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			Praise for Boring Asian Female

			‘Canwen Xu’s Boring Asian Female is a compulsively readable debut, propelled by sharp writing and pitch-perfect pacing. Smart, engaging, and thought-provoking, it offers a fresh take on ambition, envy, and the price of success’ Jean Kwok, New York Times bestselling author of The Leftover Woman

			‘In Boring Asian Female, Canwen Xu masterfully examines ambition and self-delusion as her narrator’s obsession with Harvard Law School, and the student who seems to have taken “her” spot, grows more and more extreme… and dangerous. This sly, propulsive thriller mesmerized me, then moved me with its surprisingly tender final pages. Xu’s cautionary tale will resonate with anyone who has found themselves caught in the trap of expectations, whether cultural or self-imposed. A riveting, heartbreaking debut’ Cynthia Weiner, author of A Gorgeous Excitement

			‘A magnificent and deeply entertaining debut, Boring Asian Female is an incisive and thrilling story that so many will relate to. Canwen Xu pulls no punches in writing a hilariously unhinged protagonist where actions spiral beyond control and stereotypes are subverted in the most refreshing and unapologetic way. A must read!’ Liann Zhang, author of Julie Chan is Dead

			‘Canwen Xu’s sharp-edged debut will have you on the edge of your seat, wondering just how far the protagonist will go. Unputdownable, addictive, and relentlessly clever, it is surely, as the protagonist Elizabeth would say, in the 99th percentile for riveting novels. Xu is a writer to watch’ Isabel Banta, author of Honey
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			For my parents.

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			She always suspected she would die young. She often dreamed of it, in fact. An intruder stabs her in the neck. A drunk driver crashes into her car. Her heart stops beating in the middle of the night.

			As a child, she started to carry around slips of paper in her pocket. They were notes for her loved ones for the day she’d meet her fate. She wanted them to know that she wasn’t scared. That she had been preparing for this all her life.

			Her mother took her to a child psychiatrist once. He said that she would grow out of it. He was right. As a young woman, she still kept the notes in her pocket, still dreamed of serial killers and car crashes, but she no longer treated the visions as premonitions, only as passing thoughts. The milestones passed like scenery out the car window during a road trip, each birthday celebration a highway mile marker to a place unknown, and she marveled that she had made it another year. She became sure that there would be many more.

			As the dark figure stood over her, weapon still in hand, she realized that this was nothing like she had expected. No stabbing, no car wreck. She was not as young as she’d thought she’d be, but was, by anyone’s standards, still much too young. She wondered if she was being punished for complacency. Punished for taking too much for granted. Punished for forgetting she was on borrowed time.

			She tucked her hand in her pocket and felt for the piece of paper she hoped was there. It was. She tried to take it out and show it to her attacker. ‘Please,’ she wanted to say, ‘please give this to my mom,’ but the attacker had left, leaving her to suffocate alone.

		

	
		
			

			ONE

			He wouldn’t stop staring at her legs.

			While the rest of the fifty or so potential donors at least pretended to be enamored by Eunjin’s violin solo, Arnold Schoenbackler stared straight at Eunjin’s exposed thighs.

			She had asked me beforehand if the black dress was too short; I told her no. It wasn’t the 1930s, for heaven’s sake. No one in Manhattan cared about modesty. To eschew traditionalism was to belong right in this crowd of wealthy New Yorkers, among whom sexism and slut-shaming were major faux pas.

			But I admit I overlooked this one critical piece: the unwelcome stares of creepy old men. Specifically, Arnold Schoenbackler, the epitome of a creepy old man.

			The event that night was hosted at one of his galleries sprawled across the Northeast. It was an alumni fundraising event for Columbia University, of which Arnold was a trustee. The gallery comprised a single floor, with high ceilings in a converted industrial space and entrance doors heavy enough to seem locked even when they weren’t. The attendees’ clothing, in shades of crimson or chartreuse or electric green, stood in stark contrast to the works hanging on the wall, which were splotches of black ink on yellowed paper. Schoenbackler described the exhibition as ‘a harmonious symphony of temporal epochs and spiritual contemplation through an alchemical fusion of calligraphic antiquity and the visceral fervor of Abstract Expressionism.’ I would describe it as a modern take on Chinese calligraphy. The artist was Chinese, but he wasn’t there, so I was the only ethnically Chinese person in the room.

			Eunjin played her violin in the center while the attendees watched. Many of them grasped plastic cups of wine and squinted to announce to the others that they were concentrating extra hard on the solo. Some even crossed one arm over the other and tilted their heads to the side. I liked to call this ‘the thinking pose.’

			

			From the moment I walked in I had felt like I was missing something that everyone else had; I just couldn’t put my finger on what. Every time I spoke to someone I felt they could sense that I lacked this mysterious quality. Their eyes darted away, or they became more animated while talking to someone else. Still, I wondered if I was just overthinking it.

			Schoenbackler’s assistant had invited Eunjin to perform after emailing the music department at Columbia for a recommendation. The chair knew that her work-study job barely covered her living expenses and referred her for paid gigs whenever possible. As Eunjin’s best friend, I tagged along for moral support. It boosted my ego a bit to know that the person I connected with the most happened to be a former child prodigy. If you looked her up on the internet (as I did after the first time we met), you’d find a string of articles describing her as ‘the ten-year-old virtuoso playing with the Philadelphia Orchestra’ and ‘the daughter of Korean immigrants whose performance sparkled at Carnegie Hall.’ Technically, only her mom is Korean. Her dad is white.

			My name is Elizabeth. I don’t quite know how to describe myself, other than the fact that I’m pretty good at most things I do. I graduated valedictorian from my high school in South Dakota, I have a 3.9 GPA, and I’m decently pretty. I’m pretty enough that it helps me in life, but I’m not pretty enough that it hurts me in life. I’m not so pretty that women find me intimidating, but I’m pretty enough that men want to be friends with me. I think I’m in the 70th percentile of Asian women my age, which is less pretty than a white-passing woman in the 70th percentile of my age. No, I’m not racist. I’m just finely attuned to how our society is racist.

