall in the range of admitted students…Your test scores are a little below the average, but you have a strong resumé. What other schools are you applying to?”

    “I haven’t really thought about other options.”

    Mr. Terrell drummed his fingers on his bean bag.

    “Look Camille, I’m going to be honest with you; from Leo to Aries. If it were up to me, I would admit you in a heartbeat. But this is one of the top schools in the country. Thousands of students all over the world want to get in. Even the brightest students get turned down. I’m not saying you’re not going to pass, but I strongly suggest you apply to more than one school.”

    I nodded, and Mr. Terrell got up and gave me a hug. I wasn’t sure if this crossed some kind of boundary.

    “I know this is a tough time for you, but you’re going to make it through. Come back to my office if you need anything.”

    Mr. Terrell is a strange, strange man.

    When I got home, I stared at the piece of paper Mr. Terrell gave. Alternate schools never even crossed my mind. There were never any other options. Like my dad, I was going to go to UC Berkeley. I was going to major in Chemistry like my dad, and I was going to be a doctor like my dad. I knew the answers to these questions years ago, but why didn’t I immediately fill it up? I didn’t know what was stopping me.

    Maybe this day wasn’t like any other day. I guess it was like a not-so-ordinary ordinary day.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      If there is such a thing as spirit food, I would have chosen a banana. On the outside, I look very Asian. I can’t even count anymore how many times I’ve had these dialogues:

    Me: —speaks like I normally do—

    Person A: Wow. Your English is so good!

    What I want to say: Thanks. I’ve been speaking it for my whole life.

    What I end up saying: Thanks.

    Person B: Where are you from?

    Me: I’m from around here.

    Person B: No, I mean where are you originally from?

    What I want to say: …Here.

    What I end up saying: My grandparents moved here from China.

    But after so many years in America, my insides have turned very white. I invest way too much of my passion and time in the Kardashians and American Idol. My parents are fluent in Chinese, but it’s a foreign language to me. I’ve never even been to Asia. The closest I have ever gotten was Chinatown down the block.

    But there is still some Asian left in me. I know how to use chopsticks. I know that “Ni hao” meant hi and that “Xie xie” meant thank you. I also know that I should feel offended when someone calls my eyes “chinky.” I could also say that I have sort of a “Tiger parent.” As much as I love my dad, I think he fits the bill. In my house, what my dad says is law.

    For example, my dad believes that education should be holistic. Aside from our academics, Dad wanted us to develop our artistic side. All of us sisters had to pick a hobby.

    
      	
        Lea chose to play the piano.

      

      	
        Nikki chose to paint.

      

      	
        I chose ballet.

      

    

    I had been dancing since I was seven years old. I was so excited to have my very own pink leotard and ballet shoes. I never expected that shoes that pretty could make your feet bleed so much. Dad brought me to my very first lesson. All the parents watched from the sidelines. He was the only dad in the sea of moms.

    I didn’t like it. Actually, I hated it. I was always getting singled out because I didn’t stay in my spot. I also liked adding my own moves to the routine. I learned that there was no room for improvisation in ballet. You watched the moves, followed the moves, and hoped to god that you perfect the moves.

    After a few weeks of lessons, I didn’t want to go anymore. I threw out my ballet shoes and watched TV instead. That was the angriest I ever saw my dad get. He screamed at me to get my shoes out of the trash and to get dressed. He drove me to practice even though I was crying on the way. The tears didn’t stop when I was dancing. When we finished practice, my dad held my hand, and we waited until the rest of the kids left the room. He knelt in front of me and told me:

    “Camille, do you know how special you are?”

    I tried to answer, but I was busy trying not to let my nose run so much.

    
      “You are so special, Camille. When you grow up, you’re going to save lives and change the world. But if you give up when things get hard, do you think you can do all of that?”

    I shook my head.

    “You keep coming to class and keep practicing because you are not a quitter. You’re a winner.”

    Dad wiped my tears, I hugged him, and we went home.

    In the past ten years, ballet has been the center of my life. When I started high school, my dad stopped taking me to practice. Jenny was also into ballet and went to the same studio, so I rode with her to practice instead. But my dad never missed any of my recitals. Whenever I performed, I would get nervous about dancing in front of so many people. Then I would see my dad’s face in the crowd. Suddenly, it wouldn’t be so scary anymore.

    We started learning new routines for our big recital today. We're going to perform Beauty and the Beast, and everybody wanted the solo. I hope my body won't feel too sore tomorrow.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      My mom is the most polite person I know. She is the master of lacing praises with insults.

    For example, whenever my Mom goes to my room, she would say: “If only I could be as laid-back as you with this clutter.”

    Translation: You’re a slob. Your room’s a mess. Clean it up.

    When Nikki wore something that showed more than what my mom wanted to see: “When I was a kid, I wasn’t as confident in wearing something so revealing.”

    Translation: You look like a slut. Put a sweater on.

    During dinner today, I wasn’t sure if she was complimenting me or criticizing me. It was a very fine line with Mom.

    “I watched a ballet show with some of the ladies from work last week.”

    Mom was a dermatologist, and her clinic sold all those anti-aging creams you see on every other billboard in the city.

    “The dancers kept on doing those turns on one leg over and over…There’s a name for those…What is it again, Camille?”

    “A fouette?”

    “Yes, that’s it! They kept doing fouettes, and I was thinking about how much of a strain it must be for your legs to do that move. Your legs must be so strong.”

    “I guess.”

    “Then again, those dancers must be in a completely different level from you. At least your legs will not get any bulkier. Boys don’t like it when your legs are bigger than theirs. Right, Henry?”

    
      “I think the food tastes good,” Dad said.

    My mom moved on to talk about the new cream the clinic was releasing. I wasn't sure if Dad didn’t hear Mom or he just chose not to hear her. I never really understood how they communicated.

    No matter how old or busy we were, Dad insisted that we all have dinner together. Because my ballet practices ended late, we set dinnertime at nine.

    Martin joined us again for dinner. Lea has been bringing him over a lot lately—even more than usual. He asked Nikki if she could pass a dish, but she didn’t hear him because she was on her phone again.

    “Nikki, no cellphones during dinner!” Dad scolded.

    “Fine,” Nikki said.

    I always wondered how many people she must be texting for her to be perpetually glued to her cellphone. Maybe she was talking to Polo. Or was it Marco? It was really hard to keep track.

    After we finished eating, Martin asked my parents if he could talk to them in private. This doesn’t usually happen. They went in the living room, and I could only hear the murmur of Martin’s voice. This went on for a while. Then, I heard Mom scream. It was the happy kind of scream, not the scared-out-of-my-wits scream.

    My mom went back in the dining room and started gushing about flowers, dresses, and jewelry to my sister. Dad had his arm around Martin when they joined us. They all looked so happy.

    “Oh Lea, you must be thrilled,” Mom said.

    I hope she is thrilled. I really want my sister to be happy.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I’m sorry I haven’t written to you in a while. The SAT is coming up soon. I’m not sure what it exactly stands for. Standardized Aptitude Test? Scholastic Assessment Test? Or maybe the title SAT was like those rappers’ names. Take Jay-Z for example. I bet no one knows what the Z stands for, but people accept the name anyway. I believe though the movie The Perfect Score defined the SAT perfectly: Suck Ass Test.

    In case you haven’t heard about it, the SAT is a standardized test used by most colleges. The test has three sections: Writing, Critical Reading, and Math. I did fine with the practice questions, but the real thing is a different story. I took the test twice last year, and it was horrible. I panicked every time I saw a question I didn’t know the answer to. I panicked when my answer wasn’t in the choices. I panicked when the proctor said I had five minutes left. In short, it was a never-ending cycle of panic. I heard that you should only take the SAT three times, so this upcoming test is my last shot. I really need to do well.

    I don’t understand the point of a college entrance exam. You work so hard for so many years of high school and take so many tests throughout your life. What makes this one particular test the predictor of success in college? Sometimes, I think colleges are not looking for those with the most intelligence, but for those who can handle the most stress.

    Ballet has not been going too well either. I dread the sound of the dismissal bell in school because that meant I had to go to practice. When I am in the studio, I keep thinking about how many hours I spend dancing. I then think about how I could use all those hours to do other things like review for the SAT or work on my application. I don’t always feel this way. I don’t know what’s happening.

    In the many years I’ve been dancing, I never really felt that I was behind. Sure, I struggled with new routines, but I usually got the hang of it at the same time as everyone else. There were even times when I was the first one to perfect the routine. I don’t know why it’s taking me longer this time. Teacher Jessie even had me stay after practice several times because I needed one-on-one attention. That made me feel even guiltier because I was wasting more time.

    I’m sorry. I would really write some more if I weren’t so tired.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Imagine emptying the contents of your garbage can. Then, pile on another hundred pounds of trash. Pour buckets of the nastiest leftovers you can think of. Finally, top it all off with a layer of crap. Then, imagine being underneath that whole pile. I guess that’s the only way I can really describe how I feel right now.

    I was seated next to a window. The problem was that the window was about five feet tall and was partially open. When I got my test booklet, I was freaking out internally since the thought of falling down the window and plummeting to an early demise was very possible.

    I felt good about the essay. The prompt asked: “Is persistence more important than ability in determining a person’s success?” I wrote about how I kept dancing even if I started as the girl with the shortest legs in my ballet class. I also wrote about Fernanda Bianchini (I hope I got the spelling right). She was a former professional dancer and now teaches handicapped students in Brazil. Several of Bianchini’s students have never heard a note of music in their lives but end up performing in front of hundreds. I think perseverance does miracles. Bam! I wish I could’ve included the “Bam” in the essay.

    The math portion was okay. Math is my strong area, and I love geometry. Thankfully, a lot of the questions were geometry-related. I didn’t bring my watch, so I had to look up at the wall clock to see how much time I had left. I kept noticing this one guy in front of me. His test booklet was closed, and he was looking at the view outside and was drinking milk tea. As I was computing for x and solving for angles, I kept on glancing at him. His booklet was still closed, and he kept on drinking. How big was his drink? I was so distracted by him that I didn’t realize that time was up. I had a whole column of questions that I didn’t answer. I quickly shaded "C" for each one. I heard that it was always the best option.

    I started to panic again.

    “Focus, Camille. Focus,” I muttered to myself.

    Critical reading was next, and I always had a hard time with this section. The guy in front of me was actually answering the test so I wasn’t as distracted. There was this one passage on the history of plywood. I don’t think the test-makers could’ve picked any other topic that I had less interest in.

    As I checked the time, I saw that the guy in front of me was sleeping. He was actually sleeping. This was the test that could probably make or break my future, and this guy was sleeping.

    When I tried to read a sentence, all the words spelled out, “He’s sleeping.” When I tried to concentrate on a question, all I could picture was his face knocked out on the booklet. Please don’t judge me because he was really driving me crazy, but I threw my pen at him. Unfortunately, I don’t have the best aim. The pen missed him by a few inches. It hit his milk tea.

    “Shit!” he said, and everyone stared at him. His drink spilled all over his clothes and the proctor rushed over to help him.

    
      I don’t think anyone saw me throw the pen, but I was so embarrassed. All I wanted was to get out of there. Focusing on the exam felt impossible after that. The rest of the test was a blur, and I bolted as soon as I submitted my booklet.

    To sum up today: tons of trash + nasty leftovers + pile of crap = me.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I didn’t think it was possible, but I actually did worse. My scores were bad. Like really bad. I heard that the SAT gave points for filling out your name correctly. Based on my score, my name was probably the only thing I got right.

    The day got even better. Teacher Jessie asked me to stay late in the studio today. It wasn’t because I needed to work more on my technique or rehearse more of the moves. I actually did pretty decent in practice. I had to stay late because of him.

    I usually met Jenny by the school gates to head over to ballet practice. But today, there was this blister on my toe that was really killing me. I walked over to the convenience store on the next street, and I was about to text Jenny that I would be right back—when I saw him.

    It was the guy who was seated in front of me during the SAT. The one I threw a pen at and accidentally drenched with milk tea.

    I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t even sure if he knew me. Maybe he didn’t. But what if he did? If I ran, he might spot me. If I turned back, I might look suspicious. If I walked at my normal pace, he might see me. I ended up brisk walking. I brisk walked like I never brisk walked before.

    “Hey!” I heard a male voice. I ignored it and kept brisk walking.

    My heart was pounding so fast when I got into the convenience store. I made it. When I finished paying for my box of band-aids, there he was.

    
      “I think this belongs to you,” he said while handing me back the pen I hurled at him.

    I stammered and said thank you. I then blurted out that I was sorry, and I even offered to buy him new clothes. He said it was okay, and I thought that would be the end of the conversation. But he just stood there.

    “Why didn’t you get the ones with the cartoon characters?” he asked.

    “What?”

    “Your band-aids. They have lots of designs there. I like the Ninja Turtles ones.”

    “Oh. Thanks. I think I’m going to stick with these.”

    He stood there and looked at me. The aisle was pretty narrow, so I couldn’t just walk around him. I told him I had to go, and then he said, “Aren’t you going to apologize?”

    I was confused. Didn’t I just finish awkwardly apologizing?

    “I’m really sorry that my pen accidentally hit you, but I really have to go.”

    “That wasn’t an accident.”

    “Well, it was an accident…”

    “You were seated a good three feet away from me. Say, it was an accident, and your pen just happened to fall. How could it have covered that three-foot distance? If gravity were the only force working on that pen, it would be highly unlikely for it to cover the distance. Considering the trajectory and air resistance too, the only way that it could’ve even come close to where I was sitting was if you had deliberately thrown the pen at me.”

    “Okay, I don’t know. I was worried that you were sleeping through the test, and I didn’t know how else to wake you up.”

    “But if that were the case, you wouldn’t have rushed out of the room as soon as the test was over.”

    
      “I was in a hurry because I had somewhere else to go.”

    “Maybe, but I don’t think so. You know what I think?”

    “I really have to go…”

    I tried walking around him again, but he wouldn’t budge.

    “I think you were judging me,” he said. “In your mind, I was a slacker who, unlike you, didn’t care about that exam.”

    “I was worried that you were sleeping through the test.”

    “Why can’t you admit that you were judging me?”

    “Why can’t you let me go?”

    “I’m not letting you go until you tell me the truth.”

    He stood there with his arms crossed, smiling at me. Why was he even smiling?

    “Okay fine. I judged you. I threw that pen because you were pissing me off.”

    “Why was I pissing you off?”

    “Because I was trying to answer what may be the biggest test of my life, and you were there, sleeping! And you know what? Sleeping and eating instead of answering a college entrance exam does make you a slacker. I couldn’t even concentrate because of you. I had to ask my parents for money to take the test again, and I don’t think I can even pass high school with the scores I got. Honestly, I think you should apologize to me.”

    I was out of breath, and all the other customers were staring at me.

    “Can I please go now?”

    He let me through, and I hurried out of there. When I looked at my phone, I saw that I had five missed calls from Jenny. She went to practice without me, and I had to call Lea for a ride. When I got to the studio, I had already missed an hour of practice.

    
      I threw away all my practice tests. I didn’t want to look at them. I didn’t want to look at anything that had the letters S, A, or T. The only thing I despised more than my scores right now was that guy. I don’t think I’ve ever met such a pompous know-it-all. Is it mean to say that I don’t regret throwing my pen at him? Because I really don’t.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Nikki and I never really see eye-to-eye. Her favorite flavor of ice cream is chocolate while mine is vanilla. She likes watching action films while I like romantic comedies. She eats her fries with mayonnaise while I eat them with ketchup. It amazes me how siblings can be raised by the same parents, grow up in the same house, but end up completely different.

    Even if you are complete opposites, fight all the time, and drive each other crazy, your siblings are family. And you’re always there for your family.

    My sister was a wreck.

    We didn’t have family dinner that night because Dad was stuck at the hospital, and Lea had dinner with Martin’s family. When I got home from practice, I heard Nikki blasting music from her room. I heard Taylor Swift, and I knew right there and then that something was very, very wrong. I went to the kitchen and got a tub of chocolate ice cream. I knocked on her door.

    “Go away!” she said. I could tell that she was crying.

    “It’s me.”

    “Go away!”

    “I have ice cream.”

    There was a pause, then I heard her feet shuffling toward me. She opened the door, and her eyes were so swollen, it looked like a flock of mosquitoes had a field day on them.

    “Is it chocolate?”

    “Yes.”

    
      She grabbed the ice cream and left the door open. She sat on her bed and turned the music up louder.

    “Do you want to talk about it?”

    “No.”

    She seemed like she needed space so I started closing the door when she said:

    “Can you stay here for a while?”

    I nodded, and I sat next to her on the bed. We sat there quietly while she ate her ice cream. She then turned and hugged me. We never hugged so I wasn’t really sure what to do. I hugged her back, and she cried. She cried for a long time.

    “I really thought he loved me.”

    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I hugged her even tighter. I stayed in her room until she fell asleep. When I went outside, Dad just got home.

    “How’s everything in the hospital?”

    “Surgery went well. Why are you still up?”

    “I was in Nikki’s room.”

    “What’s wrong?”

    My dad knew us well. He knew that the two of us never spent time alone without the rest of the family. I wasn’t sure if Nikki wanted Dad to know so I didn’t say anything.

    “Boy troubles?”

    As I said, my dad knew us well.

    “I’m glad you’re more practical than your sister. You’re too young to know what true love is.”

    I’m thinking a lot about what Dad said. I’m also thinking a lot about how devastated Nikki was. Was the love that Nikki thought the boy had for her imaginary? If she did love him back, was it real? Did he break her heart because he was a cruel human being or because he didn’t understand what love was? When will we stop being too young to know what true love really is?

    I hope that someday I will know the answers to these questions. I also hope that I will never cry like that. I hope that you will never be the reason for me to cry like that.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I think Nikki is better. I still hear Taylor Swift when I pass by her room at night, but her eyes don’t look so swollen anymore. It can also be that I’ve been distracted by all the engagement talk in the house.

    All the talk was probably 90% done by my mom. She was screaming at the phone the whole night because the venue she wanted for the reception was unavailable for the next five years. When you and I get married, I think we should leave our moms out of the planning process.

    My day was pretty uneventful. School was okay, and ballet practice was not-so-okay. The only thing remotely interesting was that I kept on getting text messages.

    I woke up to a “Hey.”

    I didn’t recognize the number, so I didn’t answer. But the texts kept on coming.

    My phone was constantly buzzing throughout class. When I finally checked my phone, it had messages like:

    “Yoooooo.”

    “Psst.”

    “Where art thou?”

    I was receiving a text every five minutes so I gave in.

    “Who is this?”

    “Ian.”

    I didn’t know any Ian.

    “Sorry, I think you have the wrong number.”

    
      “Is this Cam (the reason why my favorite pants have tea stains)?”

    “How did you get my number?”

    And how did he know my name? I don’t remember ever mentioning it.

    “Also, it’s Camille,” I added.

    “It was on your pen. And Camille is too long. You need a nickname.”

    “So what’s your nickname?”

    “My name is short enough.”

    “Ian and Camille have the same number of syllables.”

    “Why are you so uptight? It’s just a name.”

    “It’s MY name.”

    “By the way, it’s not safe to put your name and number on pens. Some creep might get a hold of your number.”

    Like him. He was exasperating.

    “What do you want?” I texted.

    “Do you want to go on an adventure?”

    Who even talks like that?

    “?”

    “Are you doing anything tomorrow?” he replied.

    “School.”

    “I mean after school.”

    “I have ballet practice.”

    “Any chance you can ditch?”

    “No.”

    “Meet us by the carpark outside your school.”

    “I told you I can’t.”

    “We’ll be waiting.”

    “Who are ‘we’?”

    “You’ll find out.”

    “What are you going to do?”

    
      “See you tomorrow, Cam.”

    “Camille!” I replied.

    I had a million more questions for him, but he didn’t send any more texts. I ripped off all the labels off of my pens. Trust me, it wasn’t because I was listening to him.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      During one of my health classes, the teacher showed a video about drug use. It told the story of a teenager whose life was ruined from smoking pot. I don’t remember most of the details, but there was this one scene where it was a close-up of the main character right after he first smoked. He told his friends:

    “Dude. I’m so high.”

    I think those are the perfect words to describe my day.

    I don’t know what came over me. I was in the car with Jenny on our way to ballet practice when I yelled, “Stop!” Jenny looked panicked and asked me what was wrong. I told her that I couldn’t make it today and to cover for me.

    Going who knows where with who knows who—it was so unlike me. Every fiber in my body was screaming that it was irresponsible, dangerous, and something I really shouldn’t do. I guess the idea of using my time on something other than ballet practice overthrew those fibers.

    Ian was there, smiling smugly, his hands across his chest.

    “So this is the girl who labels her pens.”

    That was Erica, but she preferred to be called Rica. She had a bob with a small red streak. She also had a tattoo on her wrist. I think it was the Chinese word for strong. I never really saw anyone my age with a tattoo before. I kind of wish that I had the guts to get one. The guy next to her was tall…and really good-looking. I already knew who he was because he went to my school, and the girls in my grade all had a crush on him at one point. He shook my hand and said, “Felix.” I smiled and said, “Camille.” The last one was Gabby. I see her around school, but we never had any classes together. Jenny, Bea, and the others sometimes talked about who they thought were the prettiest girls in school. No one ever forgot to mention Gabby. She wasn’t the common kind of pretty; she was the unique kind of pretty. Gabby was Felix’s cousin. Those were some insanely good genes.

