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			For my parents.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			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
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			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 brownstones 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 other-ized 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
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			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 1/16th 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.

		

	
		
			THREE
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			The rest of the week I waited for an email from Harvard: something along the lines of “We made a mistake. We meant to send you an acceptance, but it seems like our system messed up.” It didn’t arrive. I went through my classes on autopilot, averting my eyes whenever I passed by someone like Laura, the type who I always felt jealous of, who seemed straight out of The East Siders, who I always told myself I would be just as good as—as soon as I got into Harvard and became a corporate lawyer in New York; as soon as I became just as wealthy and important as they were.

			After a few days, I was no longer in denial. Not like the first week after the rejection email, when I waited desperately for a follow-up from the admissions council apologizing for a communication mistake, a news article lambasting Harvard for falsely destroying or lifting the hopes of thousands of law school hopefuls.

			The low points would sneak up on me by surprise, often when I was alone and my mind was insufficiently distracted. Still, it was difficult to predict when I’d reach a nadir. It happened a few times while I was reading. I would cease to comprehend the sentences on the page. Then the text would grow fuzzy. I’d feel the dread rising in my stomach and settling in my chest, tailoring its discomfort for each body part so that first I was nauseous, then I couldn’t breathe.

			I couldn’t help but recall my short-lived churchgoing days. Not long after my father left, my mother started taking me to an Evangelical church every week, where the Sunday school teachers frightened us into faith through cartoon drawings of sinners burning in hell. (It wasn’t until college that I learned most of these images came from Dante, not Revelations.) Consequently, I had nightmares in which an old bearded man in a sweeping white robe would curse me for being mean to a friend or lying to my mom and drop me into a fiery volcano of torture and pain where my only company would be Hitler and the homosexuals. During this period, especially when I was alone, I’d sometimes experience intrusive thoughts like the following: that I must kneel and bow ten times at the wall, else face eternal damnation. Being young, I assumed these thoughts were the voice of God. After the first few times, I told my mother about these episodes. I thought she would be proud of my piety, or impressed with my personal commitment and closeness to God. Instead, she decided that we would never go to church again.

			I don’t often miss those days. But in the weeks after finding out I was rejected from Harvard, I did. Because after kneeling to the wall ten times, I’d feel pretty damn good knowing that my actions helped me avoid eternal damnation—at least until the next episode of bowing to the wall ten times. There was no guarantee now, no sense of control, not even a farcical illusion to bring temporary relief. I wasn’t sure I was going to get into law school. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to achieve my dream that I’d always assumed would become reality simply because I wanted and worked for it enough.

			

			—

			DURING THIS PERIOD OF MOURNING, the prelaw society was hosting a panel for undergraduates who wanted to learn more about the “first-year law student experience.” I dreaded attending, as it would be simply another reminder of my rejection from Harvard. But I also didn’t want my failure to just lead to more failure on the off chance that Harvard emailed me next week to say that this was all a big mistake and I had actually gotten in. I still found that to be a real possibility, far realer than the possibility that I had not gotten in—in which case there was a chance that the panel would actually include invaluable tips for success, and missing it would lead me to getting worse grades and job offers. That was a chance I couldn’t take.

			That was how I found myself sitting in the second row in one of the law school seminar rooms, behind one of the curved rows of tables with long microphones in front of every seat. There were four law school students on the panel, one of whom, named Justin, had also attended Columbia for undergrad. I already hated being there. I hated the eagerness of the other audience members and the smugness of the panelists, power tripping on the fact that for once they were the ones being sucked up to rather than the ones doing the sucking up. There was a stack of printer paper in the corner by the blackboard, and I imagined using the sheets to create tiny little paper cuts in the fleshy area between my index finger and thumb, creating a sufficient amount of pain to distract me from the cringe I was about to witness in this room.

			Indeed, the amount of cringe lived up to my vast expectations, particularly when it came to audience members asking the types of questions that they didn’t actually care to know the answers to, but were just excuses to hear their own voices or ingratiate themselves to the panelists, whom they had no reason to ingratiate themselves to except for the fact that it had been ingrained in them all their lives to kiss the ass of whoever had the most power in the room. “Why did you decide to go to law school?” one asked. “Why did you pick Columbia out of the law schools you got into?” another said. “How would you say the difficulty compared from undergrad to law school?” At this last question, I perked up. I recognized the voice—self-assured and slightly deeper than usual; intentionally affected to make its speaker seem subconsciously more masculine, and thus seem subconsciously smarter. It was Laura. What was she doing here? I thought she was going to be an investment banker, like her dad. I frequently saw her walking to Faculty House in a skirt suit and Jimmy Choo heels, padfolio tucked in her Goyard bag to collect business cards from alumni at some networking event.

			“Do you ever regret going straight from undergrad to law school?” another student asked. “I’m considering taking a gap year to save some money first.”

			“Definitely take the gap year,” Justin said. “Not even because of the money, but just to make sure that law school is what you really want to do.”

			I tuned out as soon as I heard the question; I already knew that I wouldn’t be taking a gap year. I could see no reason to postpone my entrance into the life I had always wanted by spending a year making barely above minimum wage at some exploitative paralegal job. And I already knew that law school classes were harder than undergrad ones. Sure, it was not something that I liked to think about—my public high school in South Dakota, despite being the best public high school in the state, was still, at the end of the day, a public high school in South Dakota, and I had gone to college completely unprepared for the rigor of Columbia. Still, it was common sense that law school would only be harder. The top law schools only took the top students, and not everyone in law school classes could get an A.

			Other students asked about social life in law school and how to make friends—again, both subjects that I deemed negligible in the grand scheme of things.

			The panel ended after forty-five minutes, and the audience members and speakers dispersed. I returned to the lobby of the law school building. Justin, the panelist, had stopped at the vending machines, so I decided to get myself a bottle of sparkling water.

			“Hey,” I said. “Thanks for doing the panel. Your answers were super helpful.” They weren’t, but as I expected, he was flattered. I planned on asking him whether getting an internship the summer before law school would help me with full-time job recruiting, but then someone greeted Justin from behind. Same affected voice, but at its normal pitch this time.

			“Justin! Thank you for blessing us with your time.” Laura leaned in to give him a hug. “If only Mr. Jones could see you now.”

			Laura snickered while Justin groaned. “God, don’t remind me of AP Gov. Please. I still have PTSD.” She continued to tease him about the class in that way that attractive girls do when they’re wielding the knowledge of their own attractiveness. I knew she wasn’t into him, just flirting, because why not? I stood there unsure what to do with my hands, ready to pull out my phone, pretending that I needed to text someone important. But then Laura turned to me, that dazzling, artificial smile still plastered on her face, like that of a model on a billboard advertising whitening toothpaste.

			“Sorry for interrupting. I think we’ve met before, right? I’m Laura.”

			She reached out her hand and I shook it, pretending like I also didn’t remember who she was. She turned back to Justin. “Anyway, I’ll leave you two to it. Justin, let’s grab brunch soon, okay?”

			Justin nodded. “For sure, for sure. And congrats again. Harvard is lucky to have you.”

			Harvard? Did I hear him correctly? Yes, I was sure he had said Harvard. He couldn’t have meant Harvard Law School though. Laura was going to be an investment banker. Investment bankers didn’t go to law school. Did he mean Harvard Business School? There was a deferred admissions program that undergraduates could apply to. But then why was Laura at a law school panel? It couldn’t be that she was going to law school. That couldn’t be it. She must’ve just been here to support Justin, her friend from high school.

			Before I could stop myself, I blurted it out. “Oh, you’re going to Harvard?” The question came out a little too loud. Even I could hear the needy curiosity in my voice. Laura flinched as she turned toward me.

			“Yes.” Her answer was intentionally vague, dripping with haughtiness in response to my obvious envy. I knew I couldn’t hide this vulnerability. Unlike sadness or anger, which can grow just by feeding on themselves, envy demands more knowledge, like an itch that you must scratch, even when you know it will make the wound worse. Laura understood this dynamic all too well, and her vagueness was proof; it didn’t matter that she wanted me to know she had gotten in. To answer my question, Laura was implicitly demanding that I first admit in front of both her and Justin that I wanted to know the details, that I expose my own jealousy-driven curiosity. I willingly handed her that last bit of satisfaction in exchange for the information I so desperately wanted, even though I could already feel the stab in my chest from what I knew, at least deep in my gut, would be her answer.

			“For…law school?”

			“Yep.”

			“You…got in?”

			“Yes. Found out yesterday, actually.”

			“Did your parents go there?”

			“No.”

			She and Justin exchanged a look. This had already turned into an interaction the two of them would text about later. It was too late to stop that, and I controlled myself before I could make things even worse.

			“Sorry for being nosy. That’s just so impressive.” I mustered a smile.

			“Thank you so much,” she said, shifting her tote bag farther up her shoulder. “Anyway, I gotta run now. See you later!”

			I watched her glossy hair swing back and forth like a pendulum as she exited the law school lobby.

			

			—

			I couldn’t sleep that night. The knowledge of Laura’s acceptance to Harvard played in the back of my mind like a horror movie I couldn’t turn off, her petty smile a jump scare that kept me wide awake. To think that Laura got in while I didn’t…the notion was too much to stomach. I tried to think of anything else, any other gruesome image that would be disturbing enough for my brain to hold on to instead of Laura’s terrifying smile. A stab wound, a pile of puke, dog shit. It didn’t work.

			Occasionally I comforted myself with the knowledge that I still had a few applications out. I was still waiting to hear back from Yale, Stanford, and Columbia. Sure, Harvard was considered the best university with the best name recognition in the country, and I had secretly assumed that I would get in, but it was fine. And sure, all my hopes and dreams of impressing my dad and everyone I went to high school with were predicated on the expectation that I’d get in, but that was also fine. But the sense of comfort from these mental affirmations was hopelessly fickle, and I always ended these ruminations even more depressed than before. Attending a still-good-but-indubitably-inferior school was a Pyrrhic victory. It was basically admitting that you still wanted to go to law school but couldn’t get into the best one. Because if you did get into the best one, why would you go anywhere else?

			As if it weren’t bad enough that I didn’t get in, I couldn’t believe that out of all the people who could have bested me, it had to be Laura Kim. Laura, who didn’t even need Harvard, who would be fine working in one of those underpaid jobs for brain-dead trust fund kids in industries like fashion or interior design or PR. And why law school? She already had the coveted internship at Goldman Sachs, the object of envy from all the economics majors on campus. And she already had everything else: looks, wealth, status, popularity. Why did she need more? Why did she need to take the one thing that I wanted, the one thing that I worked so hard for? If I were more prone to believing in conspiracy theories, I would think that the universe was in cahoots with the elites, that meritocracy—such as the idea of getting into law school based on your grades and test scores—was a lie to keep strivers like myself complacent with the status quo, complacent with the notion that we couldn’t move up in the world because it was we who didn’t work hard enough, not that the system was rigged against us.

			It was simply impossible to fathom that this had been a fair outcome unless Laura had truly surpassed me in both grades and test scores, which I found ludicrously unlikely. I had spent the entire summer between junior and senior years studying for the LSAT. Meanwhile, she had been interning at Goldman Sachs. I worked my ass off to obtain a 3.9 GPA. Meanwhile, she spent Friday nights taking tequila shots with promoters in the Meatpacking District.

			I wanted proof of her inferiority, proof that the system was rigged against me. At least that would bring a little bit of comfort. The problem wasn’t me; the problem was the system. But I didn’t know how I could get my hands on the information I was looking for.

			I checked Laura’s LinkedIn profile. She didn’t list her test scores, but she did list the semesters in which she had made it onto the dean’s list, which included every semester besides two. The dean’s list required a 3.6 GPA. I pulled up a spreadsheet on my laptop. Even if she obtained a 4.0 every other semester, anything below a 3.6 for two semesters would pull her GPA down to 3.87 or lower, which was inferior to my 3.9.

			The light from the laptop screen cast blue shadows across the white walls of my room, making them look bruised. Sitting at my desk, I could imagine Eunjin asleep through the wall we shared, almost as though I could hear her breathing, like a whistle from a teakettle each time she exhaled. It was already 3:00 a.m. Physically, my body was urging me to sleep. My eyes burned from staring at the screen, and the drowsiness reverberated in my chest like when you throw a pebble on the surface of a lake. But when I closed my eyes, all I could see was a split screen of two terrible images: On the left, the letter from Harvard spelling out that I wasn’t good enough for them. On the right, Laura’s smug smile when she told me she had gotten in.

		

	
		
			FOUR
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			The day after the law school panel, I sprang into action. I emailed the Harvard Law School admissions office. I knew I couldn’t just come out and say that I had deserved to be accepted and they must’ve made a mistake, so I asked for some clarity on their decision. I was walking back to my table at my favorite dining hall, Ferris, with a hot cup of coffee when I saw their reply in my inbox, prompting me to spill half of the coffee onto my shirt. It was only after opening it that I realized the reply didn’t warrant my reaction. It was just a canned response, reiterating that they had carefully evaluated all applications, they couldn’t comment on individual decisions, and the results were final. Unless, of course, I wanted to apply again next year.