			

			Before I moved to New York for college, I spent all of my life in Brookings, South Dakota. Population 23,000. Whenever I think about my life in South Dakota, I mostly think about how much I wanted to escape South Dakota. You never heard about South Dakota, let alone Brookings, in TV shows, movies, and the national news. Nothing that happened there mattered. The logical conclusion was that if I continued to live there, my life wouldn’t matter either.

			To make matters worse, I was a nobody in my own high school. This meant I didn’t even matter in the place that didn’t matter. I was the only person of color in my grade at school, so everybody knew my name, but few wanted anything to do with me. They asked me the exact type of racially charged questions you would expect. Not all of the things that they said were bad. A friend from middle school told me that because I was so smart, they now assumed that all Asians were smart. Still, that didn’t make me feel great.

			My plan to escape South Dakota and get back at the people who had underappreciated me all my life was to be a somebody in a place that mattered. It was relatively easy to figure out what that place was.

			In middle school and high school, everyone, especially the girls, watched The East Siders, a show about wealthy teenagers who all went to the same prep school on the Upper East Side. The show was pretty bad, but that was beside the point. The characters were everything I aspired to be. They weren’t just cool because they liked to party; they were cool because they liked to party and cared about school and success.

			The show taught us Great Plains teenagers something important about the world: that the least cool Upper East Side private school kid was still eons cooler than the queen bees of a South Dakota public school. Even the popular kids at Brookings High, the ones who looked down upon me all my life, knew that. The week after season three premiered, our prom queen, Georgiana Van Aartsen (she goes by Gigi), started wearing plaid skirts and knee-high socks every day to school. South Dakota was nothing, and New York City was everything. The characters in The East Siders were people who mattered in a place that also mattered.

			

			In season five of the show, the characters all decide to attend Columbia University. In retrospect, I realize that the producers picked the school because it would allow all of the characters to stay in New York, but at the time it felt like my decision was made for me. I, Elizabeth Zhang, would also attend Columbia University. It wasn’t feasible for me to go to high school on the Upper East Side, but college on the Upper West Side was something I could accomplish. After all, I wasn’t particularly hot, I definitely wasn’t popular, but I was pretty smart. And more importantly, I was ambitious.

			Senior year of high school, I applied early to Columbia and got in. When the news spread among the eighty or so seniors in our graduating class that I had gotten into an Ivy League, even Georgiana Van Aartsen was impressed. I think it was the only time she ever acknowledged my existence outside of a group project or the conversational portion of Advanced Placement Spanish class. ‘I heard you’re moving to New York,’ she said. ‘That’s cool.’ I too thought it was cool. I could already picture the glamour – nights out at clubs with fake IDs, parties in brown-stones under swanky chandeliers, and, of course, private fundraising events at art galleries.

			I researched everything I could about Columbia University. The classes, the clubs, the alumni. In my head, attending Columbia would be my ticket to the life I always dreamed of, the one that would prove once and for all that I was better than all the people with whom I went to high school.

			But then, I stumbled upon some less-than-ideal information. The salaries for Columbia graduates were okay, but not stellar. Sure, I’d have a prestigious degree on my résumé, but it didn’t guarantee me a lucrative career. Money was an important aspect of the lifestyle in The East Siders. Without it, I would be back where I started: a nobody. After all, Georgiana Van Aartsen was popular not just because of her button nose and blonde highlights; her dad also owned a regional distribution company, and they lived in a mansion with a swimming pool and tennis court. I started to regret my decision. I realized that it was probably not the best idea to choose a college based on a TV show. I probably should’ve just done premed at a state school, or applied to Columbia Engineering instead of Columbia College, even though Advanced Placement Physics was my worst class. Also, Columbia wasn’t even the best school. Harvard was.

			

			Fortunately, after some more late nights of frantic research, I discovered that I still had a second shot. Law school. It’s what you did if you wanted to be rich but hated math. Plus, I could finally get Harvard on my résumé, rather than Columbia, which was at best just a mid-tier Ivy and only had the third-lowest acceptance rate out of universities in the United States. A spot at Harvard Law School would propel me to a high-status and lucrative career in corporate law, the last step it would take for me to reach my full potential. Getting to New York would mean that I was finally in a place that mattered, and now becoming a Harvard-educated lawyer would mean that I would be a person who mattered as well.

			So from the moment I stepped foot on Columbia’s campus, I knew what I was preparing for. I picked political science as my major (the most respectable of the disciplines for academically challenged people), avoided any weeder classes, maintained a 3.9 GPA, and took the LSAT the spring of my junior year. I scored a 178, two points below perfect. I spent the summer after junior year and the first couple months of senior year writing my application essays and obtaining my letters of recommendation. Unlike the inferior students who were scrambling to decide which professors they would ask, from the start of freshman year I had carefully evaluated each of them based on our personal chemistry and my performance in their class. I continued nurturing an academic relationship with the ones who appeared the most promising through the occasional handwritten note and email update. This would ensure that they would put sufficient thought and personalization into their letters once it came time to write them.

			

			Two weeks ago, I had pressed submit on all my applications. Now it was mid-October, and I was just waiting for the news that my hard work and planning had officially paid off. This thought made me stand a little straighter as Eunjin moved on to the third movement of her sonata. I told myself that I should get used to spending time around these people, even if I found their interest in the arts a bit contrived and annoying. In just a few years, I’d be one of them.

			A few minutes later, Eunjin finished her performance, and the audience responded with applause. A couple of them hooted for good measure. Arnold joined her in front of the crowd, slinging an arm over her shoulder. She slouched under his grasp, wearing an embarrassed smile. ‘Give it up for Eunjin!’ he boomed while grinning at the crowd, as though his mouth were trying to take up as much space as possible. This spurred another round of applause and another couple of hoots. Members of the audience approached Eunjin to compliment her.