    Meeting new people was probably my least favorite thing in the world. I can do some small talk. But after the basics what’s your name, what school do you go to, I’m blank. I thought that they wouldn’t feel like they had to talk to me if I looked busy. I sat at the back of the car and played around with my phone.

    “I can tell you’re not texting.”

    Ian said it so loud that everyone heard. I actually felt the blood flow to my cheeks.

    “You’ve been pressing the same two keys for the past ten minutes. Either you’re sending out complete gibberish or you don’t want to talk to us,” he explained.

    “Will you stop being an ass?” Rica said.

    “What? I’m being a great observer.”

    “You’re being a great ass. Don’t listen to him, Camille. All of us have slowly learned to drown Ian out,” Gabby said.

    “I’m just saying, if you don’t try talking, pretty soon people are going to stop trying to listen,” Ian said.

    “God Ian! It’s too early for your words of wisdom,” Rica scoffed.

    That’s when I knew that I liked Ian’s friends way more than I liked Ian.

    Have you ever been to a circus? I haven’t, but I’ve seen trapeze artists in movies a few times. I had no idea that there were things like trapeze schools.

    
      “Are we actually going to do that?”

    “Yes, it’ll be fun!” Gabby said.

    “I can’t,” I replied.

    “Why not?” Ian asked.

    “I can’t. I can’t do any extreme sports. I might get injured and we have this recital…”

    Ian grabbed my shoulders and shook me.

    “Maybe this will make you lighten up.”

    “She doesn’t have to listen to you, Ian,” Rica said, but he ignored her.

    “When I first saw you, you know what I thought? Well, aside from the fact that my clothes were ruined. I thought to myself, thank god I wasn’t like you.”

    Him insulting me wasn’t really convincing me to swing twenty feet off the ground.

    “You were so uptight and seeing you even made me feel stressed. I asked you to join us because you looked like you desperately needed some fun in your life. Swinging up there will make you feel the best you’ve ever felt. And you’re going to give that up because you’re scared of something that might not even happen?”

    “Ian! Camille! They’re ready for us!” Gabby called out.

    “Are YOU ready?” he asked.

    I really had no idea what came over me.

    Our instructor, Will, first taught us the proper stance, the form, and the signal words. Lean forward, back straight, bend your knees—it sounded like ballet practice. Will brought us to the practice bar and demonstrated how to properly grip and how to do a knee-hang. A knee-hang was basically swinging upside down with only your knees hanging on the bar. I was scared enough of doing it right side up.

    
      Gabby volunteered to go first. She jumped before Will gave the signal word. She swung for a couple of times, and then she slipped. She fell onto the net, and I think my heart stood still for a moment. But she was laughing.

    “That was so much fun.”

    Will went on to berate Gabby that she should listen and follow instructions, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t listening. Rica was arguing with the other instructor because she wanted to video herself while she was trapeze flying. The instructor was very adamant that she couldn’t grip the bar on one hand and hold her phone with the other. No matter how good she claimed she was at multitasking. Rica finally went up the platform when Felix agreed to video her. She kept on shouting at Felix while she was swinging.

    “Make sure the lighting is okay! Make sure you do close-up and wide shots!”

    Felix went next, and he was the first one who actually did a knee-hang. I could actually see his abs through his shirt. He was wearing a black shirt so it was even more impressive.

    All of a sudden, it was my turn. My mistake was looking down. I was feeling pretty confident climbing up the ladder, until I saw how far up I was. I wanted to back out, but then I heard Gabby shout.

    “You can do it!”

    Pretty soon, I was on the platform and was strapped up. I could see the bar dangling, teasing me. I wondered how I would look like splattered on the ground after a twenty feet fall.

    “Ready!” Will commanded, and I bent my knees.

    I wasn’t ready.

    “Hop!” Will cried.

    
      The scariest part was jumping off. Then I was swinging. My breathing and heart rate jumped, and for a few seconds, I was weightless. Will instructed me to do a knee-hang. I brought my knees to my chest and hung them over the bar. Will then told me to let go, and I did. My hands were off the bar, and I was flying. I loved it.

    I was surprised at how sore my arms were after, but I didn’t care. When I landed on the net, Gabby was exclaiming how great I looked up there.

    “I got it all on video!” Rica said excitedly.

    Felix gave me a small nod of approval.

    I was curious to see Ian’s reaction. Okay, I hoped that he would look impressed and actually say something nice for once. But he was looking up at the trapeze rig.

    Gabby put her arm around him and consoled him.

    “You can do it. I believe in you.”

    Ian didn’t say anything and started climbing. He was holding on the ladder really tightly. The ladder was moving because he was shaking so much.

    “Is he okay?” I asked.

    “Ian has a small fear of heights,” Gabby said.

    The three of them cheered Ian on, with Gabby being the loudest. I didn’t think Ian was going to jump, but he did. He was screaming all the bad words I know and some words that I didn’t know but was sure were bad.

    “Don’t close your eyes!” Will cried out.

    But Ian kept on closing his eyes, swearing and swinging.

    “Do you want to try a knee-hang?”

    “Do I look like I can do a knee-hang?” Ian shouted.

    I couldn’t help myself. I started laughing, and pretty soon, all of us were laughing. Ian landed on the net, and he was drenched in sweat.

    
      “I have no idea how you convince me to do things like this,” he said.

    Then Gabby kissed him. I don’t know why it shocked me that they were together. I guess part of it was my surprise that Ian had a girlfriend like Gabby. A bigger part of it was my surprise that Ian had a girlfriend.

    I couldn’t shake off what I felt when I was flying. I know this sounds bad, but it felt incredible to not do what I was supposed to for once. I guess there’s nothing more I can say aside from…

    Dude, I’m so high.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Teacher Jessie always said that she couldn’t stand two types of dancers:

    A. Dancers who are lazy

    B. Dancers who don’t think

    I was choice C—all of the above. I was so sore from trapeze flying and rusty from missing practice that my body already felt like giving in when we were warming up. I tried to focus, but I couldn’t pick up the combinations. I kept imagining that rush I felt when I was swinging twenty feet off the ground. Teacher Jessie was so frustrated with me that she didn’t even ask me to stay after practice.

    But I really had no regrets. I kept checking my phone hoping to get a text from Ian about meeting them again. My phone was silent the whole day, but I kept hoping.

    Our house was crazy today because well, my mom was going crazy. It was the fifth of the month, and that meant Aunt Julie was coming over. My mom was especially nervous because it was the first time she was going to meet Martin. My parents adore Martin, but they always thought it was too soon to introduce him to Aunt Julie. Meeting Aunt Julie was equivalent to being the sole fish in a tank of sharks. All eyes are going to be on you, and pretty soon, you will be dead meat.

    When I got home from practice, Mom was pushing the couch in the living room (well, trying to).

    
      “Mom, what are you doing?”

    “You know that your dad’s sister is crazy about all that feng shui nonsense. She had this whole room rearranged and I distinctly remember that she wanted this couch in that corner.”

    “Do you need help?”

    When she looked up at me, I thought she was going to faint.

    “You look terrible! Go shower and change into something nice!”

    “But the couch…”

    “Camille, are you trying to give me a heart attack? Go change!”

    I showered and put on my favorite dress. It was the one Dad got me for my last birthday. But when I went back to the dining room, Mom had another opinion.

    “Didn’t I tell you to change?”

    I decided to stay in my room until Aunt Julie arrived. It was less stressful that way. I heard the doorbell ring and my mom shrieked for me to get the door. Aunt Julie looked like she always did. She had a pantsuit on and her hair was tied in the neatest bun. The woman never ages.

    I kissed her on the cheek as I said, “Hi, Aunt Julie.”

    “Camille.”

    Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized me from top to bottom. We always had the same conversation:

    Aunt Julie blabs stuff in Chinese.

    Camille nods along.

    Aunt Julie realizes Camille doesn’t understand Chinese.

    Aunt Julie: Ni ting bu dong ma? (From multiple experiences, I know this translates to, “Can’t you understand me?”)

    
      Camille says no.

    Aunt Julie clicks her tongue and walks away.

    You would think that having the same conversation every month would remind her that talking to her nieces in Chinese was like talking to a monkey. Actually, talking to a monkey would probably be more productive. Lea greeted Aunt Julie with the same peck on the cheek.

    “Lea, no boyfriend yet? You know when a lady is almost thirty and unmarried, people are going to talk.”

    “Actually Auntie, this is Martin. We’ve been going out for a while now.”

    Martin reached out for Aunt Julie’s hand, but her hands stayed firmly on her sides.

    She looked at Martin from top to bottom and walked straight to the dining room.

    “Did I do anything wrong?” Martin asked.

    “You’re not Asian enough,” Nikki mumbled.

    We always had dumplings when Aunt Julie came over. We were all quietly eating at first. I wished it stayed that way.

    “You should have put your kids in Chinese school, Henry,” Aunt Julie said.

    “The schools they’re in are perfectly fine, Jie jie.”

    “I talked to Camille a while ago, and she looked at me like I was a crazy person. You know, English is going to be phased out soon. Chinese is the new universal language. Camille, are you a senior in high school now?”

    God. Why was I the one under scrutiny?

    “Yes, Auntie.”

    “What are your plans for college then?”

    “She’s going to my alma mater, Jie jie,” Dad said.

    “Why doesn’t she go for the Ivy Leagues?”

    “The Ivy Leagues aren’t the only good schools. Berkeley gave me the best training, and it’s going to give Camille the proper education.”

    “You should be proud of your father, Camille. Medicine is a noble profession. Why aren’t you using chopsticks?”

    Martin was eating his dumplings with a fork. Poor Martin.

    “Oh, sorry.” Martin quickly grabbed the chopsticks next to his plate. He was holding them the wrong way, and the sticks kept slipping. He grabbed one of the chopsticks and stabbed a dumpling with it.

    “No, no, no! What are you doing? That’s bad feng shui!” Aunt Julie exclaimed.

    “Sorry Auntie, it’s his first time using chopsticks,” Lea said.

    Aunt Julie clicked her tongue and ate another dumpling.

    “So Aunt Julie, Lea tells me that you’re in corporate law,” Martin said.

    “Yes, I am,” Aunt Julie said without looking up.

    “I just finished law school myself.”

    “Really? Where?”

    “Yale.”

    “Really?” Aunt Julie said. I had never heard her sound so interested.

    “Yes. I would love to sit down and chat with you about your practice sometime.”

    “Sure, I’m very busy so I have to check my schedule.”

    I gave Martin a subtle thumbs-up, and he winked at me.

    And Aunt Julie said, “Are you sure you’re not even a little Chinese?”

    We moved to the living room afterward.

    “Did you move the couch?” Aunt Julie asked my mom.

    Before my mom could say anything, Martin cut in and started talking to Aunt Julie with all this law jargon. Aunt Julie was in an infinitely better mood. Aunt Julie was laughing. Actually laughing.

    Lea excused herself to go to the restroom, and she was gone for a long time. Mom asked me to check up on her. Before I knocked on the door, I heard Lea say, “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

    When she joined us again, her eyes looked a bit puffy but no one else seemed to notice. I wanted to ask her about what I heard, but I decided not to because she might think that I was eavesdropping. I really hope she’s okay.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Yesterday was my very first all-nighter.

    I woke up and saw Ian’s name on my phone.

    “Do you want to go on an adventure?”

    Later that night, I was standing in front of a huge football stadium. The people around didn’t look like they were going to a football game. Everyone had shirts that had three men with very dark eyeliner printed on them. Music was blaring, and there were posters of the same eyelinered men all around the grounds. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many people before. Felix was the first one I saw.

    “Hey, Felix!”

    He raised his eyebrows.

    “Where are the others?” I asked.

    “Coming.”

    “How have you been?”

    “Good.”

    He wasn’t exactly the chattiest person. I then saw Gabby, Rica, and Ian rush over.

    Ian hugged me. I had never been hugged by a boy before (aside from my dad and my friendly cousin Winston). It felt different from when I hugged Jenny or my sister. Maybe it was because of the flatter chest.

    “Five,” Ian said.

    “What?” I asked.

    “Shut up, Ian. He rates hugs. It’s a very biased scale,” Gabby said.

    
      “It’s a very scientific process.”

    “Really?” Gabby said.

    “Yes. I made a hypothesis that you gave terrible hugs. I put this to the test, and it was like hugging a tree. Hypothesis was proven and my conclusion is…a five.”

    He would be lucky if a tree wanted to hug him.

    “Moving on from Ian’s nonsense, are you excited for the concert?” Gabby asked.

    I was lost. “We’re watching a concert?”

    “Not just a concert. The best concert ever!” Rica exclaimed.

    “I can’t even pronounce the name of the band,” Ian said.

    “But I don’t have a ticket,” I said.

    “You don’t need one!” Rica said excitedly. “C’mon let’s go!”

    They started walking toward the entrance and I followed behind them.

    “Is this a free concert?” I asked Ian.

    “No,” said Ian.

    “So how are we getting in?”

    “We’re going to improvise.”

    Then it dawned on me.

    “Wait. We’re going to sneak in? What if we get caught?”

    “What if we don’t?”

    Gabby gave us black shirts, walkie-talkies, and ID cards.

    “When you get to the gate, tell them you’re a volunteer for the crew. Make sure you don’t give them a clear look of your ID. Make eye contact with people, talk like you belong, and act natural.”

    “I think we should split up, so we don’t look too suspicious,” Rica said.

    “Good idea. Ian, you go with Camille. Rica, Felix—you guys can come with me.”

    
      The others ran to the next gate, and then it was just Ian and I. There were three other people; why was I stuck with Ian? I would have gladly agreed to be with Felix. At least, he was quiet.

    “You nervous, Cam?” he asked.

    “It’s Camille. And no,” I said. I didn’t want to be the same uptight girl that he thought I was. Although to be honest, I was terrified.

    “Do you want to go first?”

    “No, you go. I’ll be right behind you.”

    Ian walked through the gate casually and flashed the guard his fake ID. He let Ian through. It looked so easy. I could do this. My heart was beating so fast. I was going to show my ID to the guard, exactly the way Ian did. I tried to look casual pulling out my ID, but instead I dropped my walkie-talkie.

    “Can I see your ticket, ma’am?” the guard asked.

    “I volunteer…oh um…I work for the crew,” I said. I quickly showed him the ID. I think it was an old library card with a picture of a ten-year-old Gabby. I don’t think my palms were ever this sweaty.

    “Can I have a closer look at your ID, ma’am?” the guard said in a harsher tone.

    Then I heard Ian’s voice.

    “Cam! Run!”

    I bolted. I didn’t know how I got past the guard, but I never ran so fast in my life. I could hear the guard calling out for me, but I didn’t look back. Ian caught up with me, and I think we knocked over a dozen unfortunate people.

    “Here!”

    Ian grabbed my hand, and we squeezed in with a crowd of people. The two of us stood still. I felt like I was paralyzed. I expected that the guard would suddenly grab us. We stayed like that for a while. I couldn’t believe we actually got away. Then I cursed.

    “Holy shit!”

    I don’t usually swear, but this situation called for it. Ian burst out laughing, and then I was laughing.

    “Why couldn’t we buy tickets like normal people?”

    “Where’s the fun in normal?” Ian said.

    “Who are we watching anyway?”

    “I don’t know. Some rock band.”

    “We snuck in and risked our lives for a band you don’t even know?”

    “How melodramatic. I don’t know them, but Rica and Gabby love them.”

    He took out an iPod and plugged in earphones.

    “What are you doing?” I asked.

    “This is a good crowd, and that’s a good stage. I might as well listen to some good music. Do you want to listen?”

    “I think I’m going to listen to the band that’s actually playing.”

    The eyeliner guys came on stage. The whole crowd went crazy. Then there was noise. It wasn’t music—it was noise. It was loud. Very loud. Unbelievably loud. I looked at Ian and he was smiling at me.

    “How do you like it?” he shouted.

    I hated it. But Rica and Gabby loved them, and I didn’t want them to know that I didn’t like them. “They’re okay.”

    “Suit yourself!”

    Ian went back to his own music. The band didn’t stop. It was like they were playing the same song over and over again. I was getting a massive headache.

    “What are you listening to?” I shouted at Ian.

    
      He handed me one of his earphones. It was rap music. It was hardcore rap music. He didn’t seem like the type of guy who listened to rap music. Then again, it was Ian. I didn’t really know what to expect from him.

    “What is this?” I shouted.

    “Real music!” he screamed.

    To be honest, it wasn’t my type, but I did prefer it to the music that the band was playing. At least, it didn’t feel like someone was bashing my head with a pair of cymbals. Even if the music wasn’t too great, standing there with Ian felt nice.

    I didn’t realize the concert was over until herds of people started moving out.

    “So what music do you actually like?” he asked.

    “I like Taylor Swift…”

    “Hm.”

    “What?”

    “Nothing. It’s just, she’s so…mainstream.”

    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

    “I’m not saying it’s bad. I personally don’t like listening to mainstream music—that’s all.”

    “What if that rap music you listen to becomes mainstream? Will you stop listening to it?”

    “The world is not ready for the work of MC Rokafella.”

    “You like his music because you can relate with it, right?”

    “Yeah…”

    “Maybe Taylor Swift is mainstream because she manages to have that effect on a lot of people. She’s other people’s MC Rokafella.”

    He smiled and didn’t say anything after that.

    It was a good thing Felix was tall. I didn’t think we would have found them afterward if he weren’t. Ian put his arm around Gabby.

    
      “God, that was awful,” he said.

    “It’s not our fault that you have bad taste in music,” Rica said.

    “Didn’t you have even a tiny bit of fun?” Gabby asked.

    “I did at the start. Cam almost got caught.”

    They got so excited and begged me to tell them what happened. I don't think anyone ever looked that excited to hear me talk. I told them how I dropped the walkie-talkie, how the guard was suspicious about my ID, and how Ian and I got away.

    “I think Camille has just earned her right to decide where we’re going to eat tonight,” Gabby said.

    “I don’t know a lot of restaurants in this area.”

    “No, not a restaurant. We can’t end this night with an ordinary meal in a restaurant. Think of something else, something exciting!”

    “Like what?”

    “Where have you never had dinner before?”

    I really couldn’t think of anything, so I said, “School?”

    “I love it!”

    I didn’t even know what time it was, but I was wide-awake. The school looked a lot prettier at night. Maybe the secret to better test scores was scheduling classes at night. We went to one of the classrooms and pushed all the desks to the sides. Gabby drew one big circle on the floor with chalk, and the five of us sat around it. We unwrapped our take-out meal of fried chicken, pizza, and fries. I wasn’t allowed to eat junk food, and that made eating it so much more awesome.

    It was pretty obvious that Gabby was the “leader” of the group. She loved playing the game “21 Questions.” Although Rica told me that they never actually reached twenty-one. Gabby would give the question, and everyone had to answer it.

    
      “What do you want to do after high school?”

    “I’m going to USC to study film, and I’m going to be a director,” Rica said.

    “Get a scholarship to play for UCLA,” Felix said.

    “I want to go to London, study history, and visit every country in the world,” Gabby said.

    “History?” I asked. I’ve never heard of anyone who wanted to study history.

    “Can you imagine going anywhere, seeing anything in the world, and automatically knowing the story behind what you see? I think that would be incredible.”

    I thought so, too.

    “What about you Camille?” Gabby asked.

    “Well, I have to study Chemistry, I have to go to med school, and I have to become a doctor like my dad.”

    “That’s a lot of ‘haves,’” Ian said.

    “What do you mean?”

    “You kept on saying I have to do this, I have to do that…it sounds like you’re talking about things you’re obliged to do, rather than what you want to do.”

    “So what are your plans?”

    “None.”

    “You’re not going to college?”

    “Nope. I’m going to live—learn by experience. I’m going to spend my time doing the things that I want to do.”

    “In other words, Ian’s going to be a bum,” Gabby laughed.

    “Have you heard of the Mayan calendar?” Ian asked.

    “Not really,” I said.

    “The Mayan calendar supposedly ends its cycle on December 21, 2012 of our Gregorian calendar. People are saying that this is the day of the apocalypse.”

    “Not this again…” Rica said.

    
      Ian kept on talking.

    “Some people are also saying that the planets will align on this fated day, and that will be the end of our planet.”

    “Ian, that’s complete bull,” Rica said.

    “Of course, it’s bullshit! Just because some calendar ends, doesn’t mean that the world is going to end. The planets have aligned in 1962, 1982 and 2000—and we’re still here.”

    “Then why do you keep bringing it up?” Rica asked.

    “Because a lot of bullshit comes true. And what if this one does? That gives us only a couple of weeks. I’m not going to waste my last few weeks trapped in the four walls of a university. I’m going to do things because I want to do them, not because I have to. I’m going to spend my time like the way I did tonight.”

    “Why do you always talk like you’re giving us a lecture?” Rica said.

    “Because you can learn a lot from me,” Ian laughed.

    “Do you buy his whole apocalypse philosophy?” Gabby asked me.

    “Say everything I said is going to come true. Aren’t you glad you’re spending your last moments here with us rather than studying or practicing ballet, Cam?”