			Later that evening, I was returning to my room with a bag of clean clothes from the dryer—I needed to get the coffee stain out before it became permanent—when another new email caused me to drop my laundry basket. I wobbled back to my dorm room and threw the basket onto the floor. Inside the email was a link to my application portal. I clicked on it, typed in my username and password, and read the result. I kicked the laundry basket as hard as I could, but that wasn’t satisfying enough, so I grabbed armfuls of clothes and threw them against the wall.

			I had gotten rejected by Yale.

			I locked myself in my room for the next two days. My body felt hollow, my motivation excavated from within. I hadn’t cared about Yale, but I had thought that maybe I could convince Harvard to reconsider the rejection if they found out I had gotten into their top competitor. The next week, more rejections: first Stanford, then Columbia, the latter of which I had frankly considered a target school at best, and a safety if I didn’t make an attempt at modesty. Clearly, Columbia didn’t feel the same way. I felt numb to the results, numb to the contrived niceness in the rejection letters. “We received a lot of applications…” Yeah, no shit. I know you received a lot of applications. I know you’re selective. That’s why I applied for your program in the first place.

			Finally, I received an acceptance letter from Georgetown. It was my safety school. My LSAT score was in the 90th percentile of their student population. My GPA—75th percentile. The confetti that appeared on my screen upon opening the application portal only made me feel worse.

			If I had gotten rejected by Georgetown, I would’ve known that something major was wrong with my application. Maybe the Law School Admission Council, which administered the LSAT, had mixed up my score report with some other, inferior applicant named Elizabeth Zhang, or maybe one of my recommenders had lambasted me in their letter. Otherwise, there was no way I could’ve gotten rejected. But now I knew for sure—it wasn’t them; it was me. I just wasn’t good enough.

			I wondered if Laura had gotten into Yale, Columbia, and Stanford. I mean, I was sure she had gotten into Georgetown. I couldn’t imagine that anyone would get into Harvard but not into Georgetown. I checked social media for signs, but there was no self-congratulatory post, no indication that she was celebrating a milestone.

			

			—

			The next day I walked to my appointment with Robert, the prelaw counselor. It was around 4:00 a.m. the previous night, right before I succumbed to unconsciousness, that I realized perhaps I was thinking about the situation the wrong way: it wasn’t that Laura didn’t deserve to get in, it was that we both deserved to get in, and I didn’t. It still was not a pleasant thought to assume that Laura, too, deserved a spot, but it was better than the notion that she deserved it more than me. Perhaps the answer was that my scores and grades were indeed better, but I had accidentally screwed up some part of my application. In retrospect, I realized that I asked other people to edit my essays, but no one actually proofread my application from beginning to end in the application portal. I could’ve misread an instruction, or formatted an essay incorrectly. With this possibility in mind, I felt light as I walked toward Robert’s office, even stopping to chat with a couple of acquaintances I passed on the way. As soon as I fixed whatever silly little error I had made, I would have another shot. I just needed to explain to the admissions officers what happened, and I’d be on my way to Harvard Law School. Just a temporary hiccup, that was all.

			I felt even better when I walked into Robert’s office and saw him for the first time. There was something about him that immediately elicited my trust—maybe it was his round metal spectacles, free of any smudges or specks, unlike the glasses I wore before going to bed—or the olive plant next to his desk, which I knew was not easy to keep alive. Despite my intense sleep deprivation, I felt newly energized. Robert would be able to explain what was going on. Robert would be able to fix it.

			“How can I help you?” he said when I sat down across from him at his desk. I told him about my situation; I kept my voice as steady as possible to minimize the chance he’d think I was just delusional. When I finished explaining my problem, he took off his glasses and cleaned the lenses with a microfiber wipe.

			“Harvard Law is tough to get into,” he said, and put his glasses back on. “I mean, all these schools that you were rejected from are extremely hard to get into. I wouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

			“I know that. But I have the scores and the grades. One seventy-eight LSAT. Three-nine GPA. You can even take a look at my personal statement. It’s solid.” My fear of appearing delusional dissipated in favor of a stronger emotion: pride. I handed him a folder containing printed copies of my essays. He skimmed through a few pages, grunting occasionally, but I couldn’t figure out what any of the grunts meant. Finally, he set down the folder. In the second that followed, I began to doubt myself. What if it wasn’t just a tiny little error; what if Robert was about to tell me that my application wasn’t strong enough? I waited for him to say that my essays were actually horrible, and that everyone who had helped edit them was intentionally or unintentionally sabotaging me this entire time by making terrible recommendations and telling me my essays were ready to submit when they still contained quite atrocious grammatical errors. It wouldn’t be good news, but at least it’d be news, at least I’d have an explanation. Robert opened his mouth slightly before speaking.

			“You’re right. This is solid.”

			I put the folder back into my backpack.

			“Exactly. That’s what I’m saying.”

			“Regardless of what the law schools decide, you should feel proud of yourself. For all of this.”

			“I am. But I just can’t fathom why it wasn’t enough.”

			“Law school applications can be unpredictable.”

			“I still have a hard time believing that it was a long shot.”

			“You didn’t only apply to Harvard, Yale, Stanford, and Columbia, right? What was your safety?”

			“Georgetown.”

			Robert gave me an indecipherable look and noisily emptied all the air out of his mouth. “Georgetown was your safety? And have you heard back?”

			“Yeah. I got in.”

			“Oh.” He took off his glasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket. “Way to bury the lede. So you’re worried because you got rejected by four of the hardest programs to get into. And you got into Georgetown. Plenty of people would say that’s their top choice.”

			“Maybe it’s their top choice, but it’s not mine. It’s not Harvard.”

			“Why all the fuss about Harvard? Most people would say Yale is the best program.”

			“Well, I didn’t get into Yale either.” Robert was starting to annoy me. Could he just get to the point already?

			“Sure,” he said. “But you seem very set on Harvard, so I was just curious.”

			“Harvard is the best for corporate law. And it has the best name recognition.”

			“Huh, okay. I guess as an institution overall that’s the case.”

			“Exactly. So why didn’t I get in?”

			He cleared his throat and rolled his chair toward the water cooler. He didn’t actually get out of his chair, which meant he had to push his feet against the floor in an awkward waddling motion. He didn’t appear self-conscious about it, even though I thought he should. We sat in silence as he filled his metal bottle to the brim. He gestured toward me to ask whether I wanted water as well, and I shook my head. I began tapping my foot, hoping he would notice, but if he did, he didn’t apologize for taking so long.

			“I don’t know what to tell you,” he said after first taking a lengthy sip. “Sometimes these things happen. Sure, if I had to place a bet three months ago, I would’ve said you had a decent shot. But no one is 100 percent.”

			“You’ve seen my scores. Isn’t there just some explanation you can give? Anything.”

			“You’re very persistent. It’ll make you a good lawyer.”

			“I just want to know why I was rejected. You can tell me. I’m not going to freak out. I genuinely want to know.”

			He put a hand up. “Hey, I get it. You want a postmortem.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Well, is there anything you aren’t telling me? Disciplinary measures? Were you ever canceled for saying a racial slur?”

			“No. I promise. Search my name.” I gestured at his computer. “You won’t find anything.”

			“I believe you.”

			“So what is it? Why was it not enough?”

			“I don’t know.” Robert put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair.

			I squinted my eyes. Something about his answer felt off, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. “It feels like you actually do know, you’re just not telling me.”

			“I understand this is hard to process. But the truth is, sometimes these things happen. It’s like undergrad. There are thousands of valedictorians who don’t get into their top choice school. Maybe Columbia wasn’t even your top choice school.”

			“It actually was, and that’s a false equivalence. Undergrad admissions are completely different.”

			We stared at each other for the next few seconds. He broke off contact first.

			“Okay, fine.”

			“Fine? So you do know why I didn’t get in.”

			“I have my suspicions.”

			“Does someone powerful hold a vendetta against me or something?”

			He laughed. “No, you’re not that important. It’s something else, but it’s not going to be fun to hear.”

			“And you’re sure that this is the reason I didn’t get in.”

			“I am pretty sure.”

			“Great. Then tell me where I went wrong.”

		

	
		
			FIVE
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			I could join the Peace Corps. Volunteer in the South Bronx for a year. Develop and recover from a debilitating drug addiction and use the fodder to write a best-selling memoir. Take care of a schizophrenic uncle or an orphaned niece. Work as a night manager at McDonald’s and write think pieces about the working class. All to remove what Robert said had been wafting off my application like the stench of New York City curbs on garbage day.

			I was boring. And not boring in one of the acceptable ways—wanting to go to that law school because your parents are graduates of the same institution, being one of those rich kids whose parents went to boarding school with the dean of admissions, or being the other kind of rich kid whose parents will donate a sizable sum just so your application gets a second look. I was boring, and I was a nobody. And for all they knew, I didn’t even want to go to law school. I was just another robotic Asian kid who didn’t want to study computer science or go to medical school, so this was the only other option my parents would approve of. I was squarely in the “Asian female” bucket, and that was a damn hard bucket to stand out in.

			As much as I wanted to defend myself, I couldn’t argue against the truth. As soon as he said it, I could see it myself—the room of five admissions officers poring through the applications. They would see me—Elizabeth Zhang, fresh out of a top undergrad, sky-high scores—and say to each other, “I’m just not sure what she adds to our student body.” It was the politically correct version of what they really meant: “Do we really need another one of these?”

			I was boring. Specifically, I was a Boring Asian Female.

			Robert had explained to me that law school applications were changing. That they weren’t so formulaic. That having the right scores just didn’t do it for you anymore. His exact words were “You are too similar to all the other applicants in your particular demographic, so you probably just didn’t stand out.” And when I asked him what he meant by my “particular demographic,” he cleared his throat and said, “Well, you know, Asians. And I should say, women, since on average more women apply to law school than men.”

			Was it my fault that my backstory just wasn’t very compelling? Should I have wished that my mother was poorer, had still been a waitress rather than an accountant, and that I could milk the struggles of a single mom to show I overcame a sufficient amount of adversity? And apparently, attending Columbia neutralized any sparkle I would otherwise get from being a native of South Dakota. Besides, according to Robert, because I was Asian, the admissions committees wouldn’t really see me as a native of South Dakota, at least not the same way they’d see a white kid from South Dakota.

			To make matters worse, there was no use in the typical gap year plan for people whose application cycles didn’t go the way they hoped. Robert said that taking a paralegal job for a year or two would only make me appear more boring when I applied again. It would be yet another tally in the category of “follows all the rules.”

			“But I know another girl, the same year as me at Columbia, who I’m pretty sure has worse stats, who got in. Also Asian. Also female. And arguably far more boring than me. How could that be possible?”

			Robert shrugged. “I wouldn’t know unless I saw her application. It could be a variety of things. Maybe her parents donated a lot of money. Maybe her essays were really compelling. Maybe she did something cool outside of school. She must’ve just stood out in some way.”

			

			—

			In the lobby of the academic advisory center, I sketched out some numbers on a spare sheet of notebook paper. Each class at Harvard Law had 550 students. According to the most recent demographic data, 50 percent of those were women. 10 percent were Asian. That meant there were twenty-seven spots for Asian females. And one of those had been taken by Laura.

			If Robert was right, then that meant that Laura and I had been competing against each other for Harvard’s limited number of slots for Asian females. She had won one of the twenty-seven spots. I had not.

			“But isn’t affirmative action illegal now?” I had asked Robert.

			“You don’t strike me as someone who’s particularly naive.”

			“So what do you mean? They still have strict quotas for each racial group?”

			He rolled his eyes. “It’s not a quota. It’s more like…they want a well-rounded student body.”

			Fine. But if these law schools really did aspire to a well-rounded student body, a diverse class, could I have been the one to fill the quota for the cohort that both Laura and I had belonged in? It was true that I hadn’t even gotten wait-listed, but perhaps that was because the admissions committee read both Laura’s and my applications at the same time, anticipated based on this initial volume that there would be many more Boring Asian Females applying later on in the application cycle, and determined that there was no need to wait-list me, as there would be so many more me-type students applying later on. But without Laura, maybe I could’ve appeared to be just a slightly rarer breed; maybe it would’ve been enough for at least a spot on the wait list, or even an acceptance. I didn’t have any proof, but I was filled with the conviction that I would’ve been number twenty-eight. That if it weren’t for Laura, it would’ve been me. After all, we were both undergraduates at Columbia. Both liberal arts majors. The admissions committee must’ve compared our applications side by side and decided that they’d only need one.

			The next few days, I dreamed that it was all a mistake, that I got into every school I applied to. I dreamed that the dean of admissions at Harvard called me personally to apologize. But the relief never lasted long. Each morning, I’d wake up with the same pit of dread in my stomach, the plans for my future like a puzzle I was unable to solve.

		

	
		
			SIX
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			I couldn’t tell if it was just confirmation bias, or if I was seeing Laura on campus more frequently than usual. Everywhere I turned, there she was with her petty, smug smile and her perfect hair, a mundane and constant reminder of my inferiority. It wasn’t like I was conjuring her presence. It was a relatively small campus; we just happened to be in the same place all the damn time. For instance, every Monday and Wednesday I’d see her at Ferris Dining Hall at 1:05 p.m. We must’ve both had classes in that 11:40–12:55 block. I wasn’t surprised that she usually beat me there, since I was coming from my art history class on the other side of campus. I couldn’t help but wonder where she was coming from. I also noticed that she never actually ate her food at the dining hall. She’d stand in the line for the pasta bar, cover her bowl with a paper plate, and walk out.