			‘You played beautifully!’ they said. ‘You’re so talented!’

			They mispronounced her name, calling her ‘Yi-jen’ or ‘Lee-jing’ instead of ‘En-jin.’ Eunjin didn’t correct them. I was a little bit mad that she didn’t correct them. But if I were in her position, maybe I wouldn’t either.

			Eunjin was too preoccupied with her admirers, so I stood on the sidelines, pretending to be preoccupied by the art when really I was watching the people. Earlier in the night, I had discovered that I could judge the importance of each guest by the extent of Schoenbackler’s obsequiousness – whether he merely shook your hand or added some personalization, such as asking how your niece was liking their first year at the Lycée. For example, he greeted Eunjin with a handshake and a ‘Thank you for agreeing to perform,’ and with me, he barely mustered a wave. I wasn’t offended. I knew I was a nobody now, but in a few years, after I had graduated from Harvard Law School and made partner at my law firm, I would be here as a guest, not as a lowly plus-one. I would also be someone whom Arnold would have to woo.

			

			At the end of the night, Schoenbackler’s assistant handed Eunjin a two-hundred-dollar check. We walked to the 1 train on 23rd Street to return to campus. The subway car smelled of stale air-conditioning with a hint of pee. It was a slight upgrade from the subway platform, which smelled like trash with a hint of feces. The only people in the car were two construction workers and a homeless man dozing in the corner.

			‘Didn’t he tell you two fifty?’ I asked. Eunjin shrugged.

			‘I thought he did, but for a twenty-minute performance it’s still pretty good.’ The homeless man jolted his head before dozing off once more. The two construction workers sat in silence, slumped against the smooth contours of the subway seats.

			‘So what did you think?’ she asked. ‘Was it what you expected?’

			‘It was pretty much what I expected,’ I replied. ‘By that I mean I expected I would feel like the poorest person there, and that is indeed how I felt.’

			‘Eh. The bartender is probably poorer than you. I’m poorer than you.’

			‘Semantics, but fine.’

			We shifted into a comfortable silence, listening to the syncopated rhythm of the train movements. From my tote bag I pulled out one of my assigned readings for class, a printed PDF excerpt of something Hegel wrote. Eunjin flipped through flash cards with names of composers on one side and handwritten biographies on the other. It was hard to focus on the reading with the slowing and speeding of the train, but I felt motivated to continue, even just to comfort myself with the illusion of productivity.

			

			When we arrived at 110th, I looked up from my reading.

			‘She’ll probably receive a nice tip tonight.’

			‘What?’

			‘The bartender. Judging by how Schoenbackler was looking at her, she’ll probably receive a nice tip tonight.’

			We got off the subway at 116th, passing the turnstile and walking up the steps that led to the main campus gates. I felt a hand on my left shoulder and I turned to the side, expecting it to be Eunjin, but it was actually Gina Lam, wearing a silky dress and strappy heels, standing beside a friend who was also dressed to go out. I knew Gina well because the two of us used to study for Principles of Economics together. Well, by study, I mean I gave her my answers to the problem sets, but this was freshman year and back then I was just grateful that someone as cool as Gina Lam was being nice to me.

			‘Elizabeth!’ she said, drawing out each syllable like they were dipped in molasses. Her breath smelled of gin.

			‘Hello, hello,’ I said awkwardly.

			‘We were just coming back from a formal.’

			‘Very cool.’

			I was two months into my fourth and final year of college, so I was already familiar with the different kinds of drunks. There were the sentimental drunks like Eunjin, who always ended the night in some heartfelt monologue about how much she appreciated our friendship. There were the sexual drunks like my friend Leah, who would inevitably plop down on someone’s lap. Gina was neither; she was what I liked to call the ebullient type of drunk, performing an unsolicited rant about the formal’s lack of an open bar and how Theta needed to be stricter about plus-ones. Gina’s sorority sister had folded her arms and was glaring at her, but Gina seemed oblivious to her impatience. Finally, she said, ‘Gina, let’s go! They’re waiting for us,’ and Gina gave us an apologetic wave before walking away, the sound of their heels clacking on the pavement growing fainter with each passing moment.

			

			The friend didn’t bother introducing herself, but both Eunjin and I already knew who she was. Laura Kim.

			The two of us first met Laura during orientation when we were all placed in the same mandatory ‘identity workshop,’ the purpose of which was to discover how we could create a more inclusive community on campus.

			Twenty of us first-years sat in a circle; the moderator, a peppy white woman named Taylor, asked us to go around in a circle and share our names, hometowns, and pronouns. Then she gave us prompts like ‘Name a time when you experienced or witnessed racism’ or ‘Describe a time when you felt out of place and what you learned from that experience.’ Laura shared her struggles growing up Korean American in Greenwich, Connecticut, a predominantly white environment. She spoke as though she had outlined her points beforehand; her gaze scanned the room without a drop of the timidity that I felt.

			‘What you shared really resonated with me,’ Eunjin said about halfway through the session, right after one of Laura’s eloquent spiels. It was the first time she had chimed in during the discussion. ‘My mom is Korean, and I grew up in a small town that didn’t have many people of color. It was something that I struggled with as well. That was a big reason why I wanted to come here, to see more people who look like me.’ A couple people in the circle snapped their fingers, and the moderator nodded so much I thought her head would fall off.

			Laura didn’t snap. Her gaze sharpened and she crossed her arms.

			‘I really appreciate you sharing that. Eunjin, was it?’ Eunjin nodded. ‘I really do appreciate your honesty. I just want to call out something though, since this is a safe space and all.’ The moderator furrowed her eyebrows but urged her to continue.

			‘I just don’t want us to be complacent about the white privilege that mixed people experience. It’s simply a different experience than when you’re fully Asian, like both of your biological parents are Asian. I’m not saying you guys don’t have problems – sorry, y’all don’t have problems – but it’s simply a different experience. You’re not otherized to the same degree.’