    I was, and I didn’t mind him calling me Cam that much anymore.

    I hope this letter isn’t too long for you. I don’t usually have days as exciting as today, so I wanted to make sure I covered every detail.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I really don’t understand boys.

    I’m a classic NBSB. No Boyfriend Since Birth. Aside from Mason in first grade (who picked on me because my eyes looked like “someone drew lines on my face with a pencil”), boys never really notice me.

    I didn’t recognize the number of the person who texted me this morning. I was half-hoping it was Ian.

    “Hi :)”

    “Sorry, who’s this?”

    “It’s Felix. I hope it’s okay… I asked Ian for your number :)”

    “Oh hi. What’s up?”

    “Umm. I hope you don’t think this is weird or anything…but I ummm…just wanted to say…I think you’re lovely :)”

    I didn’t know what to say. Was it rude that I didn’t reply?

    I had other things on my mind. I used to think that science was my weakest subject. I was wrong. Chemistry is my weakest subject. I have a big test coming up, and I really need to do well on it. My mind was so occupied with different formulas that I accidentally poured three cups of flour instead of one during baking class. Our cupcakes came out as hard as rocks.

    Felix almost slipped my mind until my phone buzzed.

    “Who’s that?” Jenny asked.

    School just finished, and we were walking toward the coffee place nearby. Thankfully, it was our day off from ballet practice.

    
      “Is that Felix like the cute basketball player Felix?” she asked.

    I nodded.

    “Is he the reason why you missed practice?”

    I didn’t want Jenny to know about the trapeze flying or the concert, so I said yes.

    “Oh my god! Are you dating?”

    “No! He just started sending me these weird texts.”

    “What did he say?”

    “He called me lovely.”

    “Lovely?”

    “Yeah. Do you know what that means?”

    “If a guy calls you cute, he’s looking at your face. If he calls you hot, he’s looking at your body. If he calls you beautiful, then he’s looking at the whole thing.”

    “What does lovely mean then?”

    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s code for something. Do you like him?”

    I don't know. It felt nice that a boy thought of me in that way. I guess I was flattered, but does that mean that I like Felix?

    “He doesn’t even talk to me,” I said.

    “Guys can be weird. They can get all shy when they’re around the girls they like.”

    “But how can he like me if he doesn’t even know me?”

    “Like I said, guys can be weird. Wait. Isn’t that Polo’s car?”

    “Polo, the guy Nikki used to date?”

    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s the one.”

    I didn’t even know Polo, but I was mad at him. I was really mad at him. When you’re that level of angry, I think it’s impossible for you to do anything rational.

    “What are you doing?” Jenny asked.

    
      “I found a good use for our cupcakes,” I said. I threw a cupcake at the car. It was so hard that it left a small dent on the window. I was going to throw another one, and then I realized there was someone inside.

    It was Nikki. She sat up, and her blouse was half-open. She stared at me, and I stared at her.

    It was like all the anger suddenly drained out of me. I didn’t know the name for the emotion I felt, but I didn’t like it.

    “Let’s go,” I told Jenny, and I walked away.

    The two of us were quiet while we were in the coffee shop. Jenny only asked me one thing.

    “Are you okay?”

    “Yes.”

    Jenny knew that I didn’t want to talk about it, and she respected that.

    I remembered that Nikki said she thought the boy loved her. Maybe he really did love her. Then I remembered how much Nikki cried for weeks. I remembered the way she sounded when she asked me to stay with her in her room. How could someone who loves you cause you that much hurt?

    I really don’t understand boys.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I think one of my most horrifying experiences when I was a kid was when I got lost in a shopping mall. It might sound minuscule to you now, but it was traumatic for my five-year-old self. After that, I was scared to go to any mall. For a time, my parents used the code word "LLAM" to signal when they were going shopping. That proved pretty futile because I caught on pretty quickly and in addition to my fear of malls, I developed an irrational fear of lambs.

    On one incident, I refused to go past the entrance. My parents were about to give up and head home when Lea came to talk to me.

    “You’re going to be okay.”

    “But I’ll get lost again,” I said.

    “I can’t guarantee that you won’t get lost Camille, but if you do, I’ll never stop looking for you. Your big sister will always look out for you.”

    My fear didn’t instantly disappear after then. It took me a long time. But I started trying. I kept on trying, and it got less and less scary. One day, I wasn’t scared anymore. Lea was there. She was always there.

    We used to be really close. Even though Lea and I had a pretty big age gap, we were inseparable. I guess all younger sisters wanted to be just like their cool big sisters. Then I started to grow up, and she kept growing up. As years passed by, we spent less time together. It’s hard when you drift apart from people. It’s even harder if you don’t really know why.

    
      Right now, she is on a business trip with Martin’s parents. She has been going on a lot of business trips lately. I wish she were here. I don't know who else to talk to about Nikki. Every time Nikki told my parents that she was going out, I knew she was going to see Polo. Nikki and I never talked about it. I knew she knew that I saw her in Polo’s car, but she acted like it never happened. I'm worried that she is going to get hurt again.

    Felix texted often. When I woke up, his “Good morning :)” was the first message I saw. Before I fell asleep, his “Good night :)” was the last one I saw. It felt nice to have a reminder that someone was thinking about you.

    After his good night message, I felt my phone buzz again. It was Ian.

    “Adventure. Next weekend.”

    It was the weekend right before my chemistry test. As much as I wanted to go, I needed every single minute I had to study.

    “Sorry can’t make it. Have a big exam.”

    “I can tutor you!”

    I needed the help, but I didn’t think Ian was the best person to ask it from.

    “No thanks. I’m fine on my own.”

    “You still think I’m a slacker?”

    “I told you, I’m fine on my own.”

    “Meet me at the coffee house tomorrow. Bring your books.”

    He was impossible.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so brilliant. He can answer every single problem I threw at him. He can balance any equation and recall any formula. He also explains things so well. He makes the most complicated concepts sound so simple. The only problem is that he doesn’t have the best attention span.

    “What is this?” Ian asked while looking through my planner.

    “That’s my umm…life plan.”

    “Please elaborate.”

    “I like having things planned out. That timeline is my next ten years. There, I am going to Berkeley and studying chemistry. Then I go to med school and probably graduate when I’m about 27.”

    “What are these?” he asked while pointing out some drawings I made. I felt the blood rush to my cheeks.

    “Oh… . That’s my future family.”

    “Don’t tell me you have a plan for that, too?”

    “Three kids. All three years apart.”

    “That’s insane,” he laughed, and I grabbed my planner back.

    “What? Don’t you ever plan out your future?”

    “Nope. I live impromptu.”

    “So what are you doing with Gabby?”

    “What do you mean?”

    
      “Do you imagine what’s going to happen after high school? What about when she goes to Europe for college?”

    “We never really talk about it.”

    “You’re telling me that it doesn’t bother you that by this time next year, she will be miles away?”

    “I’m not going to let it bother me.”

    “Now, that’s insane.”

    “What? I like what I have with Gabby. I’m happy, she’s happy—why do I have to ruin it by thinking about things like that?”

    “What do you have with Gabby?”

    “It’s a constant surprise.”

    “A constant surprise?”

    “I never know what’s going to happen. Do you remember that rush you felt when we were running from the concert guard? That’s the constant feeling I have when I’m with her.”

    I then noticed a huge bruise on his arm.

    “Where did this come from?”

    “Oh. This? It was from the trapeze flying.”

    “How did you get that from trapeze flying?”

    “Oh, y’know… I wasn’t looking… and I slipped.”

    “I don’t remember seeing you slip. You were holding on to that bar so tightly that we had to pry your fingers off…”

    “Let’s take a break.”

    “Aren’t we already taking a break?”

    “You know there’s this research in Harvard that proved how studying in five minute intervals actually improves learning.”

    “Did you make that up?”

    “Yes, but now you’re already too distracted that we might as well take a break to freshen up that great mind.”

    
      “You take a break. I’m going to try answering these on my own.”

    “What’s the story with your whole ballet thing?”

    “What?”

    “I’m just curious. Did you wake up one day as a kid and wanted to put a tutu on?”

    “No, I woke up one day and I magically had pointes on my feet.”

    “I’m serious.”

    “I am, too. That’s why I’m trying to study.”

    “If you answer my question, I promise I’ll behave.”

    I started to tell him everything. I told him how I asked Dad if I could take ballet lessons. I told him how I hated ballet when I first tried it. I told him how Dad didn’t let me quit. After all of this all Ian could say was:

    “Hm.”

    “What?”

    “So what’s the next problem?”

    “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

    “I have nothing to say.”

    “When does that ever happen?”

    “It sounds like you do a lot of things because of your dad, that’s all.”

    “I was the one who asked for ballet lessons.”

    “But you also wanted to quit.”

    “I can’t just quit because I didn’t like ballet.”

    “What better reason is there? Do you even enjoy ballet now?”

    “I guess. I mean it’s really tiring to go after school and I haven’t been feeling like going lately…”

    “Then stop going!”

    “But my dad…”

    
      “It’s your life, not your dad’s. God, you even have your whole life planned out to become exactly like your dad.”

    “My dad is a great person. Is it so wrong that I want to be like him?”

    “No. I just worry that you’re so fixated on this whole ‘life plan’ that you don’t really know who you are.”

    “Do you always talk like this?”

    “Words of wisdom flow naturally.”

    I think this was the first time I looked at Ian. Like really looked at him. He had these folds under his eyes that kind of made him look like a koala. He only had one dimple, which I found really cute. He also had this smile that made you want to smile, too.

    “I’m sorry,” I said.

    “For what?”

    “For throwing that pen at you and for thinking that you didn’t care about the exam.”

    “Oh, I didn’t care.”

    “So I was right?”

    “Being right doesn’t make it okay for you to judge people, Cam.”

    “Didn’t you judge me when you first met me?”

    He smiled and said, “My words of wisdom apply to me, too.”

    I started scanning the humongous Chemistry textbook I had when Ian said:

    “I’m sorry I distracted you during the test. I know it can be hard to ignore my universal appeal.”

    I threw my eraser at him.

    “Your head is the size of this textbook,” I laughed. I went back to trying to comprehend whatever jargon there was on the textbook, but Ian didn’t shut up.

    
      “Cam?”

    “Ian, please. I’m actually trying to study…” I said without moving my eyes away from my textbook.

    “I really am sorry.”

    I looked at him and said, “I know you are.”

    I kept thinking about the things Ian said. I kept thinking about the way Ian looked. I kept thinking about Ian. It’s normal to feel this way about your friends, right?

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
      [image: image]
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I think I did something really terrible.

    I woke up this morning seeing a text on my phone. I was so excited thinking it was Ian.

    “Good morning! :)”

    It was Felix.

    “Morning!” I replied.

    “Are you free to hang out this weekend? :)”

    “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have a test I need to study for.”

    “Oh. Okay :)”

    I wish I liked Felix instead. I’m not even sure if what I felt was "liking" someone.

    Ian and I couldn’t be more different. There were really times when he drove me crazy. There were actually a lot of times when he drove me crazy.

    But he was the one thing I looked forward to. Just the thought of seeing him excited me. I hate that the time I spend with him is never enough. I hope that he sometimes thought about me this way, too. I knew he didn’t. He was with Gabby and was probably thinking about Gabby. I need to stop feeling this way. How do I stop feeling this way?

    I decided to stop going to ballet practice. I was tired of getting scolded by Teacher Jessie every time. I was tired of feeling frustrated about not getting the combinations. I was tired of feeling my legs cramp. I went straight home after school. I was thinking about good excuses to explain why I was home so early.

    
      I was about to go in the house when someone opened the door. It was Polo.

    “What are you doing here?” I asked.

    “Sorry, I was just about to leave.”

    He walked out and drove off before I could say anything. Dad would go insane if he knew that Nikki was alone with a boy in the house. Nikki didn’t need a shoulder to cry on anymore. What she needed was tough love. I was going to get really mad at Nikki. I was going to tell her that I’m not going to stay quiet anymore. I was about to do that, and then I saw her.

    She was curled up on her bed, facing away from me.

    “Nikki…”

    “Leave me alone,” she sobbed. So I did.

    Nikki was quiet during dinner. Even more quiet than usual. She only said something after dinner.

    “Can I go to Kyra’s house?”

    “It’s a school night,” Dad said.

    “I have an essay due tomorrow, and I left my notes with her.”

    “Okay, but make it quick.”

    “Thanks, Dad,” she said, and she headed out.

    I knew she wasn’t going to Kyra’s. She was going after Polo. I knew it was right to forgive people who hurt you. But I didn’t think forgiveness meant allowing the people you forgave to trample over you again and again. That wasn’t forgiveness.

    I needed to do something. I knew that Nikki wasn’t going to listen to me, but I knew the person she was going to listen to. I went to Dad. I even told him about seeing Polo in the house earlier today. He had a straight face the whole time, and all he said was:

    “I’ll take care of it.”

    
      There was a lot of shouting and crying. The shouting was from Dad, and the crying was from Nikki. I was scared to go out of my room. I didn’t know if I did the right thing. I heard Nikki’s door slam, and it was silent for a while. I went to her room to see if she was okay. She wasn’t. She was really mad.

    “You’re already Dad’s favorite! You don’t need to suck up!”

    “I was only trying to protect you…”

    “You’re just jealous because you’ve never had a boyfriend.”

    “At least, I’m not a slut.”

    She threw her pillow at me. “I hate you!”

    When you’re that level of angry, you sometimes say things that you don’t really mean. I'm scared that Nikki and I actually meant what we said.

    I looked at my phone, and I wanted to talk to Ian.

    “On second thought, I can make time this weekend.”

    I sent that to Felix.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I had my first date today.

    It sounds cliché, but I really didn’t know what to wear. All Felix told me was to wear blue. I only had two items of clothing in blue. One was a Smurfs t-shirt, and the other was a blue gown I wore to my cousin’s wedding. I chose the gown because I thought a first date called for something fancy.

    “You look lovely,” Felix said as he handed me flowers. I still don’t understand what he means by “lovely.”

    No one had ever given me flowers before. He couldn’t sit still in the car. He kept on adjusting his seat and sliding his hands up and down the wheel. It was weird to see someone so tall look so nervous.

    I should have worn the Smurfs t-shirt. It was like Cinderella got lost and ended up in a basketball arena instead of the ball. I wanted to hit Felix for not telling me to change. I was about to, but he looked so excited.

    “Have you ever been to a game before?” he asked.

    “No.”

    I didn’t really watch sports.

    “You’re going to love it.”

    It was intense. I didn’t really understand what was going on, but Felix was too occupied. I had never seen him react so much before. He was usually so calm and collected. When it came to basketball, he was shouting, swearing, cheering—he was a different person.

    
      He took me out to dinner afterward. We got a booth and he sat on the same side. I kept bumping his elbows and it felt really tight. But I thought it was rude if I asked him to move.

    “They have really good onion rings here,” he said.

    “Oh, I like onion rings.”

    “Yeah, me too.”

    It was really awkward. He was fidgeting a lot, and he accidentally spilled water on me.

    “So basketball,” I blurted out as I was wiping my gown.

    “What?”

    “You seem to really enjoy it.”

    “My whole family is made up of basketball fanatics.”

    “Really?”

    “Yeah, my dad is actually the coach for the school we were cheering on a while ago.”

    “Did he play for the school before?”

    “Yeah, and he got drafted by the Houston Rockets during his junior year.”

    “Wow. He was that good?”

    “He was amazing. If you think the crowd a while ago was crazy, you should have seen how people reacted when my dad was playing.”

    “And you want to be like him?”

    “Yeah. I don’t think I’ve found anything I love as much as I love basketball. I feel different when I’m on the court. Do you feel that way when you dance?”

    I didn’t really want to talk about ballet.

    “So how did you get involved with the whole adventure stuff?” I asked.

    “I’ve always been pretty shy, and Gabby said I should hang out with her and her friends. I don’t have siblings, so I always thought of Gabby as my sister. She always looks out for me, you know?”

    
      “Yeah, I get that.”

    “Sorry I’m not that good with this whole…talking thing.”

    “I think you’re doing okay.”

    He smiled and said, “I really like you, Camille.”

    He looked at me, and I said, “I like you, too.”

    Felix was quiet on the ride back to my house. He walked me to my door, and we stood outside. He turned to me and asked, “Can I kiss you goodnight?”

    I wasn’t sure if I was ready to have my first kiss. I wasn’t even sure if I knew how. He was looking at me so expectantly. I nodded, and he leaned in. He was really tall so I had to reach. His lips felt soft, and he was very careful. It felt safe.

    Seconds later in my room, my phone buzzed.

    “Had a great time. Miss you already! :)”

    Except for the wardrobe misunderstanding, it was the ideal first date for a lot of people. Felix was sweet. Plus, he really was nice to look at. Maybe I would learn to like him as much as Ian liked Gabby. Maybe I would learn to like him as much as I liked Ian.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I actually piloted a plane.

    Well, it was technically just for fifteen seconds, but I still piloted it. I even got a certificate to prove it.

    We rode in Gabby’s car on the way there. I knew it wasn’t right for me to feel that way, but I was excited when Ian sat next to me. However, Felix butted in.

    “Hey, do you mind if I sit there?” Felix asked.

    “Sure,” Ian said.

    Felix sat next to me, and he held my hand. He held my hand during the whole ride there. It took a while for the numbness in my fingers to wear off.

    I used to love playing with airplane toys when I was a kid. The plane we were going to ride in looked like an airplane toy brought to life. It was called an ultralight plane. David, the instructor, described it as a fixed-wing lightweight aircraft. Since it was everyone’s first time, we were each going to fly with an instructor.

    “Is there anywhere I can stay while they fly?” Ian asked.

    “You’re not joining us?” Gabby asked.

    “I’m sorry, babe, I’m already scared of flying in regular planes. I don’t think I can do this.”

    “So it’s okay if you’re the one who wants to back out?” I asked.

    “Excuse me?”

    “She’s right, Ian. You would never let us hear the end of it if any one of us backed out,” Gabby said.

    
      “Yeah, Ian. Flying will make you feel the best you’ve ever felt. And you’re going to give that up because you’re scared of something that might not even happen?” I teased.

    “Fine. I’ll ride with you then.”

    “Me? Why me?”

    “Gabby is a terrible driver.”

    “Hey!” Gabby said.

    “Sorry, you’re great at everything else. And I expect someone as uptight as Cam to be a very, very careful driver.”

    “They only have two-seater planes.”

    “Oh, you have perfect timing! We are testing out this new model. It’s the first three-seater ultralight plane!” David said.

    “Perfect,” Ian said.

    I was in front with the instructor, and Ian was at the back. We were both strapped in and given headsets. David talked us through what all the complicated-looking gauges and buttons did. I could hear the engine starting to roar.

    “I will let you try the controls when we’re up there! You can take it easy when we take-off,” David said.

    “Are you sure you don’t want to try piloting later?” I asked.

    “I’m good,” Ian said.

    He looked really pale.

    The plane started moving, and it got faster and faster. I could feel my body pushing against the seatbelt. Ian suddenly put his arms around me and squeezed me so tight.

    “Sir, lean back on your seat!” David shouted.

    “Concentrate on flying!” Ian shouted back.

    He had his eyes squeezed shut, and he held me even tighter. I would have liked it more if it didn’t feel like he was crushing my neck.

    My favorite part about riding planes was the few minutes after the take-off. During those few moments, you could see the tops of buildings, skyscrapers, and mountains. Everything around you suddenly seemed so simple. It was even more beautiful seeing everything from the ultralight.

    “Ian, you’ve got to see this. It’s so beautiful.”

    Ian still had his eyes closed shut. “I like darkness. Darkness is beautiful.”

    “Trust me, you’re safe.”

    He opened one of his eyes, and his grip loosened. All he said was, “Wow.”

    When we stabilized, Ian was able to relax more. Piloting the ultralight wasn’t as complicated as I thought it would be. You steer it with a control that looks like a joystick. David showed me how to go up, down, left, and right.

    “You can also do a dive if you do this,” David instructed me.

    “No dives!” Ian said.

    “Okay, no dives. Do you want to try it out?” David asked me.

    I grabbed the control and put my feet on the pedals. I couldn’t believe that I was controlling the plane. It gave you a sense of power.

    “Hang on, Ian!” I cried.

    I quickly jerked the control, and we swerved to the left. Ian was cursing and screaming. I stabilized the plane and let David take over again.

    “Cam, I’m going to kill you.”

    “God, Ian, don’t be so uptight.”

    I saw that David was biting his lip and trying so hard not to laugh. I started laughing, and David burst out laughing. I thought I even heard Ian laugh a bit, too.

    For dinner, Gabby picked this really fancy restaurant to eat in. It was the kind of restaurant where they served bite-sized portions and charged mega-size prices. I think we were the youngest ones there. Felix sat beside me again.

    “What are we having tonight, ma’am?” the waiter asked.

    “We’ll get one of everything,” Gabby said.

    “Of course,” the waiter said.

    I found how Gabby ate fascinating. She only took one bite of each dish.

    “Does she always eat like that?” I asked Felix.

    “Gabby likes to try everything,” he said.

    During dinner, Gabby wanted to play another round of “21 Questions.”

    “What’s your best memory? Go.” she asked.