			One Wednesday, I was sitting with Leah and Eunjin at one of the round tables on the first floor of Ferris Dining Hall. Leah and Eunjin were talking about a class they had taken together the prior semester. I had never taken the class and had nothing to contribute to the conversation, so I let my mind drift to other topics. For instance, it was already 1:30 and Laura was nowhere in sight. Maybe she was sick that day, or maybe she had stopped by Duane Reade to pick up a bottle of shampoo. But no, Laura probably didn’t use drugstore shampoo. If she were going to Duane Reade, it’d be to pick up Plan B after having hooked up with a hot rower, one of those guys I didn’t even bother trying to talk to because they were out of my league. Or she could have gone to a different dining hall, like John Jay, or even JJ’s Place, the diner that served french fries, fried chicken, burgers, and made-to-order quesadillas. Actually, what was I thinking? Laura wouldn’t eat at JJ’s Place. She cared too much about staying skinny for that. Or maybe she was one of those people who could eat anything and still maintain a 25th percentile BMI. Maybe she was one of those people for whom things just worked out without her even having to try.

			“Elizabeth, what do you think?” Leah asked, bringing my attention back to my friends. “Should I take the nonviolence seminar with the boring professor or the history of liberal thought seminar with the cool professor?”

			I silently repeated the question back to myself so I could process it before answering.

			“Hm,” I said. “I feel like we’ve all been let down by a class with a cool subject but taught by a not-cool professor, but I haven’t heard a lot of people complain about the opposite. Do history of liberal thought.”

			“See! She agrees with me,” Eunjin said.

			Eunjin and Leah both had to leave, but I still hadn’t finished my food, so I told them I’d stay awhile longer. I was heading to the pizza section to grab a couple of garlic knots when I saw the familiar outline of Laura’s leather backpack, the glossy black hair with those ashy blonde highlights. The shiny designer puffer with the beige logo’d patch on the sleeve. She was giving her order at the pasta bar. Broccoli, spinach, olives, sun-dried tomatoes, chicken, and marinara sauce. No pasta. I didn’t even realize you could ask for no pasta at the pasta bar.

			“Ahem, what would you like?” Startled, I realized I had accidentally joined the line, and now the worker at the pasta bar was talking to me.

			“Um…broccoli, spinach, olives, sun-dried tomatoes, chicken, and marinara sauce. No pasta.” Would she notice that I had ordered the same thing as the person in front of me? Even if she did, she didn’t seem to care, and she tossed the ingredients into the pan without a second thought.

			

			—

			I kept going back to Robert’s explanations for why Laura might’ve gotten into Harvard over me. The first possibility he listed was that her parents had donated a lot of money. Interesting.

			Laura was of course wealthy, but I didn’t know to what extent. Wealthy in South Dakota just meant one or both of your parents were doctors. Wealthy at Columbia could mean anything from a net worth of ten million dollars to a net worth of ten billion dollars, the difference between only flying first class versus only flying private. That’s why even some of the trust fund kids self-identified as “upper-middle-class.” If Laura was on the lower end of the wealth spectrum, I doubted her parents would’ve been able to buy her way in. They would need at least a nine-figure net worth.

			I needed to find out who her parents were and what they did for a living. I needed to find out whether that was why she had taken that last spot meant for me. I scrolled through her Instagram until I found a picture from her high school graduation standing in between her parents on a football field. I tapped once; only her mother’s account was tagged. Fortunately, the account was public, so I wouldn’t need to attempt to follow her using a burner account. Her mother’s name was Nina, and she was relatively easy to find. An outdated LinkedIn profile showed that she worked as a mid-level marketing manager for a beauty company, but from her Instagram account, it appeared that she did quite a bit of yoga and traveling. I doubted she still held a nine-to-five.

			I needed to find out what her dad did. I scrolled through her mom’s posts until I found one of a middle-aged, Korean-looking guy smiling on a golf course.

			The caption read, “James broke 100 today!”

			Got it, so his name was James Kim. The problem was there were about a billion James Kims. But Laura had mentioned previously that her dad was an investment banker at Goldman Sachs. I looked up “James Kim Goldman Sachs” on LinkedIn but couldn’t find a good match. Everyone looked too young to be her father. I pivoted strategies: I looked up “James Kim Nina Kim Greenwich CT” and found property records dating from 2001 for a two-story house with a pool. It looked like they had also purchased an apartment unit in Hell’s Kitchen a couple of years ago. That would make sense; Laura frequently posted photos on Instagram from a location that looked way too nice to be a dorm room. From what I could tell from her social media, she still lived on campus, but it wasn’t uncommon for the parents of rich kids to buy an apartment in the city as an investment, somewhere for them to stay during the summers and after graduation. The property records revealed her father’s middle name: Haneul. I put his entire name into the LinkedIn search bar, and his profile came up right away.

			James H. Kim. He wasn’t an investment banker; it was possible I had misremembered, or maybe Laura had intentionally overblown his credentials. He worked in “operations,” what the finance kids would call “back office” in a derogatory tone since it wasn’t as prestigious as “front office”—client-facing jobs like investment banking or sales and trading. I looked up the salaries for people with the same title as her dad and found plenty of data. Laura’s family was certainly rich, but they weren’t extravagantly rich, not the type of rich that could mean a large donation to Harvard Law School that would secure her spot in the upcoming class. She must’ve gotten in on her own.

			That meant there was something I was missing about Laura—something that the admissions officers had seen, but I did not. There could be no other explanation. For some reason, I was boring and she was not. If only the admissions officers could spend some time with the two of us in person. Then they would know that I was obviously the more deserving applicant. The problem was, they could only rely on how we appeared on paper, and Laura had somehow managed to appear far more interesting than she actually was.

			The next time I saw Laura at Ferris, I happened to be sitting at a table near the pasta bar. I was scarfing down my food so I could make it on time to my appointment at the Writing Center. I had a meeting with an English PhD to get some feedback on an essay I was working on. I threw out my plate and started to head out of the dining hall, passing the line of students waiting to swipe in. In my peripheral vision, I noticed Laura was also walking out just a few steps behind me. I started down the stairs toward the lobby, and she started down too. I didn’t want to seem awkward by constantly looking back at her, so I let myself check twice that she was still following me and then willed myself to only look forward. By the time we exited the narrow staircase and reached the lobby, she was a few feet to the left of me. Both of us went out of Lerner and started walking north, passing by both Furnald and Pulitzer on the left. Then, our paths split: I took a right on College Walk, whereas she started heading up the steps to Low Library. Campus was crowded this time of day and I didn’t bother looking for where she was headed. There were plenty of buildings that she could’ve been going to and it wasn’t strange that we’d be going the same way.

			Once I reached the east side of campus, I walked up the steps and continued heading north until I reached Philosophy Hall, the building where the Writing Center was located.

			But there Laura was again: opening the door to Philosophy. We had taken different routes to the same place. I was more than a little annoyed that she had beaten me there. I always thought of myself as a fast walker. Was she even faster than me? She must’ve just taken a shorter route. I should start taking it next time. Why was she even here? Was she going to a class? No, she turned right on the first floor and entered the Writing Center. I wondered which tutor she was meeting with, but then she sat down at a table and placed a name tag in front of her. She was a writing tutor. This made me even more annoyed, and I wondered why the Writing Center would set their standards so low when it came to hiring tutors. It made me question whether I should even trust the guy I had an appointment with, who had happened to just email me to say he was running late. But I wasn’t annoyed for long. As I watched Laura take out her laptop and greet a freshman-looking student who had just arrived, suddenly I had a brilliant idea.

			

			—

			I went to the Instagram page for the Greenwich Friends School, the prep school that Laura had attended. I pulled up the list of followers. Most of them were students or parents, who were easy to distinguish, as the former typically put their school and class year in their bio. I picked someone who was a junior with a public profile and wrote down their name. Suzie Ehrlich.

			I created a new email account, SuzEhrlich567. I sent the following message from SuzEhrlich567’s account to Laura’s school email address. She had included her email on her LinkedIn profile, so she’d just assume that Suzie had gotten it from there.

			
				Hi Laura,

				Hope you’re well. I know that this is out of the blue, but I’m currently a junior at Greenwich Friends, and Columbia University is my dream school!

				Hope this isn’t creepy, but I saw online that you are a tutor at the Columbia Writing Center, so I was wondering if there was any chance you could help me with some of my application essays. Of course, my parents would pay you for your time. Also, I saw in your bio that you’re interested in law school, which is a path I’m considering as well! I would love to hear about your journey.

				Sincerely,

				Suzie

			

			Bingo. I was sure Laura would jump at the chance to help a fellow whatever-Greenwich-Friends’-mascot-was. Of course, I’d need to keep all interactions strictly over email, as I doubted I could make myself sound like a sixteen-year-old over the phone. Laura would offer to help (which meant I would have to pay her, but I was planning to just have her look at one essay, so hopefully not too much). I would flatter her, sing her praises, ask her questions about law school admissions, before making the final, big ask: “Do you mind sending me any of your law school essays? I know it’s still super early for me, but I’m super curious how they’re different from the undergraduate stuff, and I just want to be aware ahead of time.” Not only that, once I built her trust, I could start to gather more information about why Laura thought she got in. Specifically, “Why do you think you were an interesting applicant in the eyes of Harvard Law?”

			

			—

			Over the next forty-eight hours, I constantly refreshed the inbox. It was the first thing I did in the morning and the last thing I did at night. Laura hadn’t responded yet but I wasn’t worried. I needed to be patient, thoughtful. For now, my plan was on hold. Once she saw it, the plan would commence.

			I was supposed to go on a date later that night with a guy I met on a dating app. Truthfully, I’d rather have just sat in my room and refreshed Suzie Ehrlich’s email inbox, but I knew going was the healthy thing to do. Better than spiraling down a Laura-themed internet rabbit hole all night.

			His name was David. From his pictures I saw that he was handsome but not too handsome, like the love interest in an early- 2000s romantic comedy, the one the female protagonist isn’t interested in at first but falls for by the end. Before our date I had of course already done my usual extensive research on him. For one, I needed to check he was a real person, not a serial killer. And two, I needed to check I wasn’t wasting my time. The information I found on David was quite favorable. After college he had founded a startup that was sold for an undisclosed amount last year. His current job on LinkedIn was just listed as “advisor.” He was twenty-six years old.

			We met at a speakeasy in the East Village. When he walked in, I thought he looked even better than in the photos. He was a bit out of my league, maybe by 5 to 10 percentile points. There were only two possibilities for why he was into me: either he only recently became more attractive or he had a thing for Asians.

			After I got over the initial surprise of his attractiveness, I actually quite enjoyed our date. Unlike most men, he asked me questions about myself. When I told him that I grew up in South Dakota, he asked me if I had a favorite spot in my hometown. I told him about an open field near our house that I’d drive to in high school, where cows roamed with authority and, if I was lucky, would greet me with their complacent moos. It was where I went whenever I’d endured a minor humiliation in school—when a teacher called me by the name of the Korean exchange student who came for a semester, when the group of boys harassed me in the hallway about whether my relatives ate dogs. But it was also where I went to celebrate the wins. It was where I went to watch the sunset after getting my letter of acceptance to Columbia. It was where I drove straight to after winning the state championships in debate, with the trophy still buckled in the back seat of the Toyota Camry. It was one of the few parts of South Dakota that I wasn’t ashamed of calling home.

			I didn’t reveal all of this to David. I already felt embarrassed talking so much about myself, not because the details I revealed were too intimate, but because I didn’t think my life was interesting enough to warrant this much attention. But then I thought about the dates that I had gone on in the past—didn’t I ask the same number of questions, show the same amount of interest? David wasn’t doing anything novel; perhaps he was just one of the first men I had met who didn’t want to only talk about himself.

			After our second drink he asked if I wanted to go to his apartment for a nightcap. I said yes. I usually didn’t have sex on the first date. Not that I thought there was anything inherently wrong with it; it just wasn’t my style. This time was different. For one, I felt bad for dismissing him earlier, for assuming he was playing some kind of game when he was actually just being nice. For two, I wanted to feel something other than the stress about law school and the whole Laura thing, and it was either this or drugs.

			After David paid the check, we called a car to his apartment. He lived in a one-bedroom in Williamsburg with floor-to-ceiling windows and furniture in shades of gray and white. I made a mental note of how I’d describe his apartment to my friends later. “Cringey millennial minimalism.” He asked if I wanted a drink and I said no, so he just poured a glass for himself. He sat next to me on the couch in the living room and leaned forward to kiss me. Not even ten seconds into the kiss he asked if I wanted to move to the bedroom. “Sure,” I said, and pretty soon he was on top of me. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, but I felt a little crushed by his body weight. Plus, he had gotten sweaty quite quickly, and some of it rubbed off on me. I asked to be on top instead, which helped, but I still felt quite stiff.