			

			A couple of students nodded. Eunjin’s face turned bright red. Laura smoothed her corduroy skirt and flashed a patronizing smile.

			‘Again, your experience is totally valid, Eunjin. But it’s different.’

			The moderator asked Eunjin if there was anything else she’d like to share, but she just shook her head. The conversation moved on. A blond-haired, blue-eyed guy from Argentina shared a heartfelt monologue about how his country still experienced the legacy of colonization. An Indian guy from the Bay Area said he hated that everyone assumed he studied computer science, even though he actually was studying computer science.

			I immediately hated Laura. Of course, part of the reason was that she made my new friend feel bad, but I couldn’t lie – at least some of my disdain derived from envy. Laura was quite pretty, at least 80th percentile, maybe 90th on a good day. She was tall and thin and dressed well – not too well, like she was trying hard and had something to prove, but effortlessly well, with clothing that looked high quality and simple in that way you could tell cost money without featuring any flashy branding. Still, I tried to evaluate her with an objective lens. Even putting envy aside, I found her holier-than-thou, politically correct attitude more than a little annoying. But it seemed I was the only one who felt that way. Afterward, I searched for her on all the social media platforms. She was popular. She received a lot of engagement on her posts. People seemed to like her.

			I thought that I had overcome my less-than-ideal standing on the coolness food chain but I realized I was just as uncool at Columbia as I was in South Dakota, only for different reasons. In South Dakota I was uncool because I was a nerd and wasn’t white. At Columbia I was uncool because I was not rich and was from South Dakota.

			

			Laura became an inside joke between Eunjin and me. Whenever we passed by her on campus we’d joke about how the other person ‘was just simply not as otherized as I am.’ Laura made a LinkedIn post the summer before senior year announcing she was starting an investment banking internship in the industrials group at Goldman Sachs. It received 428 likes and 52 comments. At first, I experienced a pang of jealousy. Wasn’t investment banking at Goldman Sachs the holy grail internship for all the economics majors? But it was fine, I told myself. It wouldn’t be long before I’d announce that I was attending Harvard, which was the holy grail of higher education. Besides, people respected lawyers more than investment bankers anyway.

			After I talked myself through the initial bout of jealousy, I sent a screenshot of Laura’s post to Eunjin.

			‘Doesn’t her dad work there?’ she replied. ‘Wasn’t her whole spiel about how her dad, the Korean investment banker, experienced racism because the Chinese cleaning ladies working on the floor kept trying to speak Chinese to him because they thought he was Chinese?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Wow. Truly insufferable.’

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Four years ago, the Columbia University Undergraduate Admissions Department announced that its incoming class of freshmen would include at least one student from every American state. Of course, the students weren’t distributed evenly across the fifty states. Among the 1,523 matriculating first-years, there were 357 from California (23 percent), 310 from New Jersey (20 percent), and 223 from Washington (15 percent).

			There was exactly one from South Dakota (me). There was exactly one from North Dakota (Eunjin).

			Most people at school, upon hearing that we are both from one of the Dakotas, assume we met via some organized function for incoming students. But no. You may be surprised (or unsurprised) to hear: there were meet-ups for matriculating freshmen in Dubai, London, Singapore, and even Warsaw, but not in the Great Plains.

			The way Eunjin and I actually met was three years ago, on the third day of freshman orientation during a seminar on sexual assault prevention. We had both arrived early and sat in the second row of the auditorium.

			My first impression of Eunjin was that she was very pretty. Probably in the 80th percentile of all women, regardless of race. She was half Asian, so I wasn’t sure whether to compare her to other white women or other Asian women. I still haven’t figured out if being half means that you fall in the median of Asian and white women’s attractiveness or if you’re actually placed even higher than white women, paradoxically. Anyway, I thought she was really pretty, which meant that for the entirety of the seminar, I did not suspect that she would be the one other student that Columbia University had accepted from the Dakotas. I would’ve assumed Los Angeles. Or Hawaii. Which would automatically mean that she was cooler than me.

			

			I leaned over and introduced myself.

			‘Isn’t it kind of funny that they think a two-hour lecture will prevent rape?’ I asked. She didn’t respond right away. I started to worry I had offended her.

			‘Yeah, it is kind of funny. But maybe it’ll prevent one or two. I’m happy with sitting through two hours of this if it means even just one or two.’

			Afterward, we bought boba and hung out in my room. Eunjin told me that she hadn’t even tried boba before and she wasn’t sure how she felt about the texture. I told her that she wouldn’t be a proper Asian unless she liked boba, and she looked stunned until I clarified that I was joking.

			‘But how have you never tried boba?’ I said. ‘I’m from a small town in South Dakota, and even we have boba.’

			‘Wait, you’re from South Dakota? No way. I’m from North Dakota.’

			By hour three of our hangout, we knew everything worth knowing about each other. Eunjin confided in me about her dreams of becoming a concert violinist, how the fingers on her left hand were permanently blistered from practicing hours each day. I confided in her about my plan to attend Harvard Law School, how I had started studying for the LSAT and already knew which professors had the best hookups to clerkships. It wasn’t long before I told her about my parents as well. They were the classic immigrant story. In the ’90s they moved from China for my father to get a PhD in physics at the South Dakota School of Mines. Upon graduation he got a job at a lab in Brookings. My dad was in his second year of working when my mom became pregnant with me. They scrimped and saved for a 20 percent down payment on one of the newly constructed ranch-style homes that were popping up on every corner in the early 2000s. I’ve never understood why, but Chinese people are obsessed with owning real estate.