    “Watching my dad play basketball for the first time,” Felix said.

    “Traveling around Asia with my dad,” Gabby said.

    “Watching Snow White,” Rica said.

    “Is that your favorite movie?” I asked.

    “Rica hates all Disney princess movies,” Gabby said.

    “Why is that your best memory then?” I asked.

    “I was six and I knew everything that was going to happen. It was so predictable. I also hated the whole concept of a true love’s kiss. She wasn’t even conscious when she met the ‘prince.’ Anyways, after I was done watching, I thought to myself, ‘That was such a huge waste of my time.’ I decided then that I wanted to make movies that were worth watching. I wanted to make movies that stimulated the mind. That’s when I decided I wanted to be a director.”

    “You thought all of this when you were six?” Ian asked.

    “Yes, I did. Girls develop faster than boys, Ian.”

    Ian rolled his eyes and asked, “How about you, Cam? What’s your best memory?”

    
      Studying with Ian. Watching the concert with Ian. Flying the plane with Ian’s arms suffocating me. Thank god, he couldn’t read my mind.

    “I don’t really know,” I said.

    “There must be something! Isn’t there one vivid memory that you keep reliving over and over?” Gabby asked.

    “I guess it was my first ballet recital.”

    “Tell us about it,” Gabby said.

    “Well, I remember being really nervous. I was always singled out and scolded during ballet class, so I didn’t think I was any good. But when I was on stage, it was different. I still remember the song…Clair de Lune. I can still hear it sometimes. I felt free on stage. Nobody was correcting me anymore. I was listening to the music, and I danced my heart out.”

    “Now, that’s a best memory!” Gabby said.

    “How about you, Ian?” Rica said.

    “Hm. I think it was the day I met Gabby.”

    Rica made a fake gagging sound. Gabby punched Ian on his shoulder, but it was the loving kind of punch. I really wanted Ian to not be with Gabby. I feel bad for feeling this way. I hate feelings.

    When we were about to head back, I realized that I forgot my phone. Ian offered to go back with me. When we returned to the restaurant, I saw Lea. She was on a table in the far corner with a woman I had never met. I had never seen Lea so dressed up. It looked like it was just the two of them.

    “Lea!” I called out.

    “Camille!”

    She sounded really surprised.

    “I thought you were on a business trip.” I said.

    “Oh…I was…I am. I’m just having…dinner out.”

    
      “Oh, this is Ian.” I said.

    “Hi, Ian.” Lea said.

    “Hello. Nice to meet you.”

    I was waiting for her to introduce the person she was with, but it seemed like she forgot.

    “Hi, I’m Camille, Lea’s sister.”

    “Hi, I’m Annie. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

    “It’s getting pretty late. Shouldn’t you be home by now?” Lea said.

    “Oh…yeah…maybe we should. See you when you get back?” I said.

    “See you.”

    Thankfully, my phone was still on the table. Ian looked like he was about to say something.

    “What is it?” I asked.

    “Nothing,” he said.

    “I know you were going to say something.”

    “It was nothing. Let’s go. They’re waiting for us.”

    The night was pretty uneventful after that. I still have no idea what Ian was going to say.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Everyone has quirks. I know that.

    But when you’re with someone, are you supposed to like their quirks or like them despite their quirks? It was getting harder to do either with Felix.

    He is nice. He is perfectly nice. It’s just that perfectly nice annoys me most of the time.

    He texts all the time. I don’t even check my phone anymore because it keeps buzzing. But when I don’t reply, he always asks if he did anything wrong. I lied to him once and said that my phone was broken and wasn’t receiving messages. Now, he sends every message twice. He also always ends his messages with a smiley face. He would say:

    “Why aren’t you replying? :)”

    “Game tonight. Our team lost. :)”

    “K. :)”

    He would add a smiley, even though I know he wasn’t happy. It drives me nuts.

    Everything we did was always about basketball. If we weren’t watching a game live, we were watching a game on TV. If we weren’t watching a game on TV, I was watching his high school game. If I wasn’t watching his game, I was watching him train. If we weren’t doing anything that was related to basketball, he was talking about basketball. Considering all of these, it’s amazing how little I know about the sport. I tend to space out and nod a lot.

    
      I thought that being with Felix would make me think less about Ian. It had the opposite effect. Whenever Felix talked about basketball, I thought of what Ian would talk about. When my phone rang, I hoped I would see Ian’s name. This sounds bad, but whenever Felix kissed me…I thought about what it would be like if Ian kissed me.

    Maybe, I need to give it time. Despite everything, Felix is really sweet. I need to focus harder on that sweetness. Why is it so hard?

    Sorry, I have to cut this short. Felix texted me if I wanted to watch a replay of a game. Ugh. I think it’s really sweet.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      There’s nothing like Christmas. It is my favorite time of the year. It felt greater this year because I turned in my college application. Despite that, I was keeping myself busy with making gifts. Instead of a Christmas party, Gabby wanted to throw an “Apocalypse Party.” We were going to prepare our own survival kits. Each of us was going to give a gift that we would want each other to have if the apocalypse did happen.

    Ever since the night after the concert, the school (after hours) became our meeting place. When we got there, we all put our gifts into the kits Gabby made. We decided to have a movie marathon, too. All of us picked the usual end-of-the-world zombie apocalypse movies to go with the theme. But Rica picked something different.

    The movie was hard to watch. I didn’t think it had a plot. It was basically a guy who walks into the meadow and undresses. Then he starts touching himself. That lasted for about an hour. I was so confused. Was he thinking of someone or was he really turned on by the meadow? Does it even take guys that long?

    “How did you like it?” Rica asked.

    Why was she asking me first?

    “Um…I liked it.”

    “You made us watch porn,” Ian said.

    “How is it porn?” Rica asked.

    “Well, I think the main character of the movie is the guy’s junk.”

    
      “Women flash their boobs onscreen all the time, and people don’t complain. Why does it suddenly become porn when a guy shows off his junk?” Rica said.

    “Even though the boobs add a great deal of artistic value, they’re not the whole point of those movies. I don’t even understand what this movie is about.”

    “Exactly! It makes you think! It’s going against the portrayal of women as sexual objects in film.”

    “I didn’t really understand the plot,” Felix said.

    “It doesn’t need to have a plot,” Rica said.

    “But it had a climax,” Ian laughed.

    “Okay. Before these two start fighting again, let’s see what’s inside our survival kits,” Gabby announced.

    Gabby gave everyone walkie-talkies, Rica gave disposable cameras, Felix gave Swiss knives, and Ian gave toilet paper.

    “Toilet paper?” Gabby asked.

    “In the span of a lifetime, the average human spends about three years on the toilet. Getting closer to dying doesn’t stop us from you know—going. Always prepared,” Ian said.

    “What’s this?” Gabby said while picking up my gift. I wished I could’ve switched it. It was so unlike what everyone else gave.

    “Sorry I’m not so artistic, but I made each one of us bracelets.” I said.

    “What does it say?” Rica asked.

    “Invincibles,” Felix read.

    “Yeah, I thought our group should have like a name.”

    “I always thought we were going to be the ‘Junkies,’” Rica said.

    “Like drug junkies?” Felix asked.

    “No, like adrenaline junkies!” Rica sighed.

    “Why ‘Invincibles’?” Gabby asked.

    
      “It’s stupid.” I said.

    “C’mon tell us!” Gabby pleaded.

    “It’s something I’ve been thinking about lately…You know when you’re a kid, a lot of people keep telling you ‘you’re the future’ or ‘you can do anything.’ I started to doubt all of that when I grew up. Reality becomes clearer when you grow up. You start to set these limits—these limits that dictate who you should be and what you should do. These limits build up over the years, and you don’t want to think beyond them. You don’t want to go beyond because it’s terrifying. You don’t know who you become past these limits, and that’s really terrifying. I felt that fear during our adventures, but I learned that it’s okay to be scared. Fear is okay if you don’t let it take over. When I did things despite that fear, that’s when all these limits didn’t matter. For the first time, I actually believe that I can do anything. I’m different when I’m with you guys. I’m…I’m invincible.”

    I don't think I had ever said so much at one time. I sat there for a while, waiting for anyone to say anything. Then Ian got up, put on the bracelet, and raised his fist. “Invincibles.”

    I was tired when I got home, but it was the fulfilled kind of tired. At midnight on the dot, my phone buzzed. It was Ian.

    “Happy Apocalypse Day! Glad you’re all alive and didn’t perish in a lake of fire, Invincibles!”

    I texted him back, “Glad you’re alive, too!”

    And I really meant it.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      For the past few weeks, I’ve always felt like there was something missing. I missed ballet. A lot. I finally called up Jenny to ask if I could ride with her to ballet practice that day.

    “Have you talked to Teacher Jessie?” she asked.

    “No. Why?”

    “She was asking why you were gone a lot of times, but I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”

    “I hope so.”

    My muscles were really tight. My joints felt like they were creaking, but it felt so good to be back. While we were warming up on the barre, Teacher Jessie called my name.

    “Camille! Come over here.”

    I walked to the center of the room.

    “Why haven’t you been coming to practice?”

    I didn’t really know what to answer. If I were completely honest, I would have told her that I didn’t feel like going, but that didn’t sound like a good enough excuse.

    “Ma’am, I just thought I had had enough practice.”

    “Ballet dancers never believe that they have enough practice.”

    “I was just gone for a few weeks…I’m sorry ma’am.”

    “Everything a dancer’s body learns and goes through a day is lost after twenty-four hours. Missing ‘a few weeks' lost you years of training.”

    
      “I’m sorry. I really had a lot on my plate. I had the SATs, college application, homework, and my body was really tired…”

    “Look at your co-dancers!”

    “It’s also been crazy at home…” I babbled on.

    “I said look at your co-dancers!”

    I looked at them, and they stopped dancing. They were all staring back at me.

    “All of these girls have the same obligations that you do. Some of them even have more. Unless they’re deathly sick or in some grave emergency, every single one of them doesn’t miss my practices. Do you think I look forward to coming here every day? Do you think there aren’t days when I don’t feel like going through the two-hour commute? I have a five-year-old daughter who asks me why I don’t pick her up from school. There are days when I would rather go see my daughter, instead of teaching and shouting at all of you. I can make excuses. I can make a hundred excuses. But I don’t. I choose to be here because I want to help young dancers get better. I want all of the girls who come here to reach what they’re aiming for. That, Camille, is what you call commitment.”

    Teacher Jessie didn’t say anything for a while, so I started walking back to the barre.

    “Pack up your things, Camille,” she said.

    “Ma’am?”

    “You’re talented. You’ve always been talented. But my class only has room for committed dancers.”

    I packed up my things and left. I didn’t look back. I didn’t even answer Jenny’s calls after. I was thinking about talking to Dad about everything because he always knew what to say. When I got home, all I could hear was shouting. My dad was shouting, my mom was shouting, and Lea was shouting. I didn’t even pay attention to what they were fighting about, so I shut myself in my room.

    I think I really lost something special.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I think something really bad happened to Lea. During dinner the other day, I noticed that the dining table was only set for four. I saw Mom, Dad, and Nikki.

    “Is Lea on another business trip?” I asked.

    No one answered me.

    “Where’s Lea?” Nikki asked.

    No one answered again. I tried to break the silence.

    “How’s the wedding planning going?”

    “Let’s not talk about the wedding,” Dad said.

    “Why? Did something happen to Lea?” Nikki asked.

    “Don’t ask about Lea!” Dad snapped.

    “So they can’t even talk about her?” Mom said.

    “We’re not talking about this over dinner,” Dad said.

    “She’s their sister!”

    “And she’s my daughter!”

    “So what happens to her is all on you. Only you get to decide?” Mom said.

    “Damn right I do!” Dad shouted. He slammed his fist on the table.

    “Nikki, Camille—go to your rooms,” Mom said calmly.

    “But…” I stammered.

    “Go to your rooms!” Dad boomed.

    Nikki and I hurried upstairs. We both went inside Nikki’s room, but we could hear everything. I had never seen my parents shout at each other. I had never seen my parents openly fight in front of us before. They were first fighting about Lea, but they started screaming at each other about other things.

    
      “So you’re not going to let her back, you’re not going to let her see her family until she does what you say?” Mom shouted.

    “She will come back.” Dad said.

    “Well what if she doesn’t? What then? Will you stop caring?”

    “Once she realizes what’s more important, she will come back,” Dad insisted.

    “Why don’t you ever listen to me?” Mom shouted.

    “It’s because I know what’s best for our children!” Dad bellowed.

    “It’s because you don’t respect me. You never did. Everyone else’s opinion never matters. What if I know what’s best for Lea? What if I know what’s best for the family?”

    “You have no idea how hard I work to provide for my family.”

    “OUR family. This is our family. Those are our kids!”

    “Don’t talk to me like I don’t know that!”

    “Do you? When I talk to you, it’s like you don’t hear me. I try to not mind it, Henry, but I’m tired. I’m so, so tired.”

    They’ve been fighting every night since then. I am worried about Lea, but I think I’m even more worried about my parents. I wonder how Nikki feels about all of this. I really wish we weren’t still mad at each other.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I never wanted to hurt Felix.

    Everything was happening so fast. I couldn’t think straight with getting kicked out from ballet class and my parents fighting all the time. Lea still hasn’t come back and I have no idea where she is. No one brings her up any more at home.

    It’s Felix’s birthday today, and Gabby planned a big surprise for him. Her idea was to completely fill his bedroom with post-its. She designed it so that all the post-its would form an image of a basketball court on his wall. She asked all of us to write messages for Felix.

    “How’re you and Felix going?” Gabby asked.

    “Good,” I lied. Actually, I’m not even sure what Felix and I were.

    “He really likes you.”

    “Yeah…” I mumbled.

    “All he talks about is you, which is a miracle because that boy used to only care about basketball.”

    “Yeah, he loves basketball.”

    “Do you know that you’re the first girl he has ever dated?”

    “No…no, I didn’t.”

    “I mean a lot of girls were interested, but he was always so clueless. I was shocked that he had the balls to ask you out. Maybe, you and Felix can go out with Ian and me sometime. Wouldn’t that be great?”

    “Yeah…great.”

    
      Felix was coming from basketball practice so Gabby and the rest were going to lead him to the house. I was in charge of putting the final touches on the post-its. I put off writing my message until the last minute.

    I didn’t know what to say. I was sick of pretending that I liked Felix. I was sick of pretending that it didn’t hurt when I saw Gabby and Ian together. I was sick of pretending that I was okay when I fell asleep to my parents' screaming. I was sick of lying.

    I had never broken up with anyone before, but I knew that I shouldn’t have done it the way that I did. I should’ve done it face-to-face. I should’ve done it on a day that wasn’t his birthday.

    On the post-it designated to me, I wrote:

    “Felix—I don’t think we should see each other anymore. I’m sorry for pretending that I liked you all this time. Oh and happy birthday! Hope you like the surprise :)”

    I also should have deleted that smiley on the end. I didn’t want to be there when Felix arrived, so I left. I felt so bad the whole way back home. I wanted to go back and take the note out, but I was sure that he had read it by then. I kept messaging him and saying things like:

    “I’m so sorry, Felix.”

    “I didn’t mean it.”

    “Please let me explain.”

    I tried calling Gabby, Rica, and Ian, but none of them picked up either. I was so happy when I saw that Felix texted back, but all he said was:

    “I think you’ve said enough.”

    I never wanted to hurt Felix. Please believe me.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      The thing that bothers me about clichés is that people stop trying to understand them. Because people hear them all the time, these sayings start to lose their meaning. It’s a shame because most of us really do need to pay more attention to these clichés. One that I keep hearing over and over again is: “You don’t know what you have until it’s gone.” I never fully understood the saying until now. I really miss my friends.

    I already gave up on contacting them, and then I got a message from Ian last night.

    “Meet me at the coffee house after school tomorrow.”

    He was there first. When I saw him, it hit me how much I missed him. All I wanted to do was hug him, but he didn’t get up from his seat.

    “How’re you?” I asked.

    “I’m still mad at you,” he said.

    “For what?”

    “For breaking up with one of my best friends through a post-it note.”

    “Oh.”

    “Aren’t you going to ask how Felix is doing?”

    “How is he?”

    “Horrible. It’s very unnerving to see someone so tall cry. I even went with him to watch a basketball game.”

    “But you hate basketball.”

    “I do hate it. But I had to go because of you.”

    
      “I’m sorry.”

    “You should be.”

    “Why did you text?”

    “What?”

    “If you were so mad at me, why did you ask me to meet up with you?”

    Ian hesitated then he said, “I…um…wanted to see if you’re okay.”

    “Oh. I…I’m doing okay.”

    “Good. I mean it’s hard with the others. Gabby is very protective of Felix and Rica…well, Rica is allergic to boy-girl drama.”

    “I really am sorry for how I ended things.”

    “I know you are. Why did you end it?”

    “I…I didn’t like him.”

    “You don’t like him now?”

    “No, I don’t think I ever liked him in, you know, that way.”

    “So you’ve been lying and pretending because a boy told you he liked you? That’s incredibly stupid.”

    “That’s not the only reason!”

    “Please explain.”

    “He just looked so…so happy when we went out and when he said he liked me…I didn’t want to hurt him.”

    “Well breaking up with him on his birthday sure didn’t,” he scoffed.

    “I didn’t plan on that happening, okay…”

    “The problem with you is that you can’t tell the truth!”

    “Hey, you can’t judge me for this. I tell the truth all the time.”

    “Not when it’s negative.”

    “What do you mean?”

    
      “When we watched the concert, you told me that band was ‘okay’ when you hated them. When we watched that disturbing movie, you told Rica you liked it. And when Felix told you he liked you, you told him you liked him too.”

    “So I occasionally tell white lies so others don’t get hurt…”

    “But the truth that hurts is what people really need to hear.”

    “I disagree.”

    “Really? Look what happened to you and Felix. The truth can hurt. And the more you keep hiding it, the more pain it causes.”

    Ian started swaying his hands from side to side.

    “What are you doing?” I asked.

    “Trying to teach you a lesson. Did you know that I’m a really good dancer?”

    “No, I didn’t know that.”

    He stood up and started bobbing his head and flailing his hands around.

    “What do you think of my dancing?” he asked.

    “Ian, people are staring.”

    “C’mon tell me what you really think.”

    He then started doing these weird moves that I didn’t really understand. I started laughing at how bizarre the whole situation was.

    “You look ridiculous.”

    “Go on! Go on! I’m not stopping until you tell me what you really think.”

    “You’re absolutely terrible. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a worse dancer.”

    He stopped and smiled. “Who would have thought that Cam Li was capable of telling the truth.”

    
      “I think one of the baristas would’ve kicked us out if you didn’t stop.” I said.

    “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

    “So you’re telling me that you are 100% honest all the time.”

    “Yes.”

    “You’re telling me that you have never told a single lie.”

    “Hm. I wasn’t completely honest in one of our '21 Questions' games.”

    “When?”

    “The best memory one.”

    “So meeting Gabby wasn’t your real best memory?”

    “It was a good memory, but not the best.”

    “What’s the best then?”

    “When I was in second grade, I did this drawing of a house.”

    “So drawing a house is your best memory?”

    “I’m not done yet. So I drew this house, and the teacher didn’t put it up the classroom with the rest of the drawings because I didn’t stick to the lines very well and honestly, the house looked more like a tree. And I remember being really upset about it. I didn’t want anyone to see it, so I hid it in my tiny backpack. But then my mom found it. She took it out of the bag and stuck it on our refrigerator.”

    “That’s your real best memory?”

    “That’s my real best memory.”

    I don’t think Ian ever brought up his family before. It was nice hearing about his mom.

    “So are you still mad at me?” I asked.

    “I want to be.”

    “But are you?”

    “No.”

    
      “Thanks for being honest,” I said, and he smiled.

    We sat there and talked for hours. It made all my problems seem lighter. He called me out when I needed to hear him talk, and he was silent when I needed him to listen. I hope you have someone like that.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Bad things happen every day. If you tune in to the news every night, you can see that bad things happen to people every day. You feel sad, but that only lasts for a few seconds because these bad things are happening to people you don’t really know. I can’t explain the horror you feel when bad things happen to the people you care about.

    It was after school when I got the message.

    “In the hospital,” Ian texted.

    My mind went crazy. I imagined the worst possible scenarios that Ian could’ve been in.

    “What happened!?!?!”

    “Are you okay?!?!?!”

    I sent a hundred more messages and tried to call him a hundred times. This was the worst possible time for Ian to text like Ian. I decided to call Rica. Thank god, she picked up. She met me outside the hospital.

    “What happened?” I asked.

    “Gabby got into an accident. We went bungee jumping and I think she jumped before the chord was secure…”

    “Where is she?”

    “She’s on the third floor—first door on the left. Are you good with going on your own? I’m going to grab something to eat really quick.”

    “Yeah sure, go.”

    I was so nervous on the way up. Gabby was always the confident one. She was always so…alive. I didn’t think I could handle seeing her hurt.

    
      “Hey, Camille!” she said.

    Gabby still looked like Gabby. The only difference was that she had a cast on her arm. There was a guy sitting next to her bed. He was holding Gabby’s hand. I had never seen him before.

    “Oh, this is Mario. Mario, Camille; Camille, Mario.”