			“You’re so sexy,” he said, and this helped me loosen up. The problem was I didn’t believe him. If he wanted to, he could sleep with far sexier people than me. I couldn’t help but suspect that this compliment must come from ulterior motives. Maybe he could tell I wasn’t feeling too enthusiastic, that I was too distracted by other things. But I told myself that I was just overthinking it, and imagined that I was sexy. I imagined that I was a little skinnier, a little taller, with a better face and better hair. Kind of like Laura.

			I wondered how Laura would act in this situation. She’d probably accept the compliment in stride. She wouldn’t doubt for a second that he was telling the truth. I tried to channel this energy, but it didn’t work when I imagined myself in my own body. My ass and breasts were too small to make up for the little bit of extra fat on my arms and thighs. I found it weird to think of myself as sexy. Pretty or cute maybe, but sexy was reserved for 80th percentile attractiveness and higher, in my opinion. Or if someone did think I was sexy, it must be because they really loved my face or personality and their brains tricked them into projecting that onto their view of my body. So instead, I closed my eyes and imagined that I was having sex in a body that was more similar to Laura’s rather than my own. I imagined myself with less body fat in the areas where you wanted less body fat and more body fat in the areas where you wanted more. Suddenly, I no longer felt stiff, no longer felt like I was only pretending to have a good time. It seemed David could tell. He picked up the pace and, shortly afterward, finished.

			“Sorry,” he said, and gave me a little sheepish smile. “That was just so amazing.”

			No one had ever reacted this way to me. I was quite flattered. Apparently, I didn’t actually need to be hotter. I could just pretend to be hotter, and that would make up some of the difference.

			

			—

			David fell asleep immediately after we finished having sex, giving me the perfect opportunity to sneak out without needing to say an awkward goodbye. The glass of wine he had poured for himself was still sitting on the coffee table, untouched. I took a sip from it, out of curiosity, and so not all of it would go to waste.

			Getting back to campus from Williamsburg required I take three different trains, and it was 1:00 a.m. by the time I set foot back in the lobby of my dorm building.

			Are you up? I texted Eunjin while waiting for the elevator. Have some juicy news

			She responded right away. YES!!!!!!! Always here for the hot goss

			I couldn’t lie; half the reason I even went to David’s in the first place was so I’d have a story to share with my friends. I bounced on my heels in the elevator, thinking about what part I should talk to her about first. When the elevator door opened to our floor, I speed-walked straight to Eunjin’s room and plopped down on her bed. I told her everything that had happened, including details about the sweatiness, the untouched wine, and the cringey millennial minimalism.

			“You slut,” she said. “Good for you.” I giggled and buried my head in the pillows. “Can I see a pic?”

			I pulled up his dating app profile. Objectively, he looked better in person, but I didn’t say that because it’d sound too cliché.

			“He looks like a generic tech bro founder.”

			“You are correct.”

			“Interesting that you’ve gone the tech bro route rather than the finance bro route.”

			I shrugged. “What I’ve learned from my dating experience in the city—which you know is still very limited—is that both finance bros and tech bros are not the greatest people, but tech bros are just annoying, whereas finance bros are actually evil.”

			“Fair enough. And this one is actually cute.”

			“Why do you sound surprised that I’d be seeing someone cute?”

			“I’m not! Stop projecting.” Eunjin threw a pillow at me, which stopped just short of hitting me and fell onto my lap.

			“Okay, so you think he’s out of my league?”

			“No! He’s cute, you’re cute. Same league.”

			I rolled my eyes. “You wouldn’t tell me even if he was.”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			
				[image: ]
			

			I spotted Laura a couple more times the following week. Two days before the start of Thanksgiving break, I was eating lunch with Eunjin at Ferris and stood behind Laura in line at the pasta bar again, interested in the new version of the not-pasta bowl that she was ordering. I whispered each ingredient under my breath to commit them to memory. Carrots, peas, spinach, chicken, alfredo, no pasta. Alfredo sauce, how rich. Maybe this was Laura’s cheat day.

			“Sorry, did you say something?” Laura turned around and asked. I nearly tripped from surprise.

			“Uh, no,” I said. “Sorry, just talking to myself.”

			When I sat back down at our table, Eunjin stared at my bowl, confused.

			“Did they forget to give you pasta?” she asked.

			“No, I just asked for it without pasta.”

			“But you love carbs.”

			I shrugged and took a bite of alfredo-covered chicken.

			

			—

			It was the last week of November and, like every year, I was going home to visit my mom for Thanksgiving break. On the last Wednesday of the month, I took the subway to JFK, the AirTrain to my terminal, a plane to Minneapolis, then a second plane to Sioux Falls. My mother picked me up from the airport and drove the sixty miles to Brookings. The sky was lit aglow in a peachy haze that faded to indigo and lavender as we cruised through the flat landscape. The bare trees looked like whiskers against the bruised clouds. I refreshed my email during the drive. Laura still had not responded to the message from Suzie Ehrlich, but I held out hope that the response would come soon. Without class, she’d have plenty of time to catch up on communications.

			Whenever I returned home, I liked to explore each inch of the house as though I were in a museum. I’d walk into the pantry to look at the assortment of snacks my mother always purchased for me in preparation for my arrival, even if I could never finish them, even though I told her to stop buying so many. There was sachima, a chewy, sweet snack made of fried dough bound with sugar syrup; Wang Wang snow crackers, light and crispy biscuits with specks of white sugar on top; and White Rabbit candy. In the freezer, ice cream drumsticks and blueberry bagels purchased in bulk from Sam’s Club.

			I’d brush my fingers against the spines packed like sardines on the bookshelf in my room. The wood was splintering, straining under the weight of standardized test workbooks, old college textbooks, and guides on writing successful college application essays. I’d observe certificates and medals hanging on the wall. Student of the year in fifth grade, first place at a state-level speech competition in seventh, national merit scholar in twelfth, dean’s list in college. I flipped through old yearbooks, carefully moving each page so I wouldn’t leave a crease. I was in every picture in the extracurricular activities section, except for in the section on sports. I was smiling in the center of the six kids in the chess club and standing in the third row for the National Honor Society. Under “Science Club” there was a picture of me in lab goggles dripping a pipette.

			The next few days, I regressed to an inferior version of myself. I slept in and ate junk food in bed. I cycled through the pilled sweatshirts and sweatpants from high school that smelled like detergent and air-conditioning vents from sitting in my closet. Those few days I probably devolved into 40th percentile attractiveness. Then again, I was one of the few people who wasn’t overweight in the public places I went to around here—so maybe back to 70th percentile. But I was also Asian, and that didn’t exactly make you appealing in South Dakota, so I was probably still closer to 40th.

			I tried not to think too much about my conversation with Robert. I tried not to think about how Laura had managed to make herself not boring while I had somehow failed. I tried not to think about the fundamental irony that there were plenty of Lauras on campus. Laura Kims were the default, not the exception. They hailed from boarding schools or international academies or, at the bare minimum, a selective charter school in an upper-middle-class area or a public school in a wealthy area. The type of school that was free, but only if you could afford one of the multimillion-dollar homes whose property taxes funded the district. When they got into Columbia, they were excited but not surprised. They knew they were just taking their rightful place in the world. They came to college already knowing people who they had met at expensive summer camps or through family friends. If anything, Laura Kim was the Boring Asian Female. I was not.

			If my mother noticed me sulking, she didn’t say anything. Perhaps she chalked it up to burnout, or just a need for solitude. Sometimes we went shopping together and I’d do a double take because I’d think that I spotted Laura. It was delusional to think that Laura would appear, out of all places, in South Dakota, but I couldn’t help but imagine her grabbing a carton of soy milk at the grocery store or waiting in line at the Starbucks inside of Target. When I did these double takes, my mother would ask me what was wrong, and I’d tell her I was fine, maybe still a little stressed from midterms.

			

			—

			The night of Thanksgiving, my mother made Nanjing salted duck for dinner, and I prepared the mashed potatoes and green bean salad. The duck always reminded me of the first apartment we lived in after my dad left, a stuffy one-bedroom near the Chinese buffet where my mom worked as a waitress. At night I’d watch her counting the fives and twenties next to me in bed, smelling that inky scent that elicited images of strangers’ fingers and dread that our ability to exist in the world depended on these small slips of paper. Or I’d fall asleep to her voice on the phone with my aunt. “I don’t even mind the smaller place,” she’d say in Mandarin. “It’s cozier. I get to sleep with Elizabeth.” Or she’d repeat for the billionth time that she wasn’t tired, that she was energized by the restaurant and the smell of grease, energized by navigating the world as a single mother for the first time in a country where she knew no one and had not wanted to move in the first place. But during the day there were always dark circles under her eyes, and when the shower was running I’d hear her muffled sobs.

			For dinner my mom would bring us leftovers from work in oversized ziplock bags. Fried sesame balls and orange chicken and string beans drenched with soy sauce. It was only on the special occasions that we’d eat salted duck, like my birthday or Thanksgiving or Christmas, and as she sliced the dish piece by piece she’d tell me about her home, Nanjing, with its unbearable summer humidity and the giant stone statues, FuZiMiao with vendors selling Tang Yu Miao and juicy pork buns. I’d ask her when we could go, when I could see my extended family with unfamiliar names who I was too young to remember from the last time we visited, and she’d simply smile and look at me. “Soon.”

			The apartment was a lot smaller than the house we had lived in with my dad. The other place wasn’t that nice either, but it was clean and modern, and I had my own bedroom. The first week my mother and I moved to the new place, I left my juice box on top of the bed. When I returned to fetch it ten minutes later, it was covered with ants. But my mother turned it into a game. Whenever one of us spotted a speck of movement on the white stucco walls, we’d have to call out “Ant!” and the other person would come into the room. She taught me to dab a little water on a scrunched paper towel so the ants would stick when I pressed it against them. “Bye-bye, ants!” I would say as I flushed them down the limescale-stained toilet bowl. “See you next time!”

			

			—

			The day after Thanksgiving, I woke up to my mother’s face hovering over mine. Sunlight was spilling out of the window above my desk, casting a glow over the Columbia poster and my framed acceptance letter that hung across from the bed. For a moment, I forgot where I was, and wondered why my mother had showed up to my dorm. “When did you fly here?” I almost asked. “You shouldn’t have inconvenienced yourself.”

			“Come,” she said. “Let’s go get lunch.”

			I rubbed my eyes. “Now?”

			“Elizabeth. It’s noon.” I wobbled out of bed and went to the bathroom. She waited by the door while I brushed my teeth with my winter coat tossed over her left arm.

			I was barely awake by the time we were pulling out of the driveway. She waved at our next-door neighbor, Steve, who was walking from the mailbox. When we first moved in, his wife knocked on our door to bring us homemade cheesecake. Later that year, when they found out that it was just the two of us living there, Steve always shoveled our driveway after blizzards, even after my mother had repeatedly insisted that there was no need, that we could do it ourselves.

			“Steve keeps telling me it’s such a shame that I sent you to a communist school,” she said. I always spoke to my mom in English, but she usually replied in Mandarin, and she pronounced Steve as two syllables.

			I scoffed. “I’m not even going to entertain that.”

			We went to the local “Asian noodle” place owned by some of my mother’s friends, a couple from Fujian that had moved here in the ’90s. “They’re what the Americans call ‘boat people,’ ” my mother whispered to me. I shushed her.

			“You’re not supposed to say that.”

			“They can’t understand me anyway.”

			“You said ‘boat people’ in English.”

			“But it’s okay. I’m not saying I call them that. I’m saying other people call them that.”

			The waitress brought us two glasses of ice water. My mom ordered a Coke, and I asked if they had seltzer.

			“No, we don’t,” the waitress said. “We have Sprite though?”

			“No thanks,” I said. “I’ll stick with tap.”

			I checked my phone while my mom scanned the menu. Laura still had not responded to Suzie’s email, but she did post a few pictures of her travels. She was spending Thanksgiving in Avignon. Geography was never my best subject; I had to look up where Avignon was. I put my phone away when the waitress came back with our drinks.

			“Have you heard back from any of your applications?” Mom asked.

			“No, not yet.” I hadn’t planned on lying. I just couldn’t propel the truth out of my mouth.

			“I’m sure you’ll get in somewhere great. You worked so hard for it.”

			“Would you be disappointed if I didn’t?”

			She paused. “I would be disappointed because you were disappointed.”

			“But let’s say that I didn’t get into any good law schools. Let’s say my only option was a school that was just barely accredited. How would you feel?”

			“Of course I would feel a little disappointed that you weren’t living up to your potential. But if that were genuinely what you wanted and it made you happy, then I would be happy.”

			“Wouldn’t you feel like all your sacrifices went to waste though?”

			“Sacrifices?”

			“Moving to the US, not going back to China with Dad, all of that. Living far away from your family for all this time. You guys both moved here to give me a better life. What if I don’t achieve a better life at all? What if I have to move back in with you?”

			She shrugged. “Yes, I would feel disappointed if you didn’t succeed. However, I know that’s not even a possibility. You’re so hard on yourself. I don’t need to be hard on you.”

			“But you would be disappointed.”