			

			In those years, when money was tight, anything they could spare financially went toward me. Diapers, baby clothes, a highly rated stroller; when I got a little older, ice-skating lessons, Kumon classes, and summer camp. Neither of my parents bought new clothes or shoes for themselves for three years, and they celebrated most milestones at McDonald’s, placing me in the red high chair as they downed their Big Macs and french fries. There was a period when things finally started to stabilize. I had just started the second grade but even I could feel things getting better. My father was moving up in the lab, which meant McDonald’s was no longer an occasional treat but a Friday night ritual, and we started celebrating birthdays at Applebee’s – for really special occasions, maybe even Outback Steakhouse. ‘Someday you’ll be able to eat Outback Steakhouse every day,’ my dad used to say to me. ‘Actually, by then, you won’t even want to go to Outback Steakhouse. When you’re my age, it won’t be good enough for you.’ I could not fathom that anywhere could be nicer than an Outback Steakhouse.

			My dad said those types of things a lot. I had to work hard, get good grades, get a good job, and I would be better off than he and my mother could ever imagine. ‘You don’t have the language barrier, the culture barrier, any of that. You can do anything you want,’ he would tell me during dinner. Years before I ever watched The East Siders, he was the one who first told me about the Ivy League. Get into one of them, and you’d be set for life. All of them were good, but Harvard was the best, he liked to remind me. Maybe that’s why I wanted to go to Harvard Law so bad. I had made it to good, but I still hadn’t made it to the best.

			When my dad went off on these tangents about my future, my mother would slap him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t put too much pressure on her. Money isn’t everything. Status isn’t everything. We don’t want her to start valuing the wrong things.’ But he’d be back at it the next night. It was only when I was older that my mom told me that my dad had been struggling at work in those years – being passed up for promotion after promotion, getting told he needed to work on his ‘communication skills,’ feeling powerless as his less qualified colleague ended up as his manager, and, on some bad days, wondering if moving to America had been worth it after all. We had obtained a comfortable, middle-class life, but my father was beginning to see that that was all they were willing to give him.

			

			I was going to leave it there. I usually don’t tell new friends about the rest of the story until at least the third or fourth hangout. I wasn’t sure what was different about this time. Maybe because she was the first person I met in college who was also from a state that you never hear about. Or maybe I was just feeling lonely.

			‘He’s not in my life anymore,’ I said. ‘He ended up moving back to China. Got a job there, has a new family now. He didn’t want to stay in the US, but my mom did. For me, she said. So I could have the opportunities that she never had.’

			‘But your dad must still be so proud of you. You’re in New York now, you’re at Columbia. Looks like the risk he took paid off.’

			I shrugged. ‘Yeah, I guess. I called him when I got in. He said congratulations, then asked me why I hadn’t applied early to Harvard instead.’

			Maybe something in me sensed that Eunjin had her own parental issues, and that’s why I was more forthcoming than usual. It’s a blend of independence and vulnerability that characterizes people who had to at least partially raise themselves. Later in the conversation, Eunjin told me about her father’s alcoholism, which her mother hadn’t known about until the day after they got married. She had been a gifted violinist in South Korea, the concertmaster at their local symphony who had once dreamed of the Lincoln Center, of Carnegie Hall, of audiences in tuxedos and ball gowns dazzled into a standing ovation by her renditions of Beethoven, Bach, Chopin. But when she moved to the United States to marry Eunjin’s dad, she became pregnant and never auditioned again.

			

			For Eunjin’s fourth birthday, her mother gifted her a one-sixteenth size Stentor. It was the smallest available in the store, but when Eunjin tucked the instrument under her chin for the first time, she still had to stretch her left arm to reach the finger tapes.

			The night after Eunjin’s performance at the gallery, the two of us went to our friends Leah and Alex’s dorm to smoke weed. It was our Thursday night ritual. Most students didn’t have class on Friday, so the atmosphere on campus was energetic, full of release. The sound of rustling leaves accompanied my evening walk, which made the campus buildings seem more imposing than usual.

			Alex and Leah lived together in a double on the seventh floor of a building across the street from ours, pushing together their twin mattresses to create a king-sized bed.

			Leah was the kind of beautiful that made you want to hate her but also be her best friend. When I met her in my University Writing class freshman year, she was still sleeping with much older drummers of niche Brooklyn bands, but a few months later she started dating Alex, who went by they/them pronouns. They had delicate, birdlike features and a shaved head. They were also the only person close to me who I didn’t know the percentile of. I tried, but I didn’t even know where to start. Would I compare them to men or women? According to the beauty standards for men or the beauty standards for women? Alex was too complex and unique a person for me to place on any scale.

			Leah took out some weed and rolling paper from a wooden box under her bed. Alex rolled the joint on the kitchen counter, expertly nudging the paper into a tight cylinder. We crouched on the fire escape and watched the glittering lights of skyscrapers downtown.

			The four of us smoked until everything in the room started to look like boobs: the ceiling light, the blueberries on the kitchen counter, the smudged tail of Alex’s eyeliner. We giggled for fifteen minutes before falling into a deep silence, each of us entranced in our own thoughts.

			

			I looked over at Eunjin. The fingers on her left hand were pressing invisible strings, a similar movement to pushing down the keys on a piano. Her right hand was swishing back and forth, moving an invisible bow.

			One time, in freshman year, I asked Eunjin if she ever worried that she wouldn’t make it as a violinist. ‘Not saying that you won’t be able to make it. You’re obviously incredibly talented. But does it ever give you anxiety? Do you ever think about trying to go a safer route?’

			‘Yes it gives me anxiety, but no I could never do anything else,’ she said.

			‘Why?’ I asked. When we first met, after I found out that her goal was to become a concert violinist, I wondered if she was like the other artistic students I knew, the ones who simply were below average at everything except their art. But it was the second semester when we had this conversation, and I knew that she had gotten As in all of her classes, even Principles of Economics with a notoriously demanding professor.

			‘I just have to. I can’t explain it. Some people just have a thing in their life that they have to do at all costs, that brings them meaning in a way that nothing else can,’ she said. ‘In the end, it doesn’t matter whether I become rich and famous, whether I get into a prestigious orchestra or become a soloist. I still have to do it. And even if I fail and end up teaching violin at a middle school orchestra in the middle of nowhere, I don’t think that I will look back and regret my choice.’