    He got up and shook my hand.

    “Are you okay?” I asked.

    “I’m fine, I’m fine! It’s only a broken arm. Everyone just overreacted and made a big deal out of it.”

    “Because it is a big deal,” Mario said.

    “Don’t listen to him, Camille. Anyways, I’m really sorry I haven’t been answering your calls lately. It was hard for me to see Felix like that.”

    “Yeah, of course. I understand.”

    “He’s doing better now though. I think I encouraged the two of you too much, too. You can’t really force these things.”

    “Babe, I have to go. Call me if you need anything. It was nice meeting you, Camille.” Mario said. He kissed Gabby’s cheek and left.

    “So how have you been?” Gabby asked.

    “Who was that, Gabby?”

    “Oh, I thought I already introduced you. His name is Mario. Funny story actually…”

    “Does Ian know?”

    I don’t think I ever saw Gabby nervous before then. “He’s a friend.”

    “C’mon, Gabby. I saw how he looked at you. That’s not how you treat your friends.”

    “Please don’t tell Ian…”

    “He’s my friend, Gabby.”

    “Please, Camille. I really care about Ian. I do. Then Mario came along, and he was wonderful too. I was so confused and you know how I am…I don’t know why I have a hard time sticking to the same place… same food…”

    “But these are people, Gabby. They are not some dishes you order from a restaurant that you can switch whenever you feel like it!”

    “Please, Camille. I will tell him soon. I’m asking you as a friend…”

    Then Ian came in. He looked awful. His eye bags were even bigger than usual.

    “Hey. How’re you? I got you yogurt. Having an intake of 500 milligrams of calcium aids in bone healing.”

    “I’m okay, Ian. I still have the yogurt you brought me earlier.”

    “Are you cold?”

    “I’m fine, Ian.”

    “You look cold. I’m going to call somebody.” Ian ranted and left the room.

    “I’m going to see if he needs help…” I said.

    “Camille…” Gabby said.

    “I’m really glad you’re okay, Gabby.”

    When I went out, I heard Ian shouting.

    “What do you mean it’s unreasonable for me to request a nurse in her room? How do you expect to save people’s lives with that kind of attitude?”

    I grabbed him away from the service desk.

    “Ian! She’s okay. You need to calm down.”

    “She’s not okay because these goddamn nurses don’t want to pay attention to her!” he shouted.

    “Ian!”

    “I need to get her some vegetables…leafy vegetables. Vitamin K strengthens osteocalcin and bone density, so she needs a lot of vegetables…”

    
      “When did you last eat, Ian?”

    “I don’t remember.”

    “You’ve got to eat something. C’mon let’s go.”

    “I can’t…I have to…”

    “Ian, she’s okay.”

    I put my arms around him, and I felt his body slowly collapse into mine.

    And he said, “I was so scared, Cam.”

    People spend so much time feeling scared of looking vulnerable, but I think it is only in our vulnerability do we show that we really care. I know not telling Ian about Gabby was just preventing the inevitable. I just care about him too much to hurt him even more.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      It’s really hard for me to write this letter, but talking to you might make me feel better about what happened.

    I couldn’t make up my mind. Should I listen to Gabby or should I tell Ian? But I made my decision to avoid the both of them. I’m not sure if this ever happens to you, but I find that the more you try to avoid people, the more they keep popping up in your life.

    I used to rarely see Gabby in school, but then I started to see her everywhere. I ran into her in the hallways, she was behind me in the cafeteria line… She was even in the stall next to me in the restroom. For the first several times, I ran away and pretended like I didn’t see her. Unfortunately, I wasn’t quick enough the last time. I discovered that the girls' restroom was the worst place to hide.

    “Camille! I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever!” Gabby said.

    “Oh, hi, Gabby. Yeah, I know. How’s the arm doing?”

    “Great. It’s fun to accessorize the cast. Are you doing anything on Friday?”

    “This Friday?”

    “Yeah! Rica and a couple other people want to throw me like a ‘Thank god, you’re alive’ party after the thing with my arm. It’s nothing fancy, like a get-together at my place.”

    “Oh. Um…I think I have plans…”

    “Please come, Camille. It’s not going to be the same without you there.”

    “I’ll try.”

    
      “Yay! You have no idea how much this means to me!” she said as she hugged me. I really shouldn’t have gone.

    I had never been to a real party before. I mean I had been to birthday parties and family gatherings, but none of them were ever like this. There was alcohol, and there were people who looked like they drank a lot of alcohol. The music rang in your eardrums. It was so loud—it was impossible for people to talk to each other. It was a good thing that the people in there didn’t look like they were interested in talking. All of them were dancing.

    It was like I was watching a movie, and I had no clue that I was actually in it. I was so mesmerized by the other girls in the party. They looked like they all knew what they were doing. They were so confident, sexy, and so…unlike me. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more like a misfit. I was so overwhelmed that I had to get out of there.

    When I got out, I saw Mario.

    “Hey! Camille, right?”

    “Yeah. Hi.”

    “Did you just get here?”

    “Actually…”

    Then Ian came out.

    “Cam! Why aren’t you inside enjoying the party?” He sounded louder than usual. He also had a huge bruise on the side of his face.

    “What happened to you?” I asked.

    “Um…I’m going to head in. It was nice seeing you again,” Mario said. He walked past Ian and entered the house.

    “Who was that?” Ian asked.

    “What happened to your face?”

    “Oh…This was from the bungee jumping.”

    “But you didn’t have that bruise when I saw you in the hospital.”

    
      “I went jumping with Rica again…It was a stupid slip.”

    “But…”

    “Who was that?” he asked again.

    “I don’t know,” I lied.

    “How does he know your name?”

    “I have no idea.”

    “I’ll ask Gabby about him…”

    I imagined how bad it would be if Ian found out at the party. I could see the two of them shouting at each other and the both of them getting hurt and humiliated. It was a lose-lose situation. I couldn’t hide it any longer. I had to tell him.

    “Wait, Ian. Can you stay here for a sec?”

    “What’s wrong?”

    “That guy over there…He knows Gabby…”

    “Well, it is a party for Gabby…”

    “No, no, that’s not what I was trying to say.”

    “What are you trying to say?”

    “He’s dating Gabby.”

    Ian paused. I expected that he would need some time to process. But his response was the last thing I expected.

    “Oh. So that’s him.”

    “You know about him?”

    “I’m not stupid, Cam. I know Gabby dates other people.”

    “And that’s okay with you?”

    “She’s Gabby. A constant surprise—remember?”

    “Wow.”

    “What?”

    “I don’t think I can ever do that. Be with someone while that person is with someone else.”

    “You and I, Cam—we are very different people. I’m the go-with-the-flow do-what-I-want type of guy. You worry too much about what will happen and what other people think. Like right now, why aren’t you at the party?”

    “Why aren’t you?”

    “Good point. I guess it’s my job to bring us back in there.”

    He grabbed my hand and dragged me inside. He maneuvered us around so that we were surrounded by people dancing.

    “Dance!” He shouted.

    “I don’t know how!”

    “You’re a ballerina!”

    “I don’t know how to dance like everybody else!”

    “Don’t dance like they do, dance like you do!”

    He started dancing or whatever Ian did that he called dancing. He really was a terrible dancer.

    I let myself go. Ian didn’t look sexy, and I was certain that I looked the complete opposite of sexy. But we didn’t care. We were unsexy together. I danced, and I forgot about everything else. I forgot about the people dancing around us; I forgot about my parents fighting; I forgot about Lea; I forgot about Gabby. For those few precious moments, it was just Ian and I. Those were the kind of moments you live for.

    Ian stopped. I asked him what was wrong, and then I saw what he saw. Gabby was in the corner making out with Mario. When I saw his expression, I knew that he wasn’t okay with it.

    “Sorry, Cam. I have to go.”

    “Ian!”

    He was gone. The room suddenly felt bigger; the crowd felt bigger; and I felt a lot smaller. I tried looking for him for what felt like hours. I was so happy when I saw a familiar face.

    “Rica!”

    “Hey, Camille!” she shouted.

    “Have you seen Ian?”

    
      “Why are the girls always looking for the guys?”

    Then I remembered the huge bruise on his face.

    “Did you go bungee jumping with Ian?”

    “What?”

    “Bungee jumping!”

    “No way! After what happened to Gabby, I’m never doing that again!”

    I went upstairs and saw one door that had a poster of the rock band we watched. I guessed that it was Gabby’s room. Ian was sitting on the bed. There were bottles on the floor—a lot of bottles.

    “Ian?”

    “This room always smelled funny,” he muttered.

    I sat down beside him, and I could tell that he had been crying.

    “Ian, I think you should stop…”

    I tried to take the bottle away from him, but he just took another sip.

    “Why is it so hard, Cam?” he asked.

    “What is?”

    “Why is it so hard…for people to tell me the truth? I can handle it… Don’t I look like I can handle it…?”

    “Yes, you do…”

    “She told me…she told me that it would be the last time…she promised that she would never do it again…”

    “Gabby?”

    “And I believed her…I keep on believing her… why do I keep on believing her?”

    “I don’t know…”

    “You’re worthless…huge disappointment…” he mumbled.

    “Who said that to you?”

    
      “Never amount to anything…weak like your father…Then she kept hitting me…she hit me and hit me…. And it was harder this time…I told her, ‘Stop Ma!’…and she kept hitting…Please stop, Ma…it hurts…but she kept hitting… Disgusted with me…telling me: be a man…why can’t I defend myself?…. She kept hitting…and hitting…I didn’t think it was going to stop…I thought…. I thought…”

    Ian didn’t continue. He dropped the bottle and broke down on me. I didn’t know what to say or what to do, so I put my arms around him. He cried for a long time. I didn’t expect what came next. He kissed me. I had been wanting and wishing this would happen for so long. I thought that it would be the kind of kiss with fireworks—the kind that would make me float up to the sky. But this was not what I wanted.

    I could feel his tears slide down my face. His breath smelled of alcohol, and we were in his girlfriend’s room. It all felt so wrong. I pulled away.

    “Cam…I’m so sorry…” he said.

    “I have to go. I’ll tell Gabby or Rica to take care of you.”

    I bumped into Rica when I went down.

    “Did you find him?” she asked.

    “He’s in Gabby’s room. You should go up there.”

    “What happened?”

    I didn’t answer. I heard Rica yell out my name, but I kept walking. I had to get out of there. When I got home, Nikki was waiting for me.

    “This is the hundredth time I had to cover for you. Where have you been going? I know it’s not ballet because I saw your shoes in your room.”

    “I can’t do this right now, Nikki.” I said.

    I walked to my room, and she followed me.

    
      “I lie to Dad for you, and you don’t even want to answer me…I should be…What happened?”

    She looked at me, and I knew that she knew. I cried. I don't think I had ever cried so much. Nikki put on her playlist of Taylor Swift, and she slept beside me that night.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I stopped crying. Actually, I stopped crying during the day. Hey, that’s already a huge step for me. It’s harder at night because that’s when your mind starts to wander. It was an automatic impulse for my mind to think of Ian.

    It didn’t help that my parents still fought every night. They didn’t even seem to care if Nikki and I heard them anymore. I’m really grateful that I have Nikki. I didn’t tell her the whole story, but it’s nice to have someone there.

    It also didn’t help that Ian kept texting and calling.

    “I’m so sorry, Cam.”

    “Are you okay?”

    “Please talk to me.”

    “I need you.”

    “I miss you.”

    I wasn’t going to deny that I miss him. I miss him so much. I wish that I could just forget about what happened. But I can’t be his second choice. I can’t be his second choice when he is the only choice I ever considered.

    I finally sent him back a message. It was pretty long. I hoped he received all of it.

    “Hi, Ian. I really want to be there for you, trust me. I care about you, Ian… I care about you too much, and I think you know that. But being with you Ian—it’s like a dream. Do you ever get dreams? What am I saying…of course you do. Sorry, I’m trying my best to be eloquent in this. In some moments, it’s everything I’ve ever hoped for, and I can’t believe how happy you make me. The thing about dreams though is that you eventually wake up. You wake up, and you realize that all those wonderful things you thought you had were all in your head. What hurts the most, Ian, is that unlike other dreams, I don’t forget. Every time I wake up, the disappointment gets stronger and stronger. It hurts so much, Ian. I don’t think I can hurt anymore. I don’t think I can hold on to this dream when I know deep in my heart that it’s never going to come true.”

    He stopped texting after that. I’m still not sure if I feel sad or relieved. I know it’s for the better, but why do I feel so bad about all of it?

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Why can’t we fall in love with the people who are perfect for us?

    Looking at it objectively, Felix is perfect. He’s sweet, courteous, gentle, driven, and cute. It all makes so much sense.

    I was in the mall having lunch with Nikki when I saw Felix. He was on the opposite side of the restaurant, and I really hoped that he wouldn’t see me. I had not seen him since my post-it break up.

    “Camille!” he came up to me and kissed me on the cheek.

    “Felix! Hi. I didn’t see you there.”

    He introduced himself to Nikki. I thought seeing Felix again would be awkward, but he made it so…not awkward.

    “Hey, Camille. Do you have time to like hang out?”

    “Hang out?”

    “Yeah. You know as friends. Are you doing anything tomorrow?”

    “No. No, I don’t think so.”

    “Great. I’ll text you.”

    After he left, Nikki didn’t say anything. She had a weird smirk on her face.

    “What?” I asked.

    “You bounce back pretty quickly,” she said.

    “He’s just a friend.”

    “Can I have him then?”

    Felix took me to the restaurant we went to on our first date. This time, he sat on the opposite side of the booth.

    
      “Have you tried the onion rings here?” he asked.

    “Yeah,” I laughed. “We used to always get the onion rings.”

    “Oh. They’re really good onion rings.”

    It felt different talking to Felix. He was more relaxed and I didn’t feel the whole pressure of dating anymore. He talked to me about his latest basketball games, and I told him about what happened in the ballet studio.

    “That teacher Jessie sounds tougher than our coach,” he said.

    “She is tough. I deserved it though.”

    “No, I don’t think so.”

    “Why are you being so nice to me?” I blurted out.

    “Huh?”

    “I treated you like crap, Felix, and you’re here being so nice, eating your onion rings, and pretending like I didn’t break up with you…”

    “You did break up with me.”

    “I know.”

    “With a post-it.”

    “I know.”

    “On my birthday.”

    “I know,” I sighed. I’m a horrible human being.

    “It hurt me a lot, Camille. But I’m trying to move on… and I thought that seeing you again might help that.”

    “Oh.”

    “And the way you broke up with me…well, it wasn’t the best. But it’s like my game last week.”

    “How so?”

    “We were down a point, and I had the ball. I had a great chance…all I had to do was a simple layup. But I missed, and the buzzer rang. I wish I could make it up to my team, but the game is over.”

    
      “So you’re extending the buzzer for me?”

    “Yeah…something like that. It sounds like something Ian would say, right?”

    “Yeah. I guess it does. How is he?”

    “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him lately. Not since all the drama from Gabby’s party.”

    He knew? Did Ian tell everybody?

    “I never thought that Ian would be the one to break up with Gabby.”

    “Wait. They broke up?” I said.

    “Yeah. I don’t know the exact details, but they’re over. I’m surprised Ian didn’t tell you.”

    “Yeah, me, too…How’s Gabby doing?”

    “She’s okay. She was pretty upset, but she’s dating some guy named Mario. I don’t know how Gabby does it, but I hope she’s careful.”

    “You’re a really great guy, Felix.”

    “Where is this coming from?” he laughed.

    “It’s something I should have said a long time ago. You should make sure that the next girl you like understands that.”

    He smiled and went on to talk more about basketball. I still didn’t understand a lot about what he was saying, but I listened.

    When I got home, I received my first message from Ian in weeks.

    “Do you want to go on an adventure?”

    I decided to extend the buzzer.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Considering the many days that go by, I have strikingly few memories. I feel like I only retain bits and pieces of what happens to me. However, I’ve found that when something so special and so wonderful happens to you, that memory sticks. Today is one of those memories.

    Ian was driving, and he didn’t say a word. I didn’t want to be the first one to talk, so we both stayed silent. I didn’t want to make Ian think that I forgot and everything was suddenly okay. He looked cuter since I last saw him. Thoughts like that didn’t help.

    I didn’t even know where we were going, and as usual, Ian didn’t tell me. We stopped in front of the Cultural Center.

    “Ian, what are we doing here? It’s top security…”

    “I called in a favor,” he said.

    He parked at the back, and he got out. I followed him as he went through a secluded door to the building. I had never gone through that way before. After a lot of walking and turning, we arrived in the auditorium. It was completely empty.

    “Where are the others?” I asked.

    “It’s just you and me this time.”

    “So what’s the big plan? Did we sneak in for a show? Are we going to steal stage equipment?”

    “We’re going to re-create your best memory.”

    “What?”

    “This is where you had your first recital, right?”

    
      “Right.” I didn’t know he was paying that much attention when I told the story.

    “So go up there and dance.”

    “I don’t remember the routine.”

    “Who cares? Just go for it!”

    “For what? There’s no audience.”

    “I’ll be your audience. Now, stop making excuses.”

    I was onstage in one of the biggest auditoriums in the state with only Ian sitting in the front row. What in the world was I doing?

    “Are you ready?” he asked.

    “This is pointless, Ian.”

    Then noise from the horrid rock band played. It sounded like ten dentists drilling teeth all at the same time.

    “Turn it off!” I shouted.

    It stopped, and I could see Ian laughing. “I thought you said the band was okay!”

    “If you’re going to make me do this, you should, at least, play decent music!”

    Then I heard it. He played Clair de Lune—the song I danced to in my first recital. I don’t know if you’ve experienced the same sensation, but it was like the music transcended and reverberated all through my body when Clair de Lune played. It didn’t matter if I was performing in front of Ian or in front of a hundred people. I was lost in the music. So much adrenaline and joy was rushing in me.

    If you love something, I don’t think you can love it 100% of the time. There are days when I’m so fixated on the small things—the pain, the soreness, the fatigue that I forget to appreciate the big picture. All the small things suddenly seemed so insignificant. I love dancing, and it was all worth it.

    I didn’t even realize that the music stopped.

    
      “Sorry, I got carried away…”

    But Ian didn’t say anything. He got up from his seat and walked up the steps. He walked slowly toward me.

    “Are you ready?” he asked.

    Before I could say anything, he grabbed my waist, and he kissed me. He kissed me, and I let him. Right there I knew—I wasn’t a second choice.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I didn’t want to tell anyone about Ian yet. Did anything so wonderful ever happen to you that you start to doubt if it ever happened? That kiss felt like it was too good to be true. I was scared that if I told anyone about it, it would suddenly become untrue. I really hope it did happen because I really want to kiss him again.

    When he texted me, it was like nothing changed.

    “Hey, Cam. Rica wants to take some videos at the beach and invited a bunch of people. She told me that she wanted you there.”

    Beach = water, water = swimming, swimming = bikinis, bikinis = girls like Gabby in bikinis. Oh, god. Was Gabby going to be there? If he said that Rica wanted me there, did that mean that he didn’t want me there?

    “I can’t,” I replied.

    “Why not?”

    “I don’t have a swimsuit.”

    An hour later, my phone was buzzing.

    “Hello?”

    “Come out.”

    “?”

    “We’re going shopping,” Ian said.

    I hated swimsuits. The ads were all false advertising. You saw a girl who looked amazing in a teeny bikini, and you thought that you can look as good if you had the bikini on. Reality was that it’s entirely because of the model. If you had a knockout body, chances were you’ll look good in anything.

    “Anything that looks appealing to you?” he asked.

    “Still browsing,” I said. I looked through the rack and saw bikinis with cups so large you could fill them with watermelons. How could any woman with breasts that huge get around?

    “Are you actually looking for a suit?”

    “Yes, I am. I told you I’m browsing.”

    “It looks like you’re just playing around with them.”

    “This was your idea,” I snapped.

    “You said you didn’t have a swimsuit, so I gave you the solution. C’mon try this on,” he said as he handed me a red bikini.

    “Fine.”

    I grabbed the suit and went in the fitting room. Another thing that bothered me about swimsuits was that girls were always so proud about wearing them. If girls covered themselves when they’re wearing their underwear, why did they post pictures of themselves in bikinis? To me, wearing a two-piece was like being caught in your underwear. Everyone could see your flaws, and there was nowhere to hide.

    I looked like the complete opposite of the models in the swimsuit ads. The swimsuit accentuated my non-existent breasts, my muffin top, my thunder thighs, and my flat ass. I thought about Gabby and how amazing she and her perfect model body would look in a teeny bikini. I thought about Ian seeing Gabby and me side by side. Why would he pick me when he already had the perfect model?

    I heard a knock on the door.

    “Are you all right, Cam?”

    “Yeah, I’m okay,” I said while choking back my tears.

    “Do you need any help?”

    
      “No! I don’t need your help!” I shouted.

    “Hey. You don’t need to shout. I was just offering…”

    “I didn’t want to go to the stupid beach in the first place.”

    “No one’s forcing you.”

    “You are! You are such an ass, Ian.”

    “I’ll be an ass outside then,” he said.

    I left the red bikini in the changing room. Ian was waiting inside the car. He didn’t say anything when I climbed in.

    “I don’t want to go to the beach,” I said.