			“I would be disappointed that you weren’t living up to your full potential and achieving what you want to achieve. If you had asked me when I was younger, yes, maybe I would have felt some level of failure on my part too. But I’ve long since realized that I cannot project my own identity onto how you live your life. I think that’s something Americans have gotten right—that children deserve to form their own identities, that not everything is about saving face and bringing honor.” She took a sip of water. “To answer your question, yes, I would be a little disappointed, but only for your sake. It’s not about what I want. It’s about what you want.”

			“But what about Dad? Do you think he would be disappointed? Well, maybe not Dad now, but Dad when I was younger. If he knew that someday I’d grow up and completely fail at my career and have to move back here with you, he would probably be pretty disappointed, right?”

			“Yes. But that’s his problem, it’s not yours.”

			“What do you mean? He’s my dad.”

			“Yes, he had high hopes for you. But if I had to guess, if you asked him today, he would also have come around to my mindset. A lot of his expectations from before came from the disappointment with his own life. He wanted more from you to prove something to the world about himself.”

			“And you don’t need me to prove anything for you?”

			“No,” she said. “I can do that on my own.”

			

			—

			After lunch we drove by the house my parents had bought together. Whenever I was home, she’d simply ask, “Should we drive by the old house?” and I would nod, and we’d head to Clover Street. We never spoke about how it made us feel. The house had the classic double gable roof that was popular in the area. The exterior was almost completely white with the exception of brick fixtures framing the garage. When we still lived there, my mom thought the white made the house modern and clean, like a fresh start, so my parents left the walls inside white as well. When I turned ten, I asked my mom if I could paint my room a robin’s-egg blue. I showed her the exact shade that was available at Home Depot, and offered to use my allowance to pay for it. She immediately said no.

			“Why would you want to paint it a different color? White is practical. It goes with everything. It makes everything seem brand-new.”

			After my dad left, she sold the house with its unpainted walls and we moved to the small apartment with ants. During the day she took accounting classes and at night she waitressed at the Chinese restaurant. After she graduated, she quit the waitressing job and found a position as an accountant at a tax preparation company. She was promoted quickly. “I was never good at math,” she told me. “But I realized being a good accountant doesn’t mean you have to be good at math. It just means you have to be good at details.”

			Eventually, she saved up enough to put a down payment on a house, and we stopped living in the small one-bedroom. It was smaller than the first house we lived in, but in a good neighborhood and close to my school. This time, she didn’t want to leave the walls white. We closed on the house in June, and for all of July my mother and I spent the weekends at Home Depot analyzing swatches, arguing over whether we preferred cerulean or blue nova or cornflower or turquoise for the master bedroom, fawn or taupe or British tan for the living room, lilac or amethyst or mauve for my room (I had moved on from blue to purple), considering whether a certain shade suggested more coziness than another, whether another one was too garish or just garish enough. It was the first moment in my life that I felt like a real adult. Unlike the times in restaurants when she insisted she wanted to eat exactly what I wanted to eat, or the times at the movie theater when she insisted she wanted to see exactly what I wanted to see, when we talked about paints, she’d argue with me like an equal—almost like I was my father. “No, I far prefer this lighter shade,” she would say. “It will brighten up the room.” After we reached consensus, we filled up my mother’s Honda Civic with supplies: plastic sheeting and drop cloths and brushes and, of course, the tubs and tubs of paint. We prepped the walls and opened the windows while wearing baggy T-shirts. It took us all of July to prepare and all of August to paint.

			

			—

			On my last day in Brookings, I finally got a reply from Laura to Suzie Ehrlich’s email.

			
				Hi Suzie! So nice to hear from you. I’d be more than happy to help with your essays. And of course you don’t have to pay me! I love doing favors for fellow Zebras! Do you mind sending over your current draft? The next couple days are actually not too bad for me so I’d be happy to take a look ASAP.

			

			I jumped around my room, squealing the entire time. My mom barged in without knocking.

			“Good news? You got into Harvard?”

			My smile dropped. “No, I just got a good score on a test,” I said.

			“Okay. Good.” She gave me a thumbs-up and left the room without closing the door. I walked over and pressed the handle so it would shut without a sound. Then, I took a deep breath and pulled out an empty document on my laptop.

			Suzie Ehrlich…what would Suzie Ehrlich write her college essay about? I scrolled through Suzie’s Instagram. Last year she had been a varsity tennis player, posing in a group picture with other girls in pleated skirts and rackets in their hands. I spent the entire afternoon drafting an essay about tennis. I kept the writing simple but elegant. Perhaps I’d even succeed at making Laura feel self-conscious, this high school senior demonstrating writing skills that far surpassed her own. After I was satisfied with my draft, I added in a couple of small grammatical errors, just so Laura would have something to correct. I needed to keep it realistic, after all.

			

			—

			Eunjin and I had coordinated our itinerary so we were taking the same connecting flight from Minneapolis to New York. Her first flight was later than mine, so I had to wait at the airport for two hours before she arrived, but I didn’t mind. My mom found the plan nonsensical. “You guys live next to each other for the vast majority of the year. And you would see her later that night anyway,” she said, but I just shrugged. I headed to our meeting spot, Panda Express, when I received the notification that her flight had landed. When she saw me, she gave me a bear hug and I did my best to hug her back, even though I felt really awkward when it came to hugs.

			Once we sat down with our food, Eunjin asked me about my mom and I told her about our conversation at the restaurant, how she wouldn’t be disappointed in me even if I didn’t get into law school.

			“I don’t totally believe her,” I said.

			“Why not?”

			“I just don’t. I mean, isn’t that what every Chinese parent wants for their kids? To be geniuses and go to Harvard?”

			“I think all parents want their children to be happy and fulfilled.”

			“I guess,” I said, and took a sip of Diet Coke. “Anyway, how are your parents?” I asked.

			She shrugged. “Eh.”

			“How’s your dad? Is he still playing pickleball?” I asked. I had met Eunjin’s parents once when visiting them for a long weekend the past summer. I didn’t know much about them though. For the most part, Eunjin had planned activities for us to do outside of the house.

			She rolled her eyes. “He’s whatever.”

			“What? You don’t like him playing pickleball?”

			“I like him doing anything as long as he’s not drinking.”

			“How long has he been sober now?” I asked. Eunjin had mentioned her father’s alcoholism to me before, but only in passing. I had never heard her say it so bluntly before. I was treading carefully, prepared to pull back on the subject as soon as she became uncomfortable.

			“Just short of ten years. Since I was twelve.”

			“That’s a long time.”

			“Yeah, well, it doesn’t erase the memories of those years when he wasn’t sober.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“There’s some stuff you just never forget,” she said. “At one point he pawned off my mom’s violin to buy more whiskey. And that idiot maybe got one-twentieth of what it was worth.”

			“I didn’t know that. Did you ever get it back?”

			“No. Not to mention the times when a police officer would bring him home in the morning with vomit all over his clothes. He liked to wander the streets. It was so fucking embarrassing. My only consolation is he was never violent. He wasn’t an angry alcoholic, more just a sad alcoholic.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.” We sat in silence for a little bit. Eunjin chewed on her chow mein and put down her fork. I wasn’t sure whether I should change the topic, so I waited for her to speak first.

			“No, no, it’s fine. I’m just fired up because I just spent a week there, so it feels nice to get it all out in the open. Anyway, you see now why I could never invite someone like Leah over to visit, or even Alex. Even though they’ve brought it up a billion times.”

			“I do, but also, I’m wondering if you’re giving your dad enough credit. He seems like he’s doing great now. Besides, Alex and Leah have family issues too. We all do. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

			Eunjin rolled her eyes. “That’s different.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Trauma aside, it’s just culturally different with my family,” she said. “All of you have parents with white-collar jobs. You have parents who’ve heard of the books we’re reading in class. Parents who can reminisce about their own time in college.”

			“I mean, my mom’s an accountant, so I guess that’s white-collar. Socioeconomically, I am galaxies closer to you than to Alex or Leah. But I can promise you my mom hasn’t read the Oresteia.”

			“Your dad might’ve. You told me that he wanted to study literature, but chose physics for the job stability.”

			“Chinese literature. Besides, you’re seriously comparing your two loving parents with my father, who pretty much abandoned me to move to a different country?”

			“Fine, but your mom works a white-collar job. My dad is a carpenter.”

			“Carpenters make a decent living. Sure, my mom is an accountant, but in South Dakota. Not like a fancy accountant. A normal, middle-class accountant.”

			“My point is that you don’t see a ton of families like mine in school.”

			“Well, yeah. That’s true. But that should make you feel even prouder of yourself.”

			“I guess. But the ones with families like mine are definitely not going into the arts. They’re going into investment banking or consulting or tech so that they can make their families’ lives better. They’re not squandering this opportunity to chase some far-off dream.”

			“Why does it matter that they’re not going into the arts?” I asked. “They’re not as talented as you. They couldn’t go into the arts even if they wanted to. Besides, investment banking sounds miserable.”

			Eunjin glanced at the line of people waiting to order their food. She turned to face me. “I wish I were more like you. I don’t think I’ve ever told you that.”

			I burst out into laughter. “More like me? Are you kidding me?”

			“You are ruthlessly practical. And I admire it.”

			“You mean because I’m ruthlessly materialistic.”

			“What’s wrong with wanting money? What’s wrong with wanting material things?” she asked. Her face had flushed and I was taken aback by the sudden passion in her voice. “Look around. If I decided to go down the same career path as you, I could literally change my family’s life. I could help them finally fix the problems with their house. I could help my dad pay off his credit card. I could make their lives concretely better. But I’m not. I have to follow my damn ‘passion’ or whatever. And I feel guilty about it every day. Meanwhile, you don’t even have parents who need your financial help, but you are still set on achieving financial security for yourself. It’s admirable.”

			“It’s admirable? No, it’s just risk averse,” I said. “You’re literally a violin prodigy, Eunjin. We’re different. I don’t have that going for me—that’s why I’m ruthlessly practical, as you would say. Idealism isn’t even a choice for me, because I have nothing to be idealistic about.”

			She shook her head. “Be honest with me. Pretend you’re in my position, pretend that you’re just as talented at the violin. If you came from a family that wasn’t financially stable, that you knew could benefit a lot from your help, and you had the choice between trying to become a concert violinist and using the Ivy League degree to help propel you into some stable, high-paying corporate job, which would you pick?”

			I paused for a second, as if I had to think about it. “I can’t answer that.”

			“Yes, you can. You already know what your answer would be.”

			“Eunjin. It’s different.”

			“No, it’s not. Pretend you were in my exact situation. You wouldn’t be majoring in music.”

			I shook my head. “This is a pointless question.”

			“You know what you’d pick.”

			“Fine. It’s true. I’d pick the stability.”

			“Exactly, you’d pick the stability. And I admire that about you.”

			

			—

			I convinced the person sitting next to Eunjin on the plane to swap seats with me. It wasn’t hard, considering he had the middle seat and I had been assigned the aisle. She didn’t bring up our conversation at Panda Express. Instead, we watched a random superhero movie on our laptops, pressing start at the same time so it’d be like we were seeing it together.

			I stopped myself from checking Laura’s social media until I was back in my dorm room. I saw that she had arrived in the city a couple of days before me and had just posted photos of a meal she had at Don Angie. I looked up Don Angie. It was an Italian restaurant in the West Village. The dishes looked both beautiful and scrumptious, the lasagna elegantly spiraled into flowery shapes of carbohydrate-dense deliciousness. So Laura did eat pasta, but only when it was seventy dollars.

			I decided that I would also go to Don Angie. I had been deprived of many things that Laura had access to: generational wealth, superior genetics, an admission to Harvard Law. But a meal at a nice restaurant—was that really too much to ask for? I decided that I would treat myself to Don Angie. I would simply pick up a few extra shifts at my work-study job. But then I remembered: David. He was still texting me every few days or so; I could tell that he was trying to gauge my interest, trying to see if I wanted to hang out again. I told myself it was healthy to date; if nothing else, it’d provide me with some more stories I could tell to my friends. I asked if he wanted to get dinner. He replied right away with a few suggestions, and I pretended to brainstorm for a moment, throwing out a few mediocre options before finally texting, wait, actually, have you heard of Don Angie? I’ve been meaning to try it.

			Yes! he responded. Funny enough, that’s been on my list for a while too. It’s super hard to get a reservation, but let me check with my Amex concierge.

			So the next day, there we were at Don Angie, the scenery familiar to me from Laura’s Instagram stories, except the space seemed darker and more crowded in real life. I pretended like I was seeing the menu for the first time even though I had looked it up online beforehand to match the dishes on the menu to the pictures Laura had posted.

			“Hmm, I’m really feeling the tuna crudo tonight…” I said.

			“Oh, I actually don’t eat raw fish.”

			“Do you mind if I get it anyway? Their portion sizes are small so I could probably just finish it myself.” I knew I was being rude, but I also knew that he wouldn’t say no.

			When the appetizers arrived, I took small bites, chewing slowly as though trying to extract the maximum flavor from every morsel. David was already on his second mojito. It was easy to get him to talk so that I wouldn’t have to. I tuned in every thirty seconds or so to pick up a tidbit of information about which I could formulate a question. In the meantime, I imagined Laura tasting the same food, the cold tuna sliding down her throat, her tongue picking out a stray piece from behind a molar, the garlic staying on her breath until it was washed out by a generous sip of sauvignon blanc. But only if she really sloshed around the sauv blanc. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe that was just me.