			I couldn’t think of a statement that I could relate to less. I wondered what it was like to love a discipline as a first principle. You could say I loved Harvard Law, but even that was predicated on external reasons: to prove to my dad that I had accomplished everything he had dreamed for me, and to prove to everyone from my high school that I had made it further than they ever could, to become someone rich, powerful, and important. Absent Harvard’s status in the world, I couldn’t have cared less about the school.

			

			Eunjin’s love was different; it was a love that required no justification or conditions, like the way you would love a human being, perhaps a child or a spouse. It was symptomatic of a larger difference: Most things I loved were means, not ends. Most things she loved were ends, not means. It applied to something even as simple as smoking a joint. As soon as I inhaled, I waited for my head to mellow, for the world to slow down. When she inhaled, she savored it; claimed she liked the smell, liked the pain that it sent down her throat, liked envisioning the smoke entering her lungs and circling back up the exit of her nose and mouth, like it was traveling along roller coaster tracks inside her body. She noticed me staring and smiled, and I looked away quickly, silently impressed with how she didn’t appear self-conscious when she noticed me watching her.

			Later that weekend we decided to go to a party at St A’s, Columbia’s not-so-secret secret society. St A’s was one of those places where the 0.01 percent congregated to separate themselves from the 99.99 percent. You were tapped freshman year, often by someone you went to prep school with, and if you made it through the recruiting process, you’d get access to the five-story brownstone with its own full-time staff in exchange for some nominal dues (nominal for the type of person who’d get tapped, not for a normal person). But in my humble opinion, the most important perk was that you got to say you were a member of St A’s. I was not a member, and neither were my friends, but out of the four of us, Leah was the most likely to be a member, given that she was the most conventionally beautiful and came from the wealthiest family of the four of us. So it made sense that she was the one with the friend who was supposed to get us into the party. However, we had already been waiting in line for twenty minutes, and the friend wasn’t responding to her texts.

			

			I had walked by this building a billion times without realizing what it was. From the outside, it looked like just another brownstone in the university’s vast Upper Manhattan real estate portfolio, with the campus’s signature redbrick facade trimmed in limestone and a turquoise roof. But if you looked closely, between two turquoise-framed dormer windows on the roof was a carved cartouche with the Greek letters Delta Psi surrounded by a stone wreath.

			To pass the time, I asked my friends to debate the age-old topic that no one grew tired of discussing: what was the most attractive major? I was firm in my conviction that it was art history; Eunjin agreed, but Alex contended it was physics, and Leah argued that it was political science. She named quite a few attractive people who were majoring in political science.

			‘But poli-sci is the largest major,’ I said. ‘We have to think about this in proportions. Which department, on average, has the hottest people? Not what most of the hot people are majoring in.’ Besides, I was a political science major, and when I looked around in my own classes, I was not impressed.

			‘Then that would be physics,’ Alex said. ‘Intelligence makes someone attractive. And physics is the major for smart people.’

			‘I thought computer science was the major for smart people,’ Leah said.

			Alex scoffed. ‘God no, computer science is for sellouts. Physics is for the actual geniuses.’

			I shook my head. ‘You are missing the spirit of the question. It isn’t what major makes someone attractive. It’s what major are the attractive people happening to pick?’

			‘If not art history, then definitely not computer science,’ Eunjin said. ‘They don’t even shower.’

			‘Fair enough,’ Leah said.

			

			Finally, Leah’s friend poked her head out of the door. Leah squealed when they saw each other. She usually didn’t squeal when she saw me, but I wasn’t offended; only certain types of people appreciate squealing, and I am not one of them. Her friend said a quick word to the guy manning the door, and a few seconds later, the four of us were inside. A couple of students who looked like first-years stared at Leah’s friend and then stared at the four of us, following our every movement with envy. I would be lying if I said it didn’t make me feel kind of nice.

			At first, it looked no different from your average frat party, except the alcohol was better, the people more attractive, and everywhere I turned someone was snorting cocaine. I was wearing a dress and realized I looked like I was trying too hard. No one else was wearing a dress. They were wearing crop tops and shorts. I might as well have worn a sign that said I didn’t belong.

			Midway through my third vodka Red Bull I pushed through the crowds to get to the ballroom, where I could take a picture of the iconic chandelier dangling from the ceiling. But I stopped when I felt Leah sharply elbowing me in the side.

			‘Don’t do that,’ she whispered to me.

			I tried to be more discreet when examining the stately architecture in the gaps between all the dancing bodies. I looked at the Arts and Crafts–style library, the decorated overmantels, and the striking marble fireplace dedicated to a member from back when they only let in WASPs. Nowadays they let in anyone who had money, even new money, even money from abroad. You no longer had to be rich and white. You just had to be rich and act white.

			The building had five floors but the party was only taking place on the first two. I had heard that the top floors were the members’ bedrooms. I wondered what it felt like to live there. I wondered if it meant you could constantly feel better than everyone else. I passed by the staircase on the second floor and brushed my hand along the iron banister, then one of the balusters. All of this old-world glamour either contrasted with or complemented the hordes of students dressed in their skimpy outfits. I couldn’t tell you which. A couple women were stumbling down the stairs, giggling over something on one of their phones. Startled, I removed my hand from the staircase.

			

			We left the party shortly after midnight. We all agreed that it had been mediocre, and I didn’t admit out loud that I was glad for the chance to at least have found that out for myself. We went to the gay bar on 110th that served Long Island iced teas that somehow appeared to be even stronger than a regular Long Island iced tea. I could safely say that the gay bar was at least ten times more fun than St A’s. It was karaoke night and we danced and belted songs by the Cranberries onstage until a drag queen politely kicked us off for her set. None of us had cash except for Alex, who let us borrow their dollar bills, and we handed them one by one into the drag queen’s white-gloved hand. We didn’t understand how Alex had so many dollar bills and asked if they were secretly a stripper. Alex claimed it was because they just went to the halal carts a lot. ‘I give them a ten and they always give me two ones in change,’ they said with a shrug.