    “Okay.”

    “Tell Rica I’m sorry.”

    “I will.”

    “Okay.”

    “What are we doing on Friday then?” he asked.

    “Aren’t you going to the beach?”

    He looked at me as if I asked him the most ridiculous question in the world.

    “Why would I go if you’re not going to be there?”

    He held my hand as he drove me home. Maybe, whatever it is that’s going on between the two of us is real.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Safe isn’t a word I would use to describe what I have with Ian. I don’t think there is one word in the human language to describe what I feel when I’m with him. It is exciting, but scary. It is confusing, and it doesn’t make a lot of sense. He has his flaws, and I like him that way. Ian isn’t perfect, and I don’t want him to be. Perfect is overrated anyway.

    Since I had a lot of tests to study for, I told Ian that I couldn’t hang out on Friday after all.

    “I can study with you.”

    “You’re going to study?”

    “Sure. I believe in trying new things every day.”

    We snuck into one of the classrooms in school again. It felt different when it was just the two of us. The room felt a lot smaller. I had all my notes and books open, but I couldn’t concentrate. My heart was beating really fast.

    “Why are you so nervous?” he asked.

    “I’m not nervous.”

    “You’ve been clenching and unclenching your fists this whole time. You’re also sitting a good five feet away from me.”

    “It’s just being here…at night…”

    “Do you want to move?”

    “You make me nervous.”

    “How come? We see each other all the time.”

    “Not when you and I have you know…a thing.”

    “A thing?” he laughed.

    
      “You know what I mean. I’m new to this boy-girl interaction stuff.”

    “But you were with Felix…”

    “It was different. Plus you were with Gabby who’s so gorgeous…so confident…I bet she never said anything like this…”

    “Hey. I don’t want to be with Gabby. I don’t want to be with anyone else. Just you.”

    “You rated my hug a five.”

    “What does that have anything to do with this?”

    “If my hug is a five, imagine how bad I’m going to be at the other stuff.”

    “Cam, I didn’t mean it. You were just so serious, and it was so tempting to make fun of you.”

    “Okay.”

    “You’re still nervous.”

    “No, I’m not.”

    “I’m not going to pounce on you, Cam,” he teased.

    “You did every time you kissed me.”

    “Okay. I promise I will not take you off guard anymore.”

    “Good.”

    I went back to trying to study. All Ian did was stare at me.

    “Do you have something you want to say?” I laughed.

    “Cam, is it okay if I move closer to you?”

    I nodded, and he scooted until his leg brushed mine. I didn’t know how many nerve endings there were in my leg, but all of them were firing. I never realized how good he smelled. We sat side-by-side for a while, and then he asked.

    “Cam, is it okay if I put my arms around you?”

    I nodded again. I was nervous, but it felt nice to feel his arms wrapped around my body. I leaned my head against his chest, and he rested his chin on my shoulder. Every time he exhaled, I felt his breath on my neck.

    
      “Is this okay?” he whispered in my ear.

    “This is nice,” I whispered back.

    “You aren’t nervous anymore?”

    “No. Are you?”

    “No. Cam?”

    “What?”

    “You’re so not a five.”

    I turned, and I kissed him. And he kissed me back. His hands were in my hair, and my hands moved to his waist. It was different from when I kissed Felix. He wasn’t careful, and I didn’t want him to be. I didn’t want him to stop. He fell on his back, and I fell on top of him.

    “Ow!”

    “Oh my god. Did I hurt you?” I asked.

    “No… no… keep going.”

    Then I saw all the bruises on his arm…the bruise on his face.

    “Ian, your bruises…”

    “They give me like the dangerous brooding bad boy look, don’t you think?”

    “Ian, your mom…”

    “Let’s not talk about that tonight.”

    “But Ian…”

    “I’m so happy, Cam. You make me so happy. Aren’t you?” He stroked my fingers.

    “Yeah, I’m happy.”

    “We should travel.”

    “What?”

    “You and me. We should go away and see the world. We can go anywhere…we should go to Antarctica.”

    “Antarctica?”

    
      “Why not? How many people do you know have been to Antarctica?”

    “None…but…”

    “See? We’ll be pioneers!”

    “You’re crazy, Ian.”

    “I may be crazy, but can you imagine anything better than traveling together?”

    I couldn’t.

    “My parents will never allow me and we don’t have the money…”

    “We don’t have to go right away. Just think about it for the future.”

    “Are you telling me that you’re planning out your future? What happened to living impromptu?”

    “I don’t have a life plan or anything, but yeah I can see us traveling together in the future.”

    “So Antarctica?”

    “Antarctica.”

    “Maybe.”

    “I’ll take a maybe.”

    “But right now, I really have to study.”

    “Okay. Just please take it easy.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “You really caught me off guard with that kiss. You’re pretty aggressive.”

    I pushed him, and he wrapped his arms around me again. We stayed like that for the rest of the night. I didn’t get much studying done, but I didn’t really care. He saw me in his future.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      The UC acceptance letters came out today. We were having Math class when someone got the message that the results came out. It was chaos. We all excused ourselves to go to the computer labs or any other office that had Internet.

    
      “Dear Ms. Li,

      Thank you for your interest in UC Berkeley. After careful consideration and a thorough review of your candidacy…”

    

    I didn’t get in.

    Jenny got in though. I congratulated her and told her I was so happy for her. I felt bad because I think she felt too uncomfortable to celebrate. She asked me if I wanted to hang out after school, but I lied and told her I was busy. I smiled and kept saying things like:

    “I’m okay.”

    “So many other people deserved the slot.”

    “People have bigger problems. This is nothing.”

    But it didn’t feel like nothing. I was crushed.

    Ian was waiting for me outside school. I automatically knew that he knew. He didn’t ask me how I was doing or if I was okay. All he did was hug me. In that moment, it was all I needed.

    “What am I going to do, Ian? How am I going to tell Dad? I used to have it all figured out. I was the ballerina and the future doctor. Now, I’m…nothing.”

    
      Ian hugged me tighter and said, “Cam, you’re so much more than that.”

    I didn’t want to talk anymore. I buried my head in his neck and I wanted the whole world to just pause. Then he pulled away and said:

    “Let’s run.”

    “What?”

    “Remember when we snuck in that concert and we got away from the guard and how great that felt.”

    “Yeah…”

    “Okay. Imagine instead of a security guard, imagine your dad, the SAT, college, your ridiculous life plan, and your fears are chasing you. We’re going to get away from them.”

    “What? Ian?”

    I was too late. He started running.

    “C’mon, Cam!”

    I ran after him. So many confused elementary school kids and parents were giving me the “what the hell is she doing” look, but I didn’t stop. I caught up with Ian, and we ran. We didn’t have a destination, but we kept on going. Running with Ian didn’t make me magically pass college. I was still devastated, but somehow I felt assured that it wasn’t the end of the world.

    If it turns out that I’m writing to a grown-up Ian years from now, thank you for making me feel that way. Thank you for being there.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Birthdays are always bittersweet for me. On the sweet side, it’s a day entirely devoted to celebrating your existence. On the bitter side, it’s a day to celebrate you inching closer to non-existence.

    What I really love about my birthday though is the traditions I keep. My family makes it a point to always have dinner together during birthdays. My parents always get the favorite cake of the celebrant, and everyone has to eat a slice. Even though I hate chocolate, I ate a piece of cake for Nikki’s birthday. And even if she doesn’t like vanilla, she will have to eat a slice of mine. I didn’t factor in Ian into my birthday celebrations. We were in the coffee house when he brought it up:

    “I have something for you.”

    He handed me an album. Inside there were different pictures and cut-outs of people. I recognized a few of the faces, but not all of them.

    “What is this?”

    “I collected a group of pictures of what other people have done by the time they’re 18. You know, to put your life in perspective…”

    He started flipping the pages inside.

    “See, look. Edgar Allan Poe published his first book of poetry by the age of 18. And this is Samantha Larson. When she turned 18, she became the youngest person to climb the highest mountains on all seven continents.”

    
      “Ian, this makes me feel like I haven’t done anything with my life.”

    “Wait, I put in someone to make you feel better about yourself here…This is Billy the Kid—he was charged with 12 murders at 18 years old.”

    “Why is there a picture of me in the last page?”

    “Oh, I wrote all the things you’ve accomplished by the time you turn 18… like here, I got a picture somewhere online of your first recital…And here you are piloting the plane, where you almost had me killed. I don’t know…I just think that you focus too much on what you have to be, and you forget about all that you’ve done. All of this doesn’t even capture you. In my mind, you’re in the same league as all these people…well maybe not Billy the Kid…”

    “I didn’t know you had a sweet, sensitive side.”

    “You like the gift?”

    “This might be the weirdest and sweetest birthday gift I’ve ever received.”

    “This is not THE birthday gift.”

    “It’s not?”

    “No, consider it a pre-birthday gift. I’m going to give you your real gift when I take you out to dinner tomorrow.”

    “I’m sorry, Ian. I have other plans tomorrow…”

    “Oh. Okay.”

    “I really want to spend my birthday with you Ian, but I always have dinner with my family. It’s like a tradition…wait, why don’t you join us?”

    “For your family dinner?”

    “Yeah! It’ll be perfect, then you’ll get to meet my dad and Nikki…”

    “I don’t know, Cam…”

    “Please. Having you there will be the best birthday gift.”

    
      “You really want me to go?” he sighed.

    “Yes. I really want you to go.”

    “Fine, but I might consider not giving you my second gift.”

    “I don’t mind.”

    He intertwined his fingers with mine, and I stroked his dimple.

    “I really like this part about you.”

    “This one dimple?” he laughed.

    “Yes.”

    “Hm. Have you heard of Norbert Schwarz?”

    “No, please educate me.”

    “He does a lot of research in social psychology, and he found that people rely on their feelings when they make judgments. So in one of his studies, he asked one group of people to list three features they liked about a significant person, and he asked the other group to list ten features. Those who listed the ten features reported that they liked their significant person less because they had a harder time thinking about ten features they liked compared to three.”

    “So what’s your opinion on this?”

    “I used to believe it, but now I don’t think it applies to everyone.”

    “How come?”

    “Because I can effortlessly list ten features I like about you.”

    “Sure, you can.”

    “I like that I can feel this blister on your thumb when I hold your hand. I like the way your eyebrows furrow and your eyes squint when you read. It makes your eyes even smaller, which I didn’t think was possible. I like that you don’t mind that we’re the same height. I like how you think a lot about what you say before you open your mouth, even if it takes forever. I like how you get annoyed when I call you Cam, but you still respond anyway. I like how you’re a senior in high school and still label your pens. I like that you give people second chances. I like that you reluctantly say yes to every adventure. I like the way you always call me out when I’m being an ass. I like that you keep coming back even if I’m a complete ass. See? Ten features, and I still like you.”

    “You can’t possibly like all those things about me.”

    He leaned over and kissed me. On the mouth. In public. I usually didn’t approve of PDA, but I forgot about everyone else in the coffee house. Ian was only one person, but he meant more to me than the rest of the population.

    “Do you believe me now?” he asked.

    I think I do.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I was beginning to think that inviting Ian over might have been a mistake. I didn’t warn Ian about my mom’s tendency for backhanded compliments, and I had no idea how my dad would react. I wanted to talk to Jenny about all of this. I know that she was the one person who would understand. Aside from my family birthday dinner celebration, Jenny and I have our own tradition. We would visit each other’s house the night before our birthdays, and we would wait until the clock struck midnight. We made a deal that we would always be the first ones to greet each other happy birthday. But it was an hour until midnight, and she still wasn’t here. She didn’t answer any of my calls either. I was getting worried, so I decided it was time to shake up the tradition.

    It was Jenny’s mom who opened the door. She had rollers in her hair and the “just got out of bed” look. Maybe I should have thought twice before coming over unannounced at midnight.

    “Camille! What are you doing here so late?”

    “Sorry, Ms. Barera, is Jenny here?”

    “She’s in her room.”

    Jenny didn’t look happy to see me.

    “Camille?”

    “Hey. I was worried something happened to you. You always pick up your phone.”

    She shrugged. Why was she acting so weird?

    “Why didn’t you come over?” I asked.

    
      “I thought you were busy.”

    “Did you forget my birthday?”

    “Of course not.”

    “Then why didn’t you say you weren’t coming? We’ve been doing this birthday thing for years, and you’re my best friend…”

    “Really? I’m your best friend? Best friends don’t stop going to ballet practices after ten years without talking about it. Best friends don’t go through their first break-up without saying something. Best friends don’t feel like they have to pretend that they’re okay when they’re not.”

    I didn't understand why Jenny was mad at me. I should be the one mad at her. I was always there for her when she hung out with other people. For years, I felt like I was competing for a slot to be her friend. We call ourselves best friends, but I always questioned if it was merely out of habit. I finally said what I've been bottling up inside me for so long:

    “It’s so easy for you, Jenny. For years, I sat on the sidelines and watched you make so many friends. In school and in ballet, you fit in everywhere. And I finally found a group of people where I feel like I belong. But once I get friends on my own, you’re going to stop being mine?”

    “Gosh, Camille. You make me sound like some crazy clingy girlfriend. I’m happy that you have new friends. It's just that we’re graduating soon, and I have no idea where the two of us are going to be. We’ve been together through everything, and I guess I’m scared because I don’t know how I’m going to go through life without you by my side. I’m not saying that I should be the only person in your life, Camille—that’s crazy. I just want to be a part of it.”

    “That’s all I want too,” I said. Right there and then, I realized that I never had to compete to be Jenny's friend. No matter how many new people enter our lives, Jenny will always be a part of me. No one can ever fill that slot.

    We all obsess about finding the right boyfriend, the right girlfriend. We think that this person will come along and make our lives complete. Maybe it’s not the romantic partner that makes us complete. Maybe it’s the best friend.

    Jenny had this huge smug on her face. “What?” I asked.

    “Tell me about the new boy.”

    I started from the beginning. I told her about the SATs, the Invincibles, Gabby’s party, and even inviting Ian over to the house. Jenny buried her mouth in her pillow to stop herself from squealing.

    “What if my mom insults his eye bags? What if she says he’s short? What if my dad doesn’t talk to him? What if…” I ranted.

    “Camille! I’m sure it’s going to be fine.”

    “How do you know?”

    “Because if he likes you as much as you like him, he’s going to put up with it.”

    I sighed and fell back on her bed.

    “Do you love him?” Jenny asked.

    Then my phone rang.

    “Is that him? Oh my god! It’s one!” Jenny said.

    It was Ian.

    “Don’t pick up the phone! Don’t pick up until I sing you happy birthday and we stuff each other’s faces with cake. Boyfriend or not, I’m the best friend, and I’ve known you longer.”

    “Don’t worry, you’ll get to greet me first.”

    “You can call and talk to him for hours later. Oh, and tell him congratulations on the scholarship for me.”

    
      “What scholarship?” I asked.

    “The one from the University of Virginia. My cousin told me that their principal made a huge deal out of it and announced it during assembly.”

    I tried not to think of college ever since the Berkeley results came out. I’ve never heard Ian talk about Virginia. I didn’t even know that he applied.

    “Oh, Camille, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up college…”

    “No, it’s okay. I’m fine…”

    “Okay, I’m going to get the cake. Wait here.”

    I could feel my phone buzzing in my pocket, and I let it ring. Why didn’t he tell me?

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      People say that your 18th birthday is a turning point. It’s the time when you transition from a kid to an adult. If this is what being an adult is like, I’d rather stay a kid forever.

    When I have something on my mind, I have this reflex where I blurt everything out. I hate that this reflex happens a lot, and I hate that it happened a lot today. I was with Ian on the way home when it first happened.

    “Why didn’t you pick up your phone last night?” he asked.

    I was thinking about it the whole day. It was like a monster growing inside of me.

    “Scholarship!” I blurted out.

    “What?” he asked.

    “Why didn’t you tell me you applied for the scholarship?”

    “Oh. That.”

    “Yes. That!”

    “I didn’t apply for it. One of my teachers nominated me I guess, and she forced me to fly out there for a weekend for some interview. It wasn’t a big deal.”

    “It is a big deal, Ian! I looked up this Jefferson scholarship online, and you get free tuition for all four years. You get priority course registration, special advisors, and I even saw that the school sponsors a trip for all scholars during their junior year.”

    “I’m not going to take it, Cam.”

    “Why not?”

    
      “You know I don’t want to go to college. I’m not the type of person who goes to college. The education system is so suffocating and rigid. I go with the flow, live impromptu. It’s not for me.”

    “But…”

    “Cam, it’s your day. Can we please…drop it for now?”

    I let it pass, and we stayed silent until we arrived at the house.

    Mom was nice. Like really nice. She made compliments that actually sounded sincere.

    “Thanks for inviting me to your home, Mrs. Li.” Ian said.

    “Of course. Camille’s friends are always welcome here.”

    “I’m sorry I wish I wore something more formal…”

    “Nonsense. You look very dignified. Oh no, where did you get that bruise? Are you hurt?”

    “It was a small accident ma’am. It’s better than it looks.”

    “Okay. Just tell me if you need anything for it.”

    Nikki was…well, Nikki.

    “So you’re the boy.”

    “I hope so,” Ian smirked.

    Nikki looked at him up and down. She passed by me and whispered, “The tall one was cuter.”

    We sat around the table, and I saw it was set for five. I half-hoped that Lea was going to be there. Everything was very pleasant at first.

    “So Ian, are you a senior in high school, too?” my mom asked.

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    “What do you plan to do after school?” my dad asked.

    “I don’t know, sir.”

    “Ian got a scholarship to the University of Virginia,” I blurted out. There came the reflex.

    
      “Cam…don’t…” Ian said.

    “Wow. That’s great! Congratulations, Ian.” Mom said.

    “Thanks, Mrs. Li. I don’t plan on going there though.”

    “Why not?” Dad asked.

    “I don’t plan on going to college, sir.”

    “Not go to college? How are you going to get employed? There is no future without a good education.”

    “Henry. Don’t interrogate the boy,” Mom said.

    “It’s okay, ma’am. I’m not sure yet, sir. I’ll figure it out.”

    “You do know that Camille plans on becoming a doctor.”

    “Yes, I do.”

    “And she plans to go to Berkeley this fall.”

    “Yes, sir. I’ve heard the plan.”

    “So tell me, Ian. What is a boy with no plans for his career and education doing with my daughter? Is he still figuring it out?”

    Jenny was wrong. It wasn’t fine. It was worse than what I expected.

    “Dad! You can’t talk to him like that!”

    “Why not? You’re my daughter. When my daughter brings a boy home, I have the right to talk to him. What are you doing hanging around with someone like him?”

    “His name is Ian, and he can hear everything you’re saying!”

    “He has no drive, no ambition. You’re getting ready to go to Berkeley and all he’s going to do is hold you back. He doesn’t fit your standards, Camille.”

    “Maybe you’re wrong about my standards, Dad.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I didn’t pass Berkeley.”

    “What do you mean you didn’t pass?” My dad’s voice boomed.

    
      He stood up so quickly that his chair fell over. His fingers started punching on his phone like crazy.

    “What are you doing?”

    “My friend in the hospital gives lectures in the university…I’m going to pull some strings to get you in the chemistry program…”

    “Dad! Stop! I don’t want to study chemistry.”

    “What do you mean? It’s the major that gives you the best training for med school…”

    “Maybe, I don’t want to become a doctor…”

    “What do you mean you’re not going to be a doctor? Is this because of him?”

    “No, Dad. It’s what I think.”

    “So what’s the plan now? Are you not going to college like him?”

    “I…I don’t know what I’m going to do yet…”

    “I did not raise you to give up everything for a boy. What happens when he leaves you? What are you going to do?”

    “You don’t even know him!”

    “Oh, I know boys like him.”

    “You don’t know what he’s been through! His mom beats him!”

    “What?” Mom asked shocked. “Your mom? Are you sure?”

    “I’m…I’m sorry I have to go…” Ian said. He got up from his chair.

    “Ian!” I called out.

    “You’re not allowed to leave the table until dinner’s over,” Dad said sternly.

    I pushed my plate off the table, and the rest of my family jumped when it crashed.

    “It’s over,” I said as I left and went after Ian.

    “Ian!”

    
      He didn’t answer and got in his car. I opened the car door and sat on the passenger seat.

    “Ian, I’m so sorry…”

    He wasn’t looking at me. He was staring at the road with his hands clutching the wheel.

    “My dad is never like that…I promise…” I went on.

    “How many people have you told?” he asked.

    “What?”

    “Did you tell Jenny? Does your whole school know?”

    “About what?”

    “About my mom, Cam.”

    “I didn’t think about it when I told them, Ian…”

    “You can’t toss around other people’s sad stories like they’re your own.”

    “I didn’t mean to…”

    “You don’t know my mom. You don’t know what I’ve been through. You don’t know what it’s like…”

    “I know I don’t know what it’s like. I’m trying to know, Ian. Can’t we go somewhere and talk?”

    “I don’t want to talk! Don’t you get it?” he shouted.

    I wanted to say something back, but I was trying my best to hold back my tears.

    “Shit…I’m sorry Cam…I shouldn’t have yelled. I don’t want to do this, not on your birthday…”

    And I said, “I love you, Ian.”