			After all, it was easy to do the math. I was three sips in. The glass was twenty dollars and I was about one-fifth of the way through. Each sip was the equivalent of $1.33. I pictured a dollar bill, a quarter, a nickel, and three pennies sliding down my throat. The dollar bill would be easiest to swallow, the saliva breaking it down until it was the texture of papier-mâché. The coins would feel metallic and cold against my tongue, and when I tried to swallow, they’d get stuck somewhere in my esophagus. The feeling was so vivid that I needed two giant gulps of wine to feel like I could breathe again.

			To someone like Laura, the cost of the wine was negligible. I was sure that she didn’t slosh. She just drank. That meant I should also stop sloshing and just drink. After all, she wasn’t better than me, and I’d prove it. I stopped doing mental math on the second glass. The second glass turned into a third, and when the waitress asked if we’d like another bottle, I immediately responded yes. By then, I couldn’t even count how many glasses I’d had, let alone the monetary equivalent of what I drank.

			When the check came, I offered to pay for half, but unsurprisingly, David volunteered to cover the whole thing. I pretended to be disappointed. I suggested we go back to his apartment and he responded “yes” a little too enthusiastically. By now I was really feeling the wine. I was not used to being so drunk in a setting that wasn’t a party, that familiar burst of confidence that seemed wasted on the fact there was only one person to witness this bubbly, charismatic version of me. When he unlocked the door to his unit, I walked straight to the bedroom, but not before accidentally opening the bathroom door. I took off all my clothes before David even made a move. At first he wasn’t sure what to do, but then he took off his clothes too.

			“I have an idea,” I said, giggling. I felt like the room was spinning a little bit, and I grabbed onto David’s shoulders to orient myself.

			“What’s your idea?” he asked while running his hands down my bare back.

			I almost changed my mind about what I was going to say next, but the look in David’s eyes told me that there wasn’t a lot I could do to turn him off from this moment. I was a naked twenty-one-year-old standing in front of him in his apartment. I hadn’t thought about this before, but I remembered that I was a bit younger than him, so my 70th percentile attractiveness to him was probably more like 80th. So to him, I really was sexy.

			“How do you feel about role-play?” I asked, impressed with the confidence in my own voice.

			“Oh. Uh…I mean, I’m open to it. What do you mean, exactly?”

			I giggled. “Okay, but promise you won’t be weirded out.”

			He sat on the edge of the bed. “Weirded out by what?”

			Even in my current state I knew I couldn’t reveal everything. I’d keep it vague, make up a much more vanilla backstory. I knew from last time that I didn’t need much; my mind could fill in the gaps.

			“I just love the idea of pretending to be someone I’m not. Pretending to be a specific…persona, I guess.”

			“Okay, I could be into that,” he said, an amused expression on his face. “And what persona is that?”

			“So,” I said, plopping my hands on my lap. “I want you to pretend that my name is Laura.”

			“That’s it?” He furrowed his eyebrows. “Just like…call you Laura while we’re doing it?”

			I giggled some more. “Yes. And I guess the rest of it doesn’t make too huge of a difference…but pretend I’m like a rich trust fund girl. Like a really hot, rich trust fund girl that you’re just super grateful to be with.”

			“Uh, okay. Yeah, I think I can do that. But then, who should I be?”

			“Just yourself. Except you’re like, really really into the fact that you’re hooking up with this really hot girl with the perfect body.”

			“Well.” He looked around self-consciously. “I mean, that shouldn’t be too hard. I am into this.”

			I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “That’s very sweet of you. So yeah, just continue being into it and pretend I’m the hot trust fund girl.”

			“Okay.” He nodded. “I can do that.”

			“Great!”

			In the beginning I had to remind him to say my name. He stumbled a couple of times, started calling me Elizabeth, but it wasn’t long before he got the hang of it. I closed my eyes and imagined my body morphing into Laura’s. I imagined it was Laura’s hair that was pressed against the pillow, that it was Laura’s skin that was being touched by David’s hands. I imagined David’s excitement in fucking someone so beautiful, so out of his league, and I became excited by his excitement. Eventually I realized that I could maintain the fantasy even with my eyes open. I enjoyed watching David’s lips part to form the shape of Laura’s name. I could tell he liked all of it too; maybe the fantasy was contagious, maybe he thought that he actually was fucking Laura too.

			Afterward I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. I was surprised and disappointed to see that it was not Laura’s face staring back at me. It was just my face, Elizabeth’s face, bloated and red from the alcohol. I suddenly felt overcome by shame, shame that trickled down my spine like a shiver. It was one thing to imagine myself as someone with attributes that belonged to Laura; it was another to request someone else partake in this fantasy with me. What if David told someone about my request? What if he already thought I was a freak? I was too drunk to go back to my dorm so I stumbled back into bed. David was already asleep with his mouth open, a line of drool connecting his lower lip to the sheet.

			The next morning, I woke up to sunshine spilling out across crumpled white sheets. David was still asleep, sprawled across the bed, and to temper my splitting headache I stumbled into the kitchen and downed a glass of water, gagging a couple of times over the stainless steel sink. In the bathroom, I looked for a pink bottle to ease the nausea from my hangover and found nothing except some razor blades, a half-rolled-up tube of toothpaste, and a blue toothbrush that had seen better days.

			In the clarity of daylight (and sobriety) I realized that I had been overreacting the night before, or at least focusing my attention on the wrong problem. David was a guy, and guys didn’t talk about the details of their sex lives with other people. He was probably too ecstatic about getting laid to care too much about my request. It wasn’t like I asked him to pretend I was a specific Laura; only a person named Laura who could be a figment of my imagination for all he knew, not an actual person I knew from school. The real problem was how much I enjoyed pretending to be Laura, how it felt so right, as though in a world that was fair and in which everything made sense I would be Laura, or at least have all of the positive attributes of hers, and none of the negative attributes of Elizabeth.

			

			—

			Later that afternoon, when I had already returned home, Leah texted me to come to her dorm right away. My mind immediately jumped to the direst possibilities: someone had died or was about to die.

			Are you hurt? Do I need to call 911? I texted her.

			Just come, she said. When I got there, she was sitting on the floor sobbing, black mascara smeared across her cheeks.

			I was the first to admit that I never was the best at comforting people. It wasn’t because I didn’t care; in fact, sometimes the more I cared, the more awkward I would feel, and I would freeze up and not know what to do. But it seemed like my own friends always knew how, just naturally, without even thinking about it. Like when I was sick with a cold and Alex brought me Gatorade and snacks to my room and wouldn’t let me even reimburse them. Or when my computer broke during finals week and the only appointment available at the Apple store was at 4:00 a.m., and Leah insisted that she go with me. Or like when I had my mental breakdown over the Harvard rejection and Eunjin stayed with me until I felt okay. I still didn’t think it had been necessary for her to call the EMTs, but in retrospect it was the kindest thing that she could’ve done.

			So I thought about what my friends would do if I were the one sitting on the floor sobbing, and I realized that they would first ask what was wrong. I sat down next to Leah and patted her back.

			“Tell me everything,” I said. At first she was hiccupping so hard that it was difficult to understand her. “Do you want a glass of water?” I asked. When she didn’t respond, I realized that she probably didn’t even want to think about whether she wanted water, so I just took out the water bottle from my backpack, unscrewed the lid, and handed it to her. She gulped down the entire contents and started to talk.

			It turned out she had discovered after looking through Alex’s phone that Alex had been cheating on her with an ex. The ex had been in the same Eastern Civilizations class as Alex; at first, Leah had been jealous, but Alex told her she was being paranoid and had nothing to worry about. It wasn’t until she read some texts on Alex’s phone that she realized her instincts had been right all along.

			Alex had been in the shower when Leah snooped through the texts, and after they came back, the two of them entered a screaming match. Alex packed up some clothes in a duffel bag and agreed to stay with a friend for a few days until they figured out the rooming situation.

			“I just feel so stupid,” Leah said. “Everyone warned me to not room with Alex in case something like this happened. God, everyone’s probably going to be saying behind our backs ‘I told you so.’ ”

			“Well, if they are thinking that or saying that, they’re the ones who are stupid,” I said. “You and Alex were in love, and who in the world doesn’t make a questionable decision when they’re in love? There would literally be no good art in the world if that were the case.”

			I knelt down next to Leah and rubbed her back. Her shirt was lightly damp with sweat. I didn’t speak for the next few minutes, just continued to sit next to her while her sobs turned into whimpers.

			“Why am I not enough?” she asked through labored breaths.

			I didn’t know what to say. It was obvious to me that Leah was enough for Alex; it was obvious to me that Leah would be enough for anyone. Leah’s worth was so obvious to me that I didn’t know how to explain it to someone who didn’t already understand. It would be like explaining to someone that the sky was blue and that grass was green.

			“Of course the problem couldn’t have been you,” I said. “Who in their right mind would think you weren’t good enough for them? No one. I mean, maybe like George Clooney. But only when he was in his prime, not now when he’s so old and wrinkly.”

			She managed to chuckle a little bit. It came out more like a choke.

			“But I wasn’t enough for Alex. Otherwise, why did they cheat?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Obviously that has nothing to do with you. No idiot in their right mind would cheat on you, so either Alex is an idiot, or Alex was not in their right mind. I mean, you know you’re hot, right?”

			“God, Elizabeth. You’re so fucking shallow.”

			“I know. But so are you, right? We all are. Otherwise why did you start to smile after I said that?”

			She wiped away her tears. This time, she let out a real laugh.

			“You’re so annoying,” she said.

			“I know. Also, now that you’re mad at Alex, I can tell you that you’re out of their league anyway.”

			Leah shrugged. “I know.”

			“You do?”

			“Yeah, but like…I don’t know. I used to care about that kind of thing, but Alex was actually the person who made me stop caring about that kind of thing.”

			“Oh. Because of the whole nonbinary thing?”

			“No, not that. It’s because when you feel so deeply connected with someone…none of that stuff matters. You don’t think about ‘Oh, I’m more attractive than them’ or ‘Oh, they’re more attractive than me.’ Because you feel so solid in your connection that you don’t need to feel threatened by anyone else. I mean, clearly I was wrong, but you get what I’m saying.”

			I did get what she was saying, but I didn’t know if I could ever feel that way about someone. And besides, what was the point, if I’d just end up sobbing on the couch while eating thousands of calories?

			I decided to keep her company for the rest of the night. I asked Leah what she wanted to do and she told me that she just wanted to cry. But I told her that wasn’t an option and she had to pick something else, so she said that we should watch Booksmart while eating McDonald’s. Obviously, I agreed and even offered to pick it up, but she insisted that we order it straight to the dorm.

			After we finished the movie, we pushed apart the twin beds that had previously formed her and Alex’s makeshift king bed, and she pulled out a spare set of twin XL sheets from the dresser that smelled like dust mites and had probably been crawled over by a cockroach or two. But I was so tired at that point that I didn’t think about it too much and immediately fell asleep.

			

			—

			I didn’t know that I’d be staying over at Leah’s, so I hadn’t brought a spare set of contact lenses. I ended up walking back to my dorm room in the morning half-blind, a feat not helped by the fact that my phone had also died. Fortunately, I reached my room after only tripping a couple of times, and when I plugged in my phone I was pleasantly surprised to see that Laura had responded with feedback to Suzie’s college essay.

			
				Hi Suzie,

				Thanks so much for sending this over! I think you’ve chosen a great topic for college essays for all the reasons you probably already know. Your commitment to varsity tennis shows work ethic, passion, and teamwork, all of which are crucial to being a successful college student!

				As for areas of improvement, my comments are mostly related to your writing style. Your tone is very abrupt and to-the-point. Have you considered adding more imagery? For instance, you could say something about how the color of the tennis court is like freshly mowed grass. I’d also recommend using stronger vocabulary. For instance, you said that you “felt good on the day of the match.” Is there a better word you can use here than “good”?

				I’ve also highlighted all the places where you’ve used an adverb or passive voice. I’d recommend taking all of these out. If you need to use an adverb, that means that your verb is not strong enough. And instead of passive voice, you should always use active voice. In other words, your topic is great, but stylistically it still needs a bit of work. Let me know if you have any questions!

			

			I was quaking with rage by the time I finished reading the email. It was not the response that I had been expecting. I expected lavish praise. I expected that Laura would be infinitely impressed with Suzie’s writing, so concise yet so effective. Instead, she thought that “stylistically it still need[ed] a bit of work.” What did that even mean? How dare she criticize my use of adverbs and passive voice? Did she not know that those tips were only for the most beginner writers, who tended to use an excess of both, and that used sparingly they could be quite effective? Maybe she did know that, and just thought that I was a beginner writer. How dare she?

			In place of my succinct, impactful sentences, she had added an excess of flowery language and pretentious vocabulary. I was enraged by her suggestions. Judging by the sheer volume of her markups, she must have thought she was doing Suzie such a huge favor, that poor Suzie had written something so terrible that it needed a complete rewrite from the generous and brilliant Laura Kim.