			I didn’t remember how I got back to my dorm, but I woke up in bed to the smell of pizza. A half-eaten jumbo slice of pepperoni sat on my desk on a paper plate. Both the pizza and my forehead were covered with a thin layer of oil. The fuzzy memories started coming back, the security guard in my dorm commenting on my loopy grin as I handed him my ID.

			I spent the next day burrowed in my room, only leaving to shower and grab food from the dining hall. There was too much reading to catch up on, too many papers to write. I started to read Foucault and found myself just repeating the word ‘panopticon’ out loud over and over again. Finally, I closed the book and conceded to a five-minute break. I unlocked my phone and skimmed through my emails, glancing at announcements about fellowship opportunities and homework assignments. I refreshed my inbox one more time out of habit and was about to set down my phone, but a new subject line caught my eye.

			

			Sender: Harvard Law School admissions.

			Subject: Your application status has been updated.

			I unzipped my backpack and pulled out my computer, only to have it fall directly on my left foot. ‘Ow!’ I cried, trailing my yelp with a few obscenities.

			‘Are you okay?’ Eunjin shouted through the wall.

			‘Fine! All good!’

			I picked up the computer and pulled up the application portal. I typed in my username and password and clicked submit. My fingers tripped over the keys and it took three tries to log in. Finally, my applicant dashboard appeared. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before opening them again.

			The Harvard Admissions Committee has completed its evaluation of this year’s candidates, and I am genuinely sorry to—

			The first image that appeared in my mind when I found out I had been rejected by Harvard was Arnold Schoenbackler’s face. His beady little eyes that took in Eunjin’s and my body parts one by one like he was assessing a used car. I didn’t know much about Arnold but I knew he was well credentialed, and I remembered thinking that if the upper echelons could accept him and his general air of grossness then surely they could also accept me. Clearly, I was wrong.

			

			The second image that appeared in my mind was a McDonald’s Quarter Pounder with Cheese Deluxe. Side of fries and Dr Pepper. It had been my go-to order at McDonald’s since the moment I graduated from Happy Meals. I had one just a few weeks ago, on the day I submitted all of my law school applications. It was to celebrate the fact that once I became a high-powered corporate lawyer, I probably wouldn’t be eating much McDonald’s anymore. Wrong again.

			I had not gotten into Harvard. I had not been accepted into the upper echelons of society. There would be plenty of McDonald’s in my future. My hands were numb and tingling and I tried to move them but I couldn’t; that was when I realized I had been sitting on them this entire time, and I pulled them out and shook them in the air. I felt faint, like I was about to pass out. How was any of this possible? I had a 99th percentile LSAT. 3.94 GPA. Sparkling letters of recommendation. People like me didn’t get denied. People like me got in everywhere they applied to.

			I wondered if I was experiencing a bout of sleep paralysis. Sometimes when I was asleep I would hallucinate myself waking up, but at the same time understand that I was not truly awake. During these moments I would try to will myself to full consciousness but find that I couldn’t move, that I was stuck in my state of sleep. Maybe I was asleep now and only hallucinating this email. I willed myself to wake up by using the tricks that would usually get me out of sleep paralysis. I tried moving each of my toes one by one. Then I tried suddenly slapping myself in the face. None of my efforts prevailed. I was still on the same plane of consciousness, staring at my computer screen.

			I had no choice but to accept that I must not have been hallucinating, and the shock of the rejection felt like it was burrowing a hole into my chest and my abdomen. I didn’t realize that I had moved so far forward in my chair in my attempt to stare at the words on the computer screen until I lost my balance and fell knees-first onto the floor. I gripped the corners of my desk and pulled myself back up, ignoring the sharp pain that it sent into my palms.

			

			My mind went into fix-it mode. I told myself that there was no point in panicking. I was too level-headed and rational for that. The only possible explanation was that they received the wrong scores in my application. I pulled up my email and typed a note addressed to the admissions office. ‘I would like to confirm that you received the correct LSAT score, which was a 178 out of 180, and the correct transcript, which showed a 3.94 out of 4.0 GPA.’ My fingers were so numb that it took me an entire minute just to type this one sentence.

			Wait, everyone’s going to be emailing them at this point. Even the people who genuinely didn’t deserve to get in. I closed out of my email and took three deep breaths. This is just a mistake. I’m going to get all of this sorted out in no time. They just need to know that they made a mistake.

			I looked up news articles of universities who mistakenly sent rejection letters to accepted applicants and vice versa. This is super common. Maybe it wasn’t an error with your LSAT scores and transcript. Maybe it was actually a problem on their end. Just wait an hour or two and they’ll have figured out their mistake and sent you another email congratulating you.

			I lay down on my bed and tried to calm my breath. I felt a tightness in my chest that I never experienced before. My breathing grew rapid. Suddenly, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. The world began to close in on me and I could barely see anything, only a small circle of white from the ceiling that appeared fuzzy on the edges. Am I dying? I began to wonder.

			I jumped out of bed and rushed to the hallway. I knocked on Eunjin’s door until my knuckles turned red.

			‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

			It was close to midnight, her usual bedtime. But when her eyes met mine, the irritation dropped from her face.

			‘Jesus, Liz, you look really pale. Are you okay?’

			

			I pressed an arm against the doorframe to keep myself from collapsing. ‘Eunjin, I think I’m dying.’

			‘Are you on drugs? Did you take acid?’

			‘No!’ I wailed. ‘I’m not on anything, I swear. Eunjin, I don’t know what’s going on. I need help.’ My hand slipped from the doorframe and I nearly tripped. Eunjin put both arms around me and led me into her room.

			‘Okay. Stay right there. Give me one second.’