    “You should…You should go back and celebrate with your family…. Tell your parents thanks for dinner and sorry that I had to leave early.”

    I didn’t want to answer. I was afraid that the tears were going to pour out of me once I opened my mouth.

    He got something out of his pocket and handed me a small box.

    
      “I’m sorry if it doesn’t look exactly like the original. Happy birthday, Cam.”

    I held the box and climbed out of the car.

    “I’ll call you later,” he said.

    I nodded and watched him drive off. I opened the box and it was a bracelet with the letters “Invincibles” on it. It looked exactly like the ones I gave during the Apocalypse party. It had a tag that said, “Ready.”

    I walked in to my parents. Then my dad saw me.

    “I called Teacher Jessie. She told me you’re not in her studio anymore. Did you quit because of him?”

    “I don’t want to talk about it…” I said as I started climbing up the stairs. I stopped when I heard Dad smash one of the vases in the living room.

    “What the hell is the matter with you? Did he tell you to quit?”

    “All my life, I’ve done everything you told me to, Dad. Why is it never enough?”

    “You think he’s worth losing everything—everything we worked hard for? Do you think that boy loves you? He’s trash! What you have is puppy love—that’s not real!”

    “How do you know? You don’t even love your own wife!”

    Remember when I told you that me not wanting to go to practice years ago was the angriest I’ve ever seen Dad? Erase that. His face at that moment was THE angriest I had ever seen Dad. And I felt the same amount of anger.

    “How dare you talk to me like that…You can never see that boy again, understand?”

    “Henry! You’re only going to push her away! Do you want Camille to end up like Lea?” my mom interrupted.

    My dad always stood fifty feet tall in my mind. He was my hero—the ideal of all I ever wanted to be. It only took one night to shatter this illusion. I was mad at my dad. I was mad at Lea. All the chaos in the house started when she left. Why hasn’t she called? Why wasn’t she here for my birthday?

    I was also mad at Ian. It’s one thing to not say those three words back and it’s another to treat it like they were nothing. The truth that hurts was what we really need to hear. That’s what he told me. I love him and god, did it hurt.

    If it was just puppy love, why does it feel so real? Dad might be right about one thing. Maybe, I don't know what real love is.

    I couldn’t sleep that night. No one called. Not Lea. Not even Ian.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I felt like the world was at a standstill. If I wasn’t thinking about Ian, I was thinking about Dad. I couldn’t concentrate on anything. The fact was—despite the pain, the hurt you feel, the world wouldn’t stop because of your problems. No matter how much you felt like it did.

    Screaming and shouting was not the worst thing you can do to someone you cared about. Shutting people out stung so much more. Since my birthday, Ian had not texted or called. I wasn’t sure if I should be worried or if I should give him space. I was really clueless about these things. My dad had not said a word to me, too. I was still mad at my dad, but I also wanted him to, at least, acknowledge me. I was full of mixed emotions.

    Mr. Terrell wanted all of us to meet up with him individually before graduation. Why couldn’t he be more like a normal teacher?

    “Camille!” he said spreading his arms out. I really wasn’t in a mood for a hug, so I sat down on the bean bag.

    “How are you?”

    “I’m okay.”

    “Excited for graduation?”

    I shrugged.

    “You’re awfully quiet. Are you sure you’re okay?”

    Why did everyone always assume there’s something wrong when I was quiet? What if I just didn’t feel like talking? What if there was nothing for me to say that would make the situation any better? Why was it so imperative to infuse silence with words that were meaningless?

    
      I nodded.

    “So, what does the future have in store for Camille Li?”

    “Didn’t pass Berkeley.”

    “Oh, Camille…I’m so sorry. You know college admissions are so cutthroat now…”

    I interrupted him and said, “We don’t have to talk about it. I’m fine.”

    “Okay. If that’s what you want. So what’s the plan for the future?”

    “Don’t know.”

    “Camille, I know this isn’t what you expected. But there are other options, other great chances that you’re more than ready to take on. Don’t let this setback make you give up on your future.”

    “I’m sorry, Mr. Terrell, but why should I have a plan for the future when all plans eventually fall apart?”

    “Not all plans fall apart.”

    “Say for example. I had a plan to go to Antarctica. I invest a lot of hope, money, and time on it; and then it doesn’t push through. All that planning is all for nothing—a complete disappointment.”

    “Do you want to consider schools in Antarctica? I can look into that for you.”

    “That’s not what I’m trying to say.”

    “What are you trying to say, Camille?”

    “Why do I have to be the practical one? I’m a teenage girl. I have all the raging hormones that make me think that everything is the end of the world. Why can’t I be like other girls and just concern myself with boys and not worry about the future until it actually happens?”

    “Because you’re not like any other girl, Camille. You’re an Aries—the leader. If you’re going to give up on your future now, you’re going to waste that, you understand?”

    
      I sighed and sunk back into the bean bag.

    “I know, I know. What in the world do I know, right? I’m just giving you my advice, and it’s your choice if you want to take it. I’ve made you a list of other options here in case you want to check them out,” he said as he handed me a thick blue folder. On the cover was a picture of a cat wearing a toga.

    “Thanks, Mr. Terrell.”

    “Cheer up Camille. It’s a good month for the Aries.”

    When I got home, I was desperate to distract myself from thinking about Dad and Ian. I was so deperate that I decided to check out the blue folder that Mr. Terrell gave me. The first page was another cat wearing a toga, but this one was holding a diploma (was it even possible for cats to hold things with their paws?), with the caption: "ConCATulations! You're almost done!" That was the worst pun yet.

    Then I saw the "Future" assignment that I filled out all those months ago.

    MY FUTURE

    Name: Camille Li

    Age: 17

    Astrological Sign: Aries

    College picks: UC Berkeley

    10 years from now, I want to be: a doctor, married with two kids

    I grabbed my pen and crossed out all of my answers except for the name and astrological sign. 10 years from now, I want to be… What do I want to be? I used to have a clear picture in my head of what that would look like. I also had a clear picture in my head of what you would be like.

    
      I always fantasized that you would have this name that sounded straight out of a Jane Austen novel (definitely a far cry from Camille Li). Who wouldn’t fall in love with a guy named Mark Darcy and the prospect of having a surname as pretty as Darcy? You would be good-looking, but not too good-looking that people would always wonder why we’re together. You would not be into sports, especially basketball, but you would leave the impression of someone who goes to the gym daily. You would obviously be a great dancer and have a heartbreaking voice that you can whip out and serenade me with. You would not be a slacker, but you would be so driven, and you would have a quirky job like working in Disneyland or owning your own bakery. I’ve always loved this fantasy of you. But as I think about this image in my head, it doesn’t really remind me of anyone I know. This image doesn’t remind me of my dad, Felix, and it certainly doesn’t remind me of Ian. This fantasy I have of you feels like that—a fantasy.

    I wish there were some way that I can meet you or some way that you can answer all these letters that I’ve been addressing to you. Actually, I don’t care if I don’t get to see you in person, I just want to know that you exist. I want you to tell me that in the distant future that we will someday share together, everything will be okay. Because with everything that has been happening, I’m not sure if I can distinguish which is imaginary and which isn’t anymore. And that completely, utterly terrifies me.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I’m still not sure how I feel about what I saw earlier tonight. It was after dinner, and I was going to the kitchen to get a glass of water, when I saw my parents in the living room. They weren’t shouting. My mom was holding my dad’s hand and my dad was…crying. It was the first time I had ever seen my dad cry. I could hear my dad say:

    “What did I do wrong, Karen? Why do my daughters hate me?”

    I wanted to not care. I reminded myself about how angry I was at Dad and how he treated Ian the other night, but seeing him like that made my anger less important. All I wanted to do was hug him, but I went back to my room instead. When I heard a knock, hours later, I thought it was my dad.

    “Come in,” I said.

    “Hi.”

    It was my mom.

    “How’re you?” she asked.

    “I’m okay.”

    I never felt comfortable talking with my mom. Whenever she said something, I always thought she meant something else. When I tried to talk to her, I felt like she wasn’t interested in what I said. I guess over the years, we gave up on communication.

    She sat down at the foot of my bed and said, “I wanted to see how you were about Berkeley.”

    “Oh…I’m fine.”

    
      “Okay, that’s good.”

    My mom sat there and drummed her fingers on the bed.

    “Did I ever tell you about the time when I was going to go for medical school?” she asked.

    “No…”

    “My father, your grandfather, had very strong ideals. He was also very conservative. He believed that a woman’s first and most important duty is to take care of the household. My mom was like that. She was there for me and my four other siblings. After college, your dad asked me to marry him, and I said yes. At that time, I also wanted to go to medical school. Your grandfather was telling me I didn’t need to be a doctor. The career force is a man’s world, and the household was the woman’s. I was going to be a wife and a mother—I didn’t have time for anything else.”

    “But you still applied.”

    “Yes. I went behind his back and…when I got the decision, I didn’t pass…. During that time, I told your father that it was a sign. Maybe, I should give up on going to medical school and listen to my father. He then told me something that I really needed to hear, and I think you need to hear it too.”

    “What?”

    “He told me, ‘Don’t let the disillusion of your dreams ever stop you from dreaming.’”

    Right when she said it, everything I was holding back sank in. The fear and the worries I ran away from finally caught up with me. I think that was the only time when I really processed the rejection. Tears streamed down my face as my mom stroked my hair.

    “It’s the first time that I have no idea where I’m going…or what I want to do…I feel so lost.”

    
      “Camille, that’s okay. You’re 18—you don’t have to figure all of that out right now. Do you think I have it all figured out? There are times when I feel lost, too. But you shouldn’t stop trying to find your own way.”

    “What if I decide not to be a doctor? I don’t want to disappoint Dad anymore…”

    “Camille, you don’t have to be your dad. You don’t have to be your mom. All you have to do is be you.”

    My mom was smiling, and up close, I realized that she had lost a lot of weight. Her cheeks looked hollow, and the bags under her eyes were deeper.

    “Mom…are you okay?”

    “Me? Yes. Why?”

    “You just look really tired lately and…you and Dad have been fighting all the time…”

    She bit her lip and took a deep breath. “You hear us fighting?”

    I nodded.

    “I’m sorry…I guess we don’t do a great job of hiding…”

    “Why do you fight all the time?”

    “You know, Camille…the start of any relationship is always easy. When you first fall in love with someone, you only see the good things. But after a while…life seeps in. You have to deal with problems that you and your partner aren’t really ready for. The problems make you choose not to see the good things, and that makes you forget. There are days where you fight and say things you don’t mean, and…it hurts."

    My mom closed her eyes and took another deep breath.

    “But despite what you hear, I still see the good things in your father. I’m not an expert at marriage or parenting, and your father isn’t either…We’re trying, Camille, I’m sorry if it doesn’t look like it, but we’re trying…”

    
      Sometimes, in really tricky situations, I have a hard time finding the right words to say. I embraced my mom because that felt like the right thing to do. She held me tightly and stroked my hair.

    “Can you do me a favor?” my mom asked. “I’m not saying you have to do it all at once now, but don’t shut your father out. There is nothing in this world that your father loves more than he loves you. Just give him some time.”

    I nodded.

    “I hope it’s not too late for him and your sister…” she sighed as she kept stroking my hair. “Did you do something to your hair?”

    “I just changed the parting a little bit.”

    “It really brings out the roundness of your cheeks.”

    Translation: I love you, but the parting in your hair makes you look fat.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I was glued to my phone. I jumped whenever I heard it ring. Yesterday, I was so frustrated when the only message I received was a notice about my phone bill. I even threw my phone across the room. I was tired of waiting for him to call. I was tired of waiting for him to reply. Today was the day that I stopped waiting.

    “What are you doing?” Jenny asked.

    I went into the ballet studio with all my gear and joined the class while they were stretching.

    “I’m dancing,” I said.

    “Did Teacher Jessie allow you to come back?”

    “No.”

    That’s when Teacher Jessie walked in. Her dagger eyes spotted me right away.

    “I told you that we don’t have room for you in here.”

    “But ma’am, I want to be here.”

    “I have enough dancers in my class.”

    “Then I’ll watch.”

    “What?”

    “You said you have enough dancers, ma’am. Do you have enough audience members, too?”

    She looked at me and pursed her lips. She walked away and started instructing the class. I sat on the sidelines and watched. I watched as the dancers did pliés on the barre and when they did Grand Allegros in the center. I studied their form, their timing, and took down every critique Teacher Jessie said. They went on to rehearse for the recital, and I did my best to memorize the routine. After a while, the combinations were continuously replaying in my head. When they finished, I stayed until all the dancers had left.

    “Class is over,” Teacher Jessie said.

    “Ma’am, can I please use the studio to practice?”

    She gave me the same look and handed me the keys. “Lock up when you’re done.”

    “When will I give back the keys?”

    “Bring it to class tomorrow.”

    I was in the studio for hours. My body never knew such exhaustion, and yet, I didn’t care. But there was something else I had to take care of. I called Felix, and thankfully he was still awake.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
      [image: image]
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Every time I get hurt, I pretend an imaginary scar is ripping my skin. It’s easier to notice the scars once they’re already there. It’s harder to see them when they’re only about to come. Those are the scars I choose not to see.

    Felix told me to meet him at the basketball court in the park. I saw him waiting by the entrance. His height always made him easy to spot.

    “Thanks for doing this, Felix.”

    “Yeah, of course. It took a lot of convincing.”

    “What did you tell him?”

    “I said all my teammates were busy, and I needed someone to play one-on-one with.”

    “I really owe you.”

    “Don’t worry about it. I actually have practice, so I’m going to head out. Are you sure you’re okay?”

    “Yeah, I’m fine.”

    “Good luck.”

    I could tell from Ian’s voice that he didn’t expect me.

    “Hi,” I said.

    “Hey.”

    Ian didn’t look at me. He kept on dribbling.

    “Since when did you become interested in basketball?”

    No answer.

    “Can we talk?”

    “I came here to play, not to talk.”

    He continued dribbling.

    
      “Okay. You play and I’ll talk…. You were right, okay? I don’t know what your life is like, and it was wrong for me to tell my parents about your mom without asking you. You know what else I don’t know?”

    He kept dribbling, so I kept going. It felt like I was performing a monologue.

    “I don’t know what it’s like to have a mind like yours. I don’t care what your mom or even my dad says, but you are beyond smart. Like no one thinks or even talks like you. So many people would kill to have what you’ve got. Do you know how many would do ANYTHING to have what you’re offered? You’re not weak, Ian, but you sure are acting like you are. God, this scholarship is an incredible opportunity, and you’re the one choosing to let it go, not your mom…You can’t always blame your past for what you choose to do right now.”

    He didn’t move his gaze from the basketball hoop. He was shooting baskets, but he wasn’t making any.

    “Right now, you have me. I’m here for you, but you’re the one who’s shutting me out. Are you going to let me slip away too?”

    Still nothing.

    That was when I had it. Remember the blurt reflex I told you about? It was on full force. Everything suddenly exploded out of me. I told him that he was the biggest hypocrite I had ever met. He kept telling me to tell the truth when he’s never honest with himself. I told him that all that living impromptu, go-with-the-flow philosophy he had was total bullshit. I told him that even though I didn’t exactly achieve the life plan he always mocked, at least, I tried. I asked him if he ever tried for anything—anything at all. I told him that I couldn’t be in a relationship where I was the only one trying.

    
      All he said was: “Thanks for being honest.”

    When he said those words, I knew that was it.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I remember the whole Schwarz study that he told me about. Maybe coming up with a list of things I like and don’t like about Ian would help.

    What I like about Ian:

    
      	His outrageously bad dancing

      	His passion for adventure

      	The “Hm” sound he makes when he actually has something to say

      	The way he smiles and how his dimple pops up whenever he sees me

      	The fact that he’s a smart ass and he knows it

      	How he can get 12 hours of sleep and have eye bags the size of bananas

      	The way I feel when I’m with him

    

    What I don't like about Ian:

    
      	
        The way how He doesn’t love me back.

    

    I don’t think this is the best idea.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      This is my first letter in a while. I don’t think I’m okay yet.

    Everything and everywhere I went somehow reminded me of Ian. Like when I heard a rap song on the radio or whenever I passed by the coffee house. Even if I didn’t see anything that reminded me of him, my mind flooded itself with memories. What sucked even more was that I could only remember the happy ones.

    Ballet has been my savior. When I was dancing, I thought of nothing else. I didn’t get to join the class for weeks, but that didn’t stop me from going. I went there every day. I watched the other dancers from their warm-up to their rehearsal and I stayed to practice by myself until my blisters had blisters. I thought today wouldn’t be any different.

    “What are you doing on the floor?” Teacher Jessie scolded me.

    “Sorry, ma’am,” I said as I scooted to the side.

    “What do you think you’re doing?”

    “I thought you wanted me to move…”

    “Get up!”

    I was so confused and flustered that I ended up slipping instead of standing up.

    “Camille, you’re holding everybody back. Hurry up!”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    I went to the barre and joined the rest of the dancers. Teacher Jessie singled me out a lot during the class and rehearsal, but I couldn’t help but smile every time she did. After class, Teacher Jessie went up to me and asked, “How many do you need?”

    “Ma’am?”

    “How many tickets do you need?”

    “For what?”

    “The recital—of course! Doesn’t your family want to watch?”

    I was in the recital?

    “Oh. Four…I guess.”

    She handed me four tickets and wrote on her clipboard.

    I didn’t care if it was Teacher Jessie. I hugged her. Before she pulled away, she whispered, “You’re welcome.”

    She started to walk away as she said, “Don’t think this means you can relax, Camille. You’re still very behind.”

    “Actually, can I have four more?”

    She pursed her lips as she said, “You want eight tickets?”

    “I have a big family.”

    I knew the people that I wanted to be there weren’t “family members,” if you were using the strict bloodline definition. Anyway, Teacher Jessie didn’t need to know everything. After rehearsal, I sent out a text:

    “Want to go on an adventure?”

    Maybe, I’m not okay yet, but I will be.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I’m not going to lie. I was excited for my prom. I thought it was going to be like the movies where I would have the perfect dress and dance with the perfect guy. It didn’t turn out like that. No one asked me, and I didn’t go with a crush or a boy I liked. But I didn’t spend prom night crying at home. It was nice. It was a night where girls like me, the ones who usually blended in with the crowd, had the guts to be visible. I didn’t expect that others would have very mixed feelings about things like school dances.

    Felix looked swoon-worthy. He wore a classic black tuxedo with a green bowtie. Anyone else with the same outfit would’ve looked like a waiter. Gabby looked like a Victoria’s Secret Angel on the way to meet the queen. She wore a silver gown that had a slit up to her knee. Classy but edgy. Rica was so Rica. She could’ve passed as an extra member of her favorite rock band. The mix of eye shadow and eyeliner on her was stunning.

    “So where is this mysterious place that you made us all dress up for?” Felix asked.

    “Senior ball,” I said.

    “But that’s so…normal,” Gabby said.

    “A dance? We’re going to a school dance?!” Rica said.

    “Wait. Which senior ball are we going to? All of ours are not for another two weeks,” Felix said.

    “There are three different schools that have their ball tonight. We’re going to crash all of them.”

    “It’s not that risky though…” Gabby said.

    
      “No way in hell am I going to a school dance,” Rica muttered.

    “C’mon, guys. You two couldn’t wait when I told you Cam had an adventure in mind. This could actually be kinda fun.” Felix said.

    “Alright. I’m down,” Gabby said.

    The three of us looked at Rica.

    “Nope. I am not going to an event that goes against everything that I stand for…” Rica said as she started walking away.

    “You can document it,” Felix suggested.

    Rica paused and said, “I’ll get my video camera.”

    As we went in the car, I pulled Felix aside.

    “Did you tell Ian?”

    “Um yeah, I did. He said he had something going on…”

    “Oh.”

    “I’m sorry, Camille. I’m sure he would’ve…”

    “It’s okay. I’m just sorry he’s going to miss out. That’s all.”

    I knew it was a long shot that he would come, but I couldn’t help hoping.

    Senior Ball # 1

    Food: F

    Music: D

    Theme: C–

    The first senior ball we went to had a “Spring Break” theme. The school’s gym floor was filled with sand. But either a lot of drinks, sweat, or other types of liquid spilled, so the sand felt more like mud. The music was electronic dubstep that sounded like the same song playing on loop. There wasn’t any food because apparently “nobody eats during a real spring break.”

    
      “What causes fairly sane teenage girls to go deranged on nights like these? The school dance—the socially constructed event passed on from generation to generation, which says it’s okay for girls to spend extensive amounts of cash as long as they please the man. Here we are in Exhibit A: girls in gowns and heels starve and trudge on mud,” Rica narrated as she panned the gym with her video camera.

    “It is…original,” I said.

    “If they were going to go all out with the Spring Break idea, they might as well have changed the attire or the venue,” Gabby said.

    “Ouch. That girl just got awarded ‘Squid of the Night,’” Felix said.

    “She seems proud about it,” I said.

    “Girls are brainwashed to fight for titles like ‘Prom Queen’ or in this case, ‘Squid of the Night’…” Rica continued.

    “Okay. My shoes are getting ruined, and I’m getting a headache from this music. Who here is ready for ball number 2?” Gabby said.

    We all raised our hand.