			I knew that I was overreacting, but I couldn’t stop myself from burning with loathing for Laura, hate-reading every word of her email until I forced myself to shut the laptop and take five deep breaths. I told myself that Laura’s terrible suggestions only acted as further proof of my conviction that she was not that smart, that I was right to dig into Laura’s background to find out more about her application. Besides, she wasn’t completely off base; I had written Suzie’s essay quickly, so obviously I used far simpler language than what I’d use for an actual essay I needed to turn in for school, and even for the actual essays I used to apply for college. Once I finally calmed myself down, I opened the laptop again to look at the document she had attached with her proposed revisions. I accepted all of Laura’s suggestions, cringing with each change. I sent the revised version back to Laura, along with my effusive praise and thanks.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			
				[image: ]
			

			In the three weeks between Thanksgiving and the start of winter break, I continued corresponding with Laura as Suzie. After a couple more rounds of edits, she said that Suzie’s essay was “good to go!” That meant I was ready to move on to the next stage of my plan: asking Laura for her law school essays. To ensure that the transition wouldn’t appear too suspicious or abrupt, I would ease into the questions by first asking Laura if she was still planning to go to law school. She would tell me that she was, and I would ask if she knew where she was going, she would say she had gotten into a few already, and I would exclaim that I was so happy for her and would love to learn more about the admissions process. Only then would I ask if she could so graciously provide a copy of her law school essays.

			On social media, Laura often posted pictures of herself and her friends studying at Avery Hall. It was not my library of choice, but I decided it couldn’t hurt to start studying there too. It wasn’t like I was going there just because Laura liked it there. There were plenty of people who preferred Avery to all the other libraries on campus, and since it was my last semester at Columbia, it made sense to take advantage of the facilities before I no longer had access to them. Besides, even if I had been going there to garner juicy information about Laura, it wouldn’t have worked. All she ever did in Avery was study. The only event that had even mildly piqued my interest was when a relatively attractive man dropped by her desk to talk to her about some school assignment. At first, I didn’t remember his name, but once I heard his accent it popped into my head. Harrison Ng. He had been in one of my recitations sophomore year. His family was from Hong Kong but he had attended school in London, and when I met him I thought his accent was quite posh, but to be fair, I thought all English accents were posh. Once I got over the exotic appeal of his accent I realized the things he was saying were quite dumb. Regardless, Harrison was the type of person who Laura would hook up with. And judging from their body language, the way he lightly touched her shoulder as he whispered in her ear, the way she started playing with her hair as soon as he arrived, they were definitely hooking up. He had even brought her a coffee—from a real coffee shop, not the Columbia cafés that accept dining dollars. I had thought Harrison was dating Gina, but I realized my gossip was probably outdated.

			

			—

			By mid-December it was time to go home for winter break. The first semester of my senior year had officially ended, and I only had one semester left before I would graduate. I spent my month off in South Dakota in much the same way that I spent my week off for Thanksgiving. Regressing into old habits, spending time with my mom, shutting myself up in my room when I was sick of spending time with my mom. It wasn’t until I no longer had access to Laura that I realized just how much she had become part of my routine, and I briefly wondered if that was something I should be worried about. However, I decided to hold off on evaluating my own mental state for the time being, as I had more important, practical things to worry about.

			For instance, had my last email come off too pushy? Not pushy enough? Was that why Laura still hadn’t responded? I read my message over and over again until the words no longer made sense. I considered following up with another email from Suzie but decided to wait until the start of school. I could see from Laura’s Instagram that she was spending New Year’s with extended family, so perhaps she wasn’t really checking her phone. If I sent it now, it could fall through the cracks, and I needed to maximize Laura’s probability of responding. It was important I got this just right; otherwise I’d lose my chance to find out her strategy for getting into Harvard. I would not send the email until I felt 100 percent confident in its efficacy.

			It crossed my mind from time to time that I was wading into some sketchy territory by impersonating a minor on the internet. But at the end of the day, I didn’t think I was doing anything that wrong. Besides, it was for a good cause. The cons were negligible at best. Suzie would never find out I was impersonating her; Laura would never find out she had sent me her essays under false pretenses. The pros were that I could finally get closure over why she had taken my rightful spot at my dream school. Otherwise, the not-knowing would haunt me for the rest of my existence. Once I found the information I needed, I would return to normal life, and Laura would fade out of my consciousness.

			

			—

			Eunjin was staying home for a couple days longer than I was, so we weren’t able to coordinate our flights this time. When I returned to campus in the middle of January, it was a new semester, the eighth and final semester of my undergraduate career. Within the first two weeks we were allowed to drop any classes we wanted without penalty, so I signed up for ten with the plan of staying with half of them. In the back of my mind I wondered whether I’d spot Laura in any of my classes. I didn’t think it was likely. For one, our majors were different. For two, she’d probably fill up her schedule with easy As so she could spend more time partying, whereas I was a diligent student who wouldn’t take a second of my academic experience for granted. But one day, I was sitting in the front row of the large lecture hall for History of the Modern Middle East waiting for the professor to start class, and she appeared at the door.

			My eyes were instantly drawn to her neck, around which was the most beautiful silk scarf that I had ever seen—peach colored with eclectic images of animals and plants, like a Bosch painting, but charming rather than macabre. I found myself yearning for the scarf like I had never yearned for a piece of clothing before. I didn’t even look good in orange. She sat in the fifth row, and I moved from the front row to the sixth and took a seat right behind her. How else was I supposed to find out more about the scarf?

			When the lecture started, instead of taking notes, I doodled the pattern on my notebook, using my limited drawing ability to sketch a likeness of the monkey, filling in the nose and the paisley pattern surrounding it. I was about to move on to the giraffe when Laura unwrapped the scarf and slipped it off her neck. I almost cried out loud from disappointment. Fortunately, she wasn’t putting it away. She unfolded it until it was just a large, square piece of fabric, then folded the corners and rolled it up, then wrapped it a couple of times around her neck, finishing it with a knot. It was wrapped more tightly around her neck this time. I wondered if it constricted her breathing. No, probably not. It would need to be much tighter to affect her breathing. I wondered how much tighter.

			Sitting down, I couldn’t help but also notice that her skin looked better than usual. In her pictures on social media, you could occasionally see a couple of zits on her chin, but they had completely disappeared. I wondered if getting into Harvard Law School had improved her mood, thus also clearing her skin. It wouldn’t surprise me. My own skin had been excessively prone to breakouts ever since I found out I had been rejected. Some days I tried covering the acne with concealer, but what was the point? I had gotten rejected by Harvard. My life was already in shambles. Why would I care about a couple of zits?

			The professor stood behind the podium and cleared his throat before pulling up his slides on the projector. I took a cursory look around me. Everyone was watching the projector or typing notes on their laptops. No one would notice if I…Before I could even finish the thought, my palm reached out and brushed the surface of the scarf.

			Suddenly, Laura whipped her head around.

			“Did someone tap me?” she whispered. I shrugged and shook my head. The guy sitting a couple of seats down from me gave me an odd look. If he caught me touching her scarf, he didn’t say anything.

			When the professor dismissed class, Laura started rummaging through her backpack, so I also started rummaging through mine. The people sitting in the middle of the row squeezed past me, muttering their passive-aggressive “Excuse mes” as they stepped over my belongings sprawled across the floor. Laura started walking toward the aisle, so I pretended I had finished organizing the inside of my backpack too and walked toward the aisle, joining the crowd of students leaving the auditorium like a minnow released back into the stream. I tapped her shoulder.

			“Hey, I love your scarf,” I said. She turned around, her face brightening with the compliment. “Where did you get it?”

			I could tell from the tinge of embarrassment in her smile that the scarf would be expensive.

			“It was a Christmas gift from my uncle. It’s from Hermès. He bought it in Macau, it’s cheaper there.”

			“Ah, well it’s so beautiful. I’ll have to look for the same one.”

			“Thank you,” she said. She looked at me for an extra second. My name was on the tip of her tongue, I could tell, but she couldn’t conjure it from her memory.

			The first thing I did when I arrived back in my dorm was look up Hermès scarves. I could not find an exact match on the official page for Hermès, so I spent over an hour searching through the websites for department stores, resale marketplaces, and consignment shops that specialized in Hermès, experimenting with different keywords in search engines and even looking through cached pages of the websites with the largest collections of scarves. Still, I couldn’t find an exact match. This filled me with a strange sorrow, as though I had lost a prized heirloom or found out a treasured piece of jewelry had been a fake.

			As a consolation prize, I watched Hermès scarves unboxings on YouTube until my eyes started to hurt. About ten videos in I forced myself to shut down my laptop to actually do some work. Even after I closed the videos, I could still hear the chirpy voices of the vloggers, their unbridled materialism thinly veiled as an artistic inclination toward fashion and exaggerated vocal fry echoing like a pop song stuck in my head. I unzipped my backpack and took out a few printouts of readings I still needed to do, grabbing a highlighter from the front pocket. I stared at the blank wall in front of my desk and took five deep breaths.

			I didn’t understand why I was so upset. It wasn’t like I could afford the scarf now anyway. I had hoped to bookmark the link so that I could buy it later, or at least have the option to buy it later. But by the time I could afford it, I would’ve forgotten all about it. That is the beauty of capitalism: as long as you can suppress your current consumerist impulse, the market will always feed you a new one. Besides, I didn’t even wear bright colors. And I didn’t like Hermès. I associated it with nouveau-riche international students who always dressed in tacky head-to-toe designer. But the idea that I could never own the exact same scarf, which had dazzled me from the moment I saw it, made me feel an aching, childish envy for Laura, that she could enjoy yet another thing that I so soulfully wanted but couldn’t have. I wondered if she would bring the scarf with her to Cambridge. She said it had been a gift from her uncle; maybe it had been to celebrate her acceptance to law school and had even come with a card. “Congratulations to my beautiful and accomplished niece on your acceptance to Harvard. I always knew you could do it.”

			

			—

			I decided to enroll in History of the Modern Middle East, even though it conflicted with the Continental Theory seminar that I had wanted to take since freshman year. I told myself that History of Modern Middle East would help me become a better global citizen, as didn’t I already know enough about Europe? Weren’t people on campus always complaining about how the Columbia Core Curriculum was too Eurocentric?

			I did not sit close to Laura this time and instead took my normal seat in the middle of the front row. When class was dismissed, we both rushed to the lectern to ask the professor a question. I let her ask hers first since I wanted to hear what it was, and felt pleased that she was just clarifying the date of a particular event, while I was actually asking a thoughtful question that would demonstrate the depth of my intellectual curiosity. I was even more pleased when she stayed to listen to the answer to my question. After the professor finished answering, we both walked out of the lecture hall, and I found myself trailing just a few paces behind her. She exited the building onto Amsterdam; it seemed she was heading in the direction of the law school. I didn’t have class until two hours from now and I frequently studied at the law school library, so I decided there wasn’t any reason I couldn’t head that direction as well.

			But instead of walking down 116th to enter the lobby of the law school, she made a left to head north, turning right over the bridge that crossed over Amsterdam. There was only one place she could be going to: East Campus, known as the social dorm for seniors, which every weekend filled up with hordes of drunk students headed to a party they hoped would be cool enough to warrant a noise complaint. I followed her through the reception area, swiping my ID to move past the turnstiles. To the right were the elevators that took you to the suites in the high-rise, and to the left was the courtyard that took you to the six-person town houses. She walked a few paces in front of me to the courtyard and turned to enter the third town house. I was about to follow her up the steps to the front door but realized that would surpass the line of plausible deniability. There was nothing up those steps except her dorm. Besides, wasn’t I supposed to be going to the law school to study?

			I continued walking through the courtyard, pretending that I knew where I was headed. By the time I reached the other side, she was nowhere to be seen.

			I didn’t see anyone else walking to the town houses, but I knew some of the dorms had windows overlooking the courtyard where I was standing. If someone happened to see me from their window, wouldn’t they find it strange that I was just aimlessly wandering around this dorm building? Wouldn’t it make more sense if I was here for a purpose—for instance: to visit someone? Instead of returning to the lobby, I walked up the spiraled concrete steps that I had seen Laura walking up just a few minutes ago. I would pretend that I was visiting a friend in this suite, but they weren’t home, which was why I would soon be walking back down the spiral steps.

			When I reached the top of the stairs, for a brief moment, I wondered what would happen if I pressed my hand against the metallic handle and the door actually opened. What if I actually wandered into her room? I let my imagination run wild, exploring the possibilities of what I could find. Maybe I’d open her passport and discover that her real name wasn’t Laura Kim, but she was actually a legendary K-pop star who hid her identity to pursue a normal college experience. Or maybe I’d find a strange medication and upon looking it up would discover it was meant for a rare life-threatening disease, because of which Laura only had three more years to live, so of course the empathetic, reasonable admissions officers of Harvard Law School would let this poor girl with subpar grades and scores live out her dying wish of obtaining a JD.

			I didn’t bother trying to open the door. I wasn’t a weirdo or a creep, and besides, I knew it would be locked. All of these doors automatically lock.