			I watched her dial a number on her phone while I sat on her bed and gasped for breath. The room spun around me; I expected to fall unconscious at any moment. I wouldn’t mind, as long as it made the feeling stop. Eunjin helped me stand up and beckoned me to the hallway. She guided me to sit against her door. Then, she sat next to me, holding my hand. My heart still pounded.

			I could barely hear what she was saying; something about being here when the ambulance arrived. After a few minutes, I felt my breathing slow down. I no longer felt like I was going to die, and my vision had cleared up. A droplet of something was sliding down the side of my face, reaching my upper lip. I licked it with my tongue; it tasted like salt. It was only then that I realized my entire body was covered in sweat. Eunjin was still sitting next to me on the carpet, furiously texting on her phone.

			‘Shit,’ I said. ‘I think I feel better now.’

			‘Did you take something? Acid? Coke? Adderall?’ Eunjin asked. ‘What did you take?’

			‘No! I literally was in my room.’

			The elevator dinged. Two EMTs emerged, and they speed-walked down the hallway while rolling a bright red stretcher.

			‘I’m fine now!’ I yelled across the hall. They didn’t seem to hear me. The two of them approached where Eunjin and I were sitting on the floor and looked down at us with concern. One was a middle-aged woman with brown hair tied in a low ponytail, and the other looked like a student. I remembered that Columbia’s EMT service hired undergraduates as a part of their program. My panic instantly alchemized into embarrassment. This guy might’ve been in one of my classes.

			

			‘I’m fine now. False alarm! Sorry for making you guys come all the way over here,’ I said.

			‘Are you sure?’ the undergraduate asked.

			‘Yes, false alarm. I’m totally fine! I was just overreacting. Everything is okay now.’

			As if the arrival of the EMTs wasn’t bad enough, my next-door neighbor also peeked out of her door. Her name was Allie, Amy? Something like that.

			‘Is everything okay over here?’

			‘Yes, it is! You should go back to your room! It’s all good.’ By acting upbeat, maybe I could make them think that Eunjin was having a medical emergency, not me. I stood, only to feel my vision growing blurry again. I instantly crumpled against the wall.

			‘Whoa, easy there,’ the middle-aged EMT said, helping me to the floor. Humiliation washed over me. All I wanted to do was hide away under the covers in my bed, but I imagined that would be even more of an inconvenience to them, as they probably had to get certain information from me to make sure I was okay. I wanted to seem cooperative, to give them everything they needed to feel certain I was fine and move on. They asked questions about my health and I tried to downplay the symptoms I had experienced to the point that I even started believing my own assurances. Did I really think I was going to die? No, I must’ve just blurted that out without thinking. Did I really have trouble breathing? No, it must’ve just been heartburn from something I ate at the dining hall.

			They asked if something had happened to trigger my episode. I told them that I had received some bad news but that it was no big deal and I was over it now. In reality I thought that it was an extremely big deal, but I didn’t want all of their attention on me, and I didn’t want to speak into the world what was, for now, relegated to just my computer screen.

			

			The older paramedic encouraged me to visit a psychiatrist. ‘You might’ve had a panic attack,’ she said. ‘It’s okay. Plenty of people have them, and you can take some medication to prevent them from happening again.’

			I promised I would, and the two of them left with their stretcher, the older paramedic rolling it down the hall like those nannies I saw pushing strollers whenever I went to Central Park. My neighbor had returned to her dorm. I prayed for no more curious onlookers.

			‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Eunjin asked. She helped me stand up and led me into her room. She handed me her water bottle; I took a gulp and realized how dehydrated I was. I emptied it within a few seconds.

			‘Yes, I’m totally fine,’ I said, wiping my mouth with a sleeve.

			‘Do you want me to call your mom?’

			‘No! Absolutely not.’

			Eunjin insisted that I lie on her bed for a few minutes. My head still felt woozy so I slipped off my shoes and lay down on my back. She didn’t have a mattress topper, and I could feel every bump of the flimsy foam interior. The springs creaked as I rolled around in search of a comfortable position.

			To make matters worse, I realized that I didn’t have my key card. I was locked out of my room.

			I didn’t realize I had been mumbling my thoughts out loud until Eunjin said, ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll call housing services.’

			Her kindness devastated me. I knew I didn’t deserve it, that nothing about my situation, from an objective point of view, warranted the drama that I was enacting upon myself and everyone around me. There were people who overcame tragedy, illness, war, devastation – in other words, real problems – while I was crying over a law school rejection as though it were the end of the world. Yet no amount of reasoning could stop me from feeling like it was the end of the world; no amount could bridge the disconnect between my rational thoughts and my visceral reaction. This was my whole world. Every day, I went to class and studied hard and wrote my essays to get good grades so I could go to Harvard. This singular goal had occupied my mind every day, become as much a part of my routine as eating or sleeping. If anything, sometimes I would even sacrifice my eating and sleeping – skip a meal or stay up late studying – so that I could meet this goal. It wasn’t catastrophic in the grand scheme of things, but it was catastrophic to me. I needed this.

			

			Twenty minutes later, a staff member came and unlocked the door. ‘Here you go. Careful you don’t get locked out twice. Next time there’s a twenty-five-dollar fee,’ she said to Eunjin, ignoring my presence. Eunjin nodded. The staff member thought that Eunjin was the one who was locked out, even though she had access to the name and picture of the person living in the room. I hated how flattered I felt to be mistaken for her. But maybe it was just because no one could tell Asians apart.

			I returned to my room and flipped off the lights. I didn’t bother changing into pajamas or closing the blinds before climbing into bed. The streetlamps outside created shadows on the ceiling. I let my imagination warp them into a bear, a desk, and a very obese cat, pretending I was taking a Rorschach test. Did people still take those? I was pretty sure they didn’t, but I couldn’t remember the reason. Finally, I was too tired to make anything out of the shadows; they just looked like blobs. I stared at them until I fell asleep.
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