    Senior Ball # 2

    Food: A–

    Music: A (well for me)

    Theme: B–

    The second ball we crashed was hosted by the very prestigious Westmont Academy. It was in a hotel function room, and the place was breathtaking. It looked straight out of a fairy tale. There was an actual castle inside the room. Felix, Gabby, and I sat at a table with two other couples, who didn’t seem to notice that we didn’t go to the school.

    
      “Would you fancy some tea?” Gabby said in a British accent (which was pretty convincing).

    “What’s with the accent?” I laughed.

    “Don’t ruin my cover. I’m trying to blend in.”

    “Bloody hell! They have eight courses!” Gabby said as she looked at the menu.

    “No way. They have onion rings!” Felix exclaimed.

    Rica came to the table and sighed when she sat down.

    “Anything wrong?” I asked.

    “I overheard one girl saying that her date stood her up. I wanted to get an interview from her, and she almost threw my video camera away!”

    “I wonder why,” Gabby snickered.

    “How’s the documentary going?” Felix asked.

    “Besides that interview, I’m getting a lot of good footage. I’m thinking of naming it ‘The Nightmare Before Graduation.’”

    “That sounds cool,” Felix said.

    “You think so?” Rica asked.

    “I’d watch it. I can’t say I understand a lot of the films you show us, but I like them,” Felix said, and I could’ve sworn that I saw Rica blush (or maybe it was the make-up).

    In the middle of the eight-course meal, more and more people were going to the dance floor.

    “Jesus. They’re playing Taylor Swift,” Rica said.

    “I love this song,” I said.

    “You should dance then,” Gabby said.

    “Oh no…I shouldn’t…”

    “Why not? What’s stopping you?” Gabby asked.

    The fact that I wasn’t confident and perfect like you.

    “Camille, you’re the gutsiest person I’ve ever met. If anyone can take on that dance floor on her own, it’s going to be you,” Gabby said. Felix and Rica looked at me like they agreed with her.

    
      “Oh, come on. We’ll all dance together!” Gabby said as she pulled me up. “Rica, Felix, up!”

    If you were on the ceiling looking down at the dance floor, you would see a sea of couples slow dancing. The only exception would be three girls and one boy in the middle.

    “How do we dance to this?” Felix said.

    I laughed, “Just dance like you do!”

    I did whatever moves I knew and screamed along to the lyrics of my favorite song. The three of them danced, too, and we couldn’t be more off tempo. We didn’t need to jump twenty feet high or fly an airplane. I guess with the right people, even the simple things feel like an adventure.

    Senior Ball # 3

    Food: N/A

    Music: B+

    Theme: A+

    The third ball we went to was so…cool. Even Rica was impressed. The theme was “Old School Hollywood” and the pathway to the school auditorium was a replica of the “Walk of Fame.” There were stars, and you could sign your names on them with chalk. It was too bad that all of them were taken.

    All the décor was in black and white. Everyone’s outfits followed the same trend. The guys were in black suits while the girls were in white dresses. The screen showed snapshots of the students' home videos. It was cool to see them morph from babies to the people in the auditorium. All the tables had Polaroid cameras, which we abused very quickly. There wasn’t any food by the time we got there, but we were all full from the last ball anyway. We danced to the music of upbeat songs from the 80s, which Gabby really enjoyed.

    
      “I need to take a break,” I said after a good hour of dancing.

    “Same here,” Felix said.

    “Me, too. I need more footage,” Rica said.

    “I’m just getting started!” Gabby laughed.

    We left Gabby on the dance floor and grabbed a table.

    “I think this is our best adventure yet,” Felix said.

    “Really?” I said.

    “Even Rica’s having fun,” Felix said.

    Rica scoffed and tinkered with her video camera.

    The music stopped, and the DJ announced, “To all you superstars, this is the last set of the night. If you haven’t asked that special someone to the dance floor, this is your last chance.”

    The first slow song of the night played.

    Felix was fidgeting. He was fidgeting a lot.

    “Um…Rica?”

    “Yeah?” Rica said without taking her eyes off her video camera.

    “Do you want to…uh…dance?”

    Rica’s eyes widened, and I thought she was going to drop her camera.

    “Oh…uh…sorry Felix, it’s not really my kind of thing. You know?”

    “Oh yeah…I get it.”

    Suddenly, a girl tapped Felix on the back.

    “Hi,” she said.

    “Hi,” Felix said.

    “I know you don’t know me, and you might think this is weird, but I was wondering…do you want to dance?”

    “Oh…yeah…sure.”

    Felix and the girl went to the dance floor and they swayed together.

    
      “She’s cute,” I said.

    “She’s not my type,” Rica grumbled.

    “Are you okay?”

    “It’s all a lie, dances like these. You think you would have the perfect evening with the perfect someone, but that’s true for maybe one person in this whole room. No matter what happens, the night ends in disappointment because it never reaches your expectations.”

    “I don’t think that’s true.”

    “Really? So you’re telling me that you’re not disappointed that you’re not over there dancing with Ian?”

    “I am… but…”

    “See? Nights like these make women weak.”

    “I was going to say that I do wish that I could’ve had a night like this with Ian, but I didn’t need him to have fun. Tonight is not about that perfect someone. It’s about you, me, and the celebration of this crazy rollercoaster experience we call high school.”

    Rica smirked and said, “I wish I caught that on tape.”

    She started taking videos of the auditorium. She took shots of the stage, the tables, the ceiling. But when she turned to the dance floor, I noticed that she wasn’t looking at the video camera anymore. She was staring at Felix.

    “You know Rica…dancing with a boy doesn’t make you weak.”

    “What?”

    “You heard me.”

    Rica looked at me like I said the craziest thing in the world. Then she put her video camera down. She stood up and said, “Stupid school dances.”

    She went straight to the girl that was dancing with Felix. The girl immediately backed off (I would too if I were in her place). Rica put her arms around Felix’s neck, and he put his arms around her waist. I snapped a Polaroid picture of them and inserted it in Rica’s camera bag. I had a feeling she might want a souvenir, even if she’ll never admit it.

    We didn’t even go to the school, and we were the last ones to leave.

    “Cheers to Madame Camille for a tremendous adventure!” Gabby exclaimed with her fake British accent.

    “Cheers!” Rica and Felix said.

    “Thanks you, guys. Oh, I almost forgot…I have this dance recital in a few weeks. It’s not a big deal or anything…I’m not sure if you guys even like ballet…”

    All of them said, “We’ll be there.”

    “Hey! We missed one. This star is blank,” Felix said.

    Rica grabbed some chalk lying on the side and wrote “INVINCIBLES” in huge block letters.

    We all walked down the “Walk of Fame” with our arms around each other’s shoulders. People may judge us and give us all sorts of labels. The It-Girl. The Jock. The Art Freak. The Smart-Ass. The Ballerina. But Ian was right—we are so much more than that.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      The rest of the tickets were still in my bag. I kept on putting off telling my family about the recital, and now it’s only a few days away.

    Things at home were better, but it wasn’t the same. My dad and I only talked out of necessity. Our longest conversation in weeks was about fixing the TV cable. I knew I had to tell them over dinner tonight.

    “So what is new with all of you?” Mom asked.

    “School, art class, nothing much,” Nikki said.

    “How about you, Camille?” Mom said.

    “Ballet!” I spat out. I really need to learn how to stop doing that.

    “Ballet? Are you practicing again?” Mom said.

    I nodded.

    “Wow. Isn’t that great, Henry?”

    Dad grunted.

    “Yeah…we actually have our recital this Saturday. I don’t have a big part, but I got tickets for the family…”

    “Of course, we’ll be there!” Mom said.

    “Yeah, seeing you in a tutu is always entertaining,” Nikki said.

    Dad didn’t take his eyes off his plate.

    “I have to go in for work that day.”

    “Henry, please…”

    “No, no, it’s okay, Mom. I’m only going to dance for a couple of minutes anyway.”

    
      But it wasn’t okay. I woke up in the middle of the night, and I knew it wasn’t okay. My dad never missed any of my recitals; and no matter what was going on between us now, I didn’t want him to miss this one.

    I snuck into my parents' room. Both of them were sound asleep. I placed a ticket to my recital on the dresser next to my dad’s side. I kissed him on the cheek before I crept out. I hope he sees the ticket. I really want him to be there.

    As I got back to bed, I scrolled down my messages until I saw Ian’s name.

    “Hey. If you’re not doing anything this Saturday, I have this dance recital…”

    I decided not to send it.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
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    Dear Future Partner,

    
      There was one more person I wanted there for my recital. It was my first time in that part of town. I walked to the door, backed out, walked to the door, and backed out. This cycle lasted for a while before I finally decided to ring the doorbell. I didn’t know why I was so nervous.

    Annie opened the door.

    “Camille!”

    “Hi. Is my sister here?”

    “Yeah, she is. I’ll call her. Please come in.”

    I went inside, and the place was filled with cardboard boxes. All the furniture was wrapped in plastic.

    “Did you just move in?” I asked.

    “Oh, no. I’ve had this place for years. Sorry, it’s a mess, but make yourself comfortable. I’ll call Lea.”

    She went up the stairs, and I saw that there were suitcases tucked behind the staircase.

    “Camille, what are you doing here?”

    Lea came down, and she hugged me.

    “Mom told me where you were.”

    “Sit, sit. Don’t mind the plastic cover.”

    I sat down on one of the couches, and Lea grabbed a chair and sat in front of me.

    “So how are you?” she said.

    “I’ve been good. It’s been crazy with school and ballet lately.”

    
      “I bet. Annie actually danced in high school. I think you two would get along.”

    “Yeah…anyways, I have a recital thing; and I know you’ve been to tons before, but I’d really want you to come. Oh, I actually have an extra ticket so you can bring Annie if she wants to watch, too”

    I handed her the tickets.

    “Oh. I really want to go, Camille, but I can’t make it this Saturday. Annie and I are going to New York.”

    “Wow. When?”

    “Tomorrow.”

    “Tomorrow!?”

    “Yeah, we’ve been thinking about it a lot, and we decided to finally go through with it. Annie is from there, so she knows how to get around. She is going to try and expand her fashion line there, and I might go back to school. I’m not sure…”

    “Until when are you going to be there?”

    Lea went on like she didn’t hear me.

    “We’re not going to live in the city per se, but I think it’s better that way. We can take a break from the crazy city life…”

    “When are you coming back?”

    “I don’t know,” she said quietly, and she bowed her head.

    “Do Mom and Dad know?”

    She shook her head.

    “Were you going to tell us?”

    Nothing.

    “Were you going to go without saying goodbye?”

    All she did was shrug. Lea couldn’t even look at me. I could feel the blood rushing to my head. I was mad. I was really mad. I was surprised at how mad I was.

    “Don’t you care about us anymore? Do you know how much hell you put us through? Do you know how much Nikki and I need you?”

    
      Her hands were trembling and she kept apologizing over and over again.

    “I’m so so sorry, Camille…I…I just can’t live a life where I feel guilty for loving.”

    We sat in silence for a long time. I didn’t know a lot about what was happening to Lea. I didn’t know what made her feel so guilty. I didn’t know why escaping was the solution. But I thought, sometimes you didn’t really have to know in order to understand. I knelt in front of her and held her hand.

    “Your little sister will always look out for you.”

    We didn’t talk about her leaving or New York for the rest of the visit. I had dinner with her and Annie. I had not felt that close to Lea in a long time. I didn’t want to think about the fact that this might be the last time I was going to see her for a while. I got to be with my big sister, and I made the most out of every minute.

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      Some whole families are not that whole, and some broken families are not that broken. That was what went through my head when I looked out at the audience.

    “I heard it’s a full house,” Jenny said.

    “Seriously? This place is huge.”

    My heart was beating out of my chest. My leotards suddenly felt like they were too tight for my legs. The bobby pins in my hair felt that they were too loose. I knew I shouldn’t psych myself out, but I had to see how many people were out there.

    There was so much to take in. All my senses were processing a hundred things at the same time. I heard the murmurs of the people seated in the audience. I saw the lights illuminating the stage. I smelled the very strong and not-very-pleasant cologne of someone in the front row.

    Then I saw them—and nothing else mattered. They were all there: Nikki, Mom, Dad, and Lea. Lea was sitting beside Dad on the left and Annie was on her right. Behind them were Felix, Gabby, and Rica. The place didn’t seem so big anymore.

    Just when I was about to go on, I saw someone barge in through the doors. A security guard was running after him. It was Ian.

    He almost reached where my friends and family were when the guard grabbed his arm.

    Then my dad stood up and said, “Is there a problem?”

    
      “Nothing, sir. This boy snuck in here without a ticket. This section is strictly for family only.”

    “He’s with me. I’ll take care of it later.”

    The guard let Ian go. My dad went back to his seat and didn’t look at Ian.

    Before Ian sat down, he looked at exactly where I was standing. I saw him, and he saw me. He raised his fist, and I could see the letters “Invincibles” flash on his bracelet.

    “Ready,” he mouthed to me.

    I danced for a lot of people that night. I danced for my dad, my mom, my sisters—but most of all, I danced for myself. I felt truly, utterly, and completely invincible. What happened that night was magical.

    After the final number, I held Jenny’s hand as we took the final bow. When the curtains fell, we turned to each other and laughed at our faces with smudged mascara.

    “That could have been our last recital together,” I said.

    “Teacher Jessie is backstage crying with joy,” Jenny said.

    “Maybe, she’ll finally get committed dancers in the studio.”

    “Was that him in the audience?”

    I nodded, and Jenny practically pushed me off the stage. “What are you doing wasting all this time with me for? Go!”

    I ran down the steps, and my mom almost strangled me with a hug. “I’m so proud of you,” she said. There was no need for a translation. I knew that she meant what she said. “Oh, Camille, your mascara is all over the place.” She meant that, too.

    “This was your least boring recital yet,” Nikki said. That was the highest praise you could get out of her.

    Lea gave me a hug, and I whispered, “What happened to New York?” She pulled away and shook her head. I squeezed her shoulders, and she said, “I’m looking out for you, too.”

    
      Once I thanked Annie for coming, I saw my dad waiting in the middle of the aisle. I did what I should have been doing my whole life. I walked up to him, gave him a hug, and said, “I love you.”

    Felix, Rica, Gabby, and Ian were standing near the exit. Felix and Gabby gave me their thumbs-up while Rica pointed to her video camera. “I got it all on tape!” she called out. I really wanted to talk to Ian.

    “Let’s go home and have dinner to celebrate,” my dad said. I think my dad saw me look at my friends, so he said sternly, “Family only.”

    Lea and Annie started to walk away when my dad said, “Lea, aren’t you joining us?”

    I think my mom’s jaw reached the floor. Annie said, “Go. I’ll be fine.”

    It was like nothing changed. Our dinner was like the thousands of family dinners I had sat in every night. My dad didn’t bring up Ian, Annie, or any of the chaos that went on the past few months. But I could tell he was happy. We all were.

    I guess my mom was right when she said that my dad needs time. My dad needed more time to accept what was going on with Lea. Nikki needed more time to get out of a toxic relationship. Ian needed more time to forgive himself. I need more time to figure out my future. I think it’s unfair to assume that everyone operates on the same timeline. From everything today, my dad was moving light-years per second. How could you not be grateful to have a dad like that?

    Looking forward to meet you,

    
      Camille
    

    
       

    Dear Future Partner,

    
      I’m the type of person who likes planning. When you have a plan, it says if you follow this one direction, everything’s going to be okay. The problem is life doesn’t have one direction. Sometimes, you never know where to go or even how far you’re going. Maybe instead of planning my life, it would be better to add life to my plan.

    I was having all these deep thoughts at midnight when I got the message.

    “Come out.”

    Ian was there outside my house. He stood there with his arms crossed, smiling at me. I smiled back.

    “To what do I owe this pleasure?” I asked.

    “I wanted you to be the first one to know,” Ian said. He handed me a piece of paper. It was a printout of an email:

    
      “Greetings!

      Thank you for your recent email regarding your wish to attend the University of Virginia. We can’t wait to see you in the fall.”

    

    I was so thrilled, excited, and all those happy emotions that made me want to embrace Ian, so I did. Then I realized that I wasn’t sure if we were in that stage where it was okay to hug, so I let go.

    “I didn’t know if you would believe me if I didn’t have physical proof that I was signing off my soul,” Ian said.

    
      “I thought you weren’t the type of person who goes to college.”

    “It has recently come to my attention that I still have a lot to learn. I’ve heard that this place called college has something to do with learning, teaching…that sort of thing.”

    “Those professors in Virginia must be crazy good if they’re going to teach you something you don’t already know,” I laughed.

    “You did,” he said. “Thank you.”

    “Any time.” I handed back the paper to him. “You should keep this. I think Rica will need proof when you tell her.”

    “Yeah, I’m never going to hear the end of it.” He walked over to his car and climbed in. “I’ll see you then.”

    I had so much to tell him, but I had no idea how I could articulate all the thoughts in my head. I ended up saying, “I’ll see you.”

    I was about to go back in the house when I heard the door of his car slam.

    “Hey, Cam!”

    I turned around, and he was standing right in front of me.

    “Is it okay if I kiss you?”

    I nodded. He literally lifted me off my feet, but quickly dropped me. “Damn my back. I was supposed to carry you, and it would be all romantic and perfect…”

    I put my hands on his face. “Perfect is overrated.” He kissed me, and I couldn’t imagine anything better.

    “What happens when I leave?” Ian asked.

    “We’ll figure it out when it happens. It’s not like we have a life plan.”

    He had the biggest smile and said, “I have another question.”

    “What?”

    
      “Do you want to go on an adventure?”

    It looked exactly like it did months ago: the circle drawn in chalk, the immense amount of junk food, and the same five people.

    “Not that I don’t enjoy getting woken up at 2AM, but what’s the emergency?” Gabby asked.

    I glared at Ian and said, “You told them it was an emergency?”

    “How else would you get them to wake up?”

    “Okay, it’s not an emergency, more like an announcement. Guess who’s going to be a member of the University of Virginia class of 2016?”

    Ian raised his hand, and I thought Gabby was going to wake up the whole town. “No way!” she screamed.

    “Those poor students,” Rica said.

    “In any other time, this would be the biggest news. But I can’t disregard the feat of this noble gentleman.” Ian patted Felix on the back. “He proved the impossible. He found that there is actually a beating heart inside Rica, the legendary Ice Princess.”

    “Shut up, Ian,” Rica said as she cuddled closer to Felix, and he put his arm around her.

    We stayed there and talked about anything and everything. Before we knew it, light was peering in through the windows, and we climbed up to the roof to watch the sunrise.

    There are some people who know exactly who they want to be, and there are some people who have no idea. I’m still trying to figure out which one of the two I fall under. I don’t have all the answers right now (I actually have more questions than answers), but what I do know is that I’m lucky to be loved. Maybe, I am too young to know what real love is. Love may be a different thing for my parents. Five years from now, love may be a different thing for me. But dancing out of pure passion in front of the people I care about, having dinner with my family, laughing in the classroom with the Invincibles—that felt like love to me.

    I may have met you already, and you might still be a complete stranger to me. Writing to you has been great. You’ve really been there for me a lot. But one thing I learned from this rollercoaster of a year is that I don’t need you to experience what love is. I also don’t need to wait for you to live my life. My life doesn’t start when I meet you, my life has already started, and it’s a constant surprise. Someday, I’m going to share this life with you, but I’m not going to wait until then.

    Maybe, I'll always be the girl who loves planning and who loves her fantasies, but I don't think I need to hear it from you to know that everything will be okay. As I look at my life outside all of these fantasies—it's pretty great. Even if all my plans don't push through and my fantasies remain as fantasies, I still have all of this. And when we do meet, I think it would be better if you got to know me by spending time with me, rather than reading letters. I think that would be more interesting, don’t you?

    
      Looking forward to meet you,
    

    See you soon,

    
      Camille
    


    
      GUIDE QUESTIONS FOR BOOK CLUB DISCUSSIONS

    
      	Are you fond of writing letters? What does writing letters to a future partner say about Camille’s character?

      	What do you think happens to Camille after the last page of the book?

      	What does Camille mean when she says she feels invincible? Have you ever experienced this feeling?

      	What happened to Lea? Do you agree when Camille said, “Sometimes you didn’t really have to know in order to understand?”

      	Throughout the book, Camille shares a lot of ups and downs with her commitment to ballet. Have you experienced a similar struggle?

      	Do you agree with Camille’s dad when he said, “You’re too young to know what real love is?” Do you think the relationships these characters in high school have in the book are all “puppy love?”

      	Are you more like Camille with her love of planning for the future or Ian with his “living impromptu” philosophy? Do you agree with Ian when he said that they are very different people?

    


    
      ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Mae, or more formally known as Samantha Mae Coyiuto, wrote her first story at the age of six. Since then, she has released a series of three children’s books and a collection of young-adult short stories entitled Flight to the Stars. Mae is also the founder of the "Are You READy?" foundation, which helped put up a library in a Habitat for Humanity community in Navotas. She currently bounces back and forth between the Philippines and California, where she is pursuing her degree in psychology. She hopes to finish sometime soon and is looking forward to a life of constant surprise. To learn more about Mae and her stories, you can follow her on Twitter @maecoyiuto or check out her website maecoyiutowrites.com.
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