			On the surface of the door there were six name tags, each shaped like a cup of boba tea. Laura’s was green, like a matcha latte. I gently pulled the edge of the name tag. The double-sided tape put up more resistance than I expected. I used both hands to pull, careful to ensure the paper would remain intact. I slipped it into my backpack. When I returned to my dorm, I took out the name tag from my backpack, satisfied that it had not succumbed to any creases during my walk back home. I found myself staring at the name tag for long periods of time, tracing a finger along the curved tails of the a’s, the sloped shoulder of the r.

			I pinched both sides of the name tag, then ripped it in half again and again until the pieces were just little green shreds of construction paper, until I was sure that even the most fastidious jigsaw puzzle–solver could not put them back together, and sprinkled the shreds into the recycling bin, watching them float to the bottom like confetti.

			

			—

			It had been a month since Alex and Leah’s falling-out and Columbia Housing had still not gotten back to them about an alternate arrangement. Alex had been staying with a friend from their sociology class but they were worried they were becoming too much of a burden, so Eunjin and I offered to host them in our rooms. I felt a little guilty about helping Alex after I had just heard from Leah about how much they hurt her, but Eunjin convinced me that there were two sides to every story, and that I would be indirectly helping Leah by keeping the two of them apart. And even though I was closer to Leah, Alex was still one of my best friends. I had privately been grieving the possibility of losing their presence in my life, and was relieved it wouldn’t have to come to that.

			Alex chose to sleep at Eunjin’s because they both liked waking up early, but they would be leaving most of their clothes and toiletries in my room. The first night Alex moved in they brought a bottle of Moscato that the three of us shared while sitting on Eunjin’s bed. Moscato was my favorite wine because it tasted the least like alcohol and the most like sparkling grape juice. We swished big gulps in our mouths and pretended to be pretentious connoisseurs contemplating the flavor profile.

			“I’m getting…baby’s breath,” Alex announced, scrunching their nose. “Not the flower, but the literal breath of a baby who has maybe just eaten some mashed-up sweet potato or something. You know, the kind from those tiny jars.”

			“Mmm…yes, yes,” Eunjin said. She pressed her cup against her face and breathed in. It left an impression around her mouth like a halo. “I am certainly getting a whiff of that as well. You could say it’s one layer out of many. But the utmost layer, on top of those layers of baby food—”

			“No, baby’s breath after they’ve eaten the food,” Alex corrected her.

			Eunjin repressed a smile. “Thank you for your correction, Alex. Beyond just the whiff of baby’s breath after they’ve eaten the food, such as mashed sweet potato from those little jars”—Alex nodded—“I’m also getting the taste of cake. Specifically, a decadent strawberry sponge cake made with the sweat and tears of a million nuns from England who’ve trained underground their entire lives to perfect the execution of said strawberry sponge cake.”

			“Ah, yes, but you must be more specific,” I said. “What era of England? Didn’t you know that vintages of this Moscato are supposed to evoke different eras, and you of course can’t essentialize the hundreds of years of English history into just one tasting profile? That would be incredibly problematic of you. Dare I say…racist?”

			“Of course,” Eunjin said with affected solemnity. “I would never dare to essentialize a culture of such richness and diversity that has traditionally been overlooked by the rest of the world. The erasure of English history is something we take very seriously over here.” Eunjin took another sip. “I would say that this evokes the England of Henry the Eighth’s rule. Jane Seymour’s servants were the ones who made this cake at Wolf Hall, and upon tasting it that’s how Henry knew that she was the one for him. Anne Boleyn’s cake, a rum raisin–type confection, just didn’t compare.”

			“Yes, exactly!” Alex said. “And what are you getting, Elizabeth, from your tasting profile of the Moscato?”

			“Hmm.” I looked up at the ceiling while pretending to stroke an invisible beard. “Honestly, I’m just getting a lot of plastic. Do they put plastic in wine these days?”

			“I think that’s just because we’re drinking out of plastic cups,” Eunjin said.

			“Oh,” I said, and we couldn’t stop giggling.

			After we finished the first bottle of Moscato, we headed downstairs to get another one. Now that we were over twenty-one we finally weren’t limited to the overpriced liquor store on 115th that only stayed in business because they’d look the other way when you showed your bent Illinois driver’s license. We returned to Eunjin’s dorm with the same brand of Moscato, and by the time we were halfway through the bottle I had forgotten all about my awkwardness around Alex. We were sitting on the bed, each holding the same plastic cup as before.

			“So,” I said.

			“Oh god, Elizabeth.” Eunjin groaned. “Please don’t say something unhinged. You’re using that voice that you use when you’re about to say something unhinged.”

			I ignored her. “Anyway. So. Alex. Just wondering. About the whole thing with Leah.”

			“Yeah?” Alex said, finishing off their cup and pouring more.

			“What exactly happened?”

			“We don’t have to talk about this if you’re not ready,” Eunjin jumped in.

			Alex waved off her concern. “What do you want to know?”

			“I mean, I just don’t get it. To be fair, I’ve only heard one side of the story, but I mean, it’s Leah, for Chrissakes.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, anyone can see that she is so fucking hot. So like, how could you cheat on her? Like, I looked up the person you cheated on her with, and he doesn’t even compare. No fucking way.”

			Eunjin nearly spit out her wine. “Elizabeth!”

			“It’s fine,” Alex said. “Wait, so that’s what you think happened? Is that what she told you? That I cheated on her?”

			Eunjin and I both nodded. “Well,” Eunjin said, “she told Elizabeth, and then Elizabeth told me.”

			“Is that not what happened?” I asked, trying my best to not sound judgmental.

			Alex groaned and sat up straight. “That’s not what happened at all. But that explains why all of our friends have been giving me dirty looks.”

			Alex began to tell us their side of the story. Apparently, a couple of weeks ago, Alex and Leah had decided to open up their relationship. They would still be dating each other, but they were also allowed to hook up with other people as long as they kept it strictly physical. It was only after they came to this agreement that Alex hooked up with their ex-boyfriend. But it wasn’t like they were cheating on Leah, Alex explained. The situation was perfectly consensual among all parties. In fact, even Alex’s ex knew that Alex was in an open relationship with Leah so he wasn’t expecting anything more.

			“I just can’t believe she’s playing the victim here,” Alex said. “If anyone was wronged, it was me. She invaded my privacy by snooping through my phone. I was going to tell her the whole thing with my ex but it had literally just happened the night before and we hadn’t seen each other all day, and I wanted to talk to her about it in person. But of course, when I got out of the shower she’s holding my phone, and we have this huge blowout fight, the worst fight we’ve ever had the entire time we’ve known each other. During the whole thing she can’t even pinpoint an exact reason why she’s angry.”

			“So if you two had agreed on all of this, why was she so upset?” I asked.

			Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. Honestly, I think she’s just mad that it was a guy. She’s always been a little weird about bisexuality, like she can’t fathom that someone can be attracted to men and women equally. And don’t even get me started on pansexuality.”

			“So Leah’s mad because she thinks you’re attracted to men, which makes you less attracted to women, i.e., her?” Eunjin asked.

			“More or less. She wouldn’t admit it, but that’s the sense that I got. But it’s definitely not like I cheated on her. We talked about it, set boundaries, and came to an agreement. And I even said that it’d be fine if we closed the relationship again. But that still wasn’t enough. She pretends to be all open-minded and stuff but she’s so weird and conservative about certain things.”

			“Wait,” I said. “This may be a dumb question, but isn’t Leah also bisexual? Or I guess pansexual, since you two are dating…or I guess, were dating…”

			“Not a dumb question at all,” Alex said. “This whole thing is just a projection of how she sees herself. It probably relates to the situation with her parents. They haven’t accepted she can be attracted to more than just men. They still think her sexuality is a phase and she’s going to end up with some nice straight guy who comes from a good family who’s going to mow the lawn at their suburban house every week and buy her a Cadillac.”

			Eunjin and I both nodded, listening as Alex continued to psychoanalyze Leah’s mental state. But after an hour or so, the wine ran out and it was getting late, so I said goodbye and returned to my room. I stumbled onto the bed and curled in a fetal position underneath the covers, procrastinating the inevitable bathroom trip I’d have to take before falling asleep. Through the wall I could hear Alex continuing to rant to Eunjin about Leah. I put on headphones, pulled out my phone, and opened Instagram.

			The first post on my feed was from Laura. Strangely enough, it wasn’t a photo of her laughing with friends at a tropical resort or posing in front of a museum in some large European city. Nor was it a photo of her at a club meeting or a party at Columbia. Instead, it was a screenshot from her notes app. I started to read the text, wondering at first if she had posted it by accident.

			“Oh shit,” I muttered. After reading it the first time, I skimmed it twice more from the beginning.

			
				Columbia and Greenwich Friends Community: Beware!

				A couple weeks ago, I received an email at my columbia.edu address that appeared to be from a current Greenwich Friends student, Suzie, asking me to help with her college application essays. I did think it was a bit strange that she didn’t ask me for the favor through her brother, Aaron, who I talk to all the time, but I decided to just help her out.

				But over winter break, I saw Aaron and told him about the interaction, and he didn’t know anything about it. The essay I read was about tennis, and it turns out Suzie doesn’t even play tennis anymore since she got injured last year. I sent a screenshot of the email thread to Aaron and he informed me that this email actually didn’t come from his sister. In fact, it isn’t even her email account. Someone was impersonating Suzie, going as far as creating a fake email account and researching how we know each other.

				I have no idea how Suzie and I were selected as targets, but thank goodness nothing terrible happened. I’m not sure what this creep’s end game was, probably one of those classic payment scams where they pretend you need to pay them first for them to pay you. Regardless, I’ve already contacted the police and reported the account as fraud.

				Stay safe out there! There are a ton of weirdos and terrible people on the loose!

			

			The post received 254 likes and 27 comments. I scrolled through the comments one by one, feeling my blood boil with each message of support.

			They messed with the wrong person

			Wtf this is so fucked up

			Thank you for sharing this!!! More people need to know about this scam.

			Imagine how much of a creep and loser you’d have to be to go through all this. JFC

		

	
		
			NINE
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			“Why did you like this?” I asked Eunjin. We were studying together in the business school library the next day and I held up my phone to show her Laura’s post about the so-called scammer.

			“Oh.” She shrugged. “I mean, the whole situation is super creepy. I don’t even remember liking it but probably in a show of support?”

			“Since when do you follow Laura?”

			“I mean, don’t you also follow Laura?”

			“That’s irrelevant. When did you start following her?”

			“I think she followed me when we were in Buddhism together last semester, so I followed her back.”

			“She followed you first?!”

			“Yeah.”

			I was suddenly overcome with jealousy. I just didn’t know whether I was jealous of Eunjin or of Laura. I looked around the library to distract myself, to shake off the prickling sensation in my chest. A group of business school students walked in and sat at the table next to ours, reminiscing about some trip they had just taken to Antarctica. I hated that Eunjin followed Laura. I hated that she had liked Laura’s post. I hated these business school students with their affected corporate joviality and logo’d sweater vests. I’d actually found it a little endearing before, how they all wanted to match with each other like a club sports team, but now found it utterly insufferable.

			“Why do we still study here? The people suck,” I said, loud enough for the group next to me to hear. But they didn’t hear. They’d moved on to discussing when they’d be free to practice case study interviews with each other. “Casing,” as they liked to call it.

			“Dude, why are you being weird?” Eunjin asked.

			I ignored her question and chewed on my lip before speaking again.

			“Can you be honest with me for a moment?”

			“Of course.”

			“Is she better than me?” I avoided meeting Eunjin’s eyes. It was embarrassing enough that I asked the question, but it was too late to take it back. I decided I might as well try to get an answer rather than pretend I’d never said it.

			“Is who better than you?”

			“Laura.”

			“Oh.” Eunjin had a funny look on her face, as though trying to figure out whether I was joking or not. “We’re back to the subject of her post.”

			“Yes.”

			“Better than you? At what?”

			“You know…at everything. Is she better? Objectively. Categorically. Holistically.”

			“Wait, I don’t even know where to start with this. No one is better than anyone else categorically.”

			“Oh, come on. You don’t actually believe that.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you?”

			“I mean, you would obviously rather be you than some homeless person on the street,” I said.

			“That doesn’t mean I think I’m categorically better than that person. That just means that I think I’m in a much more fortunate circumstance.”

			“I’ll rephrase the question: wouldn’t you rather be Laura than be me?”

			“You’re basically just asking me who is more privileged. But that’s still a separate question from who I would rather be, which I find to be a pointless hypothetical. And I don’t think she is better than you. I don’t think anyone is inherently better than anyone else.”

			One of the business school students in a logo’d sweater vest tapped my shoulder to ask whether he could grab the chair next to me. I nodded and waited for him to leave before speaking again.

			“Come on, you can just say it. I know she’s better. She’s prettier, and she has a better body, and her family is wealthier, and now she’s gotten into Harvard.”

			“Oh, Elizabeth. Is this about the percentiles thing again? I told you that’s a terrible perspective of the world. You shouldn’t think of any human being as categorically better than another.”

			“Maybe it’s a terrible perspective, but it’s just the truth. I’m just telling the truth about what everyone else is secretly thinking but no one will say out loud.”

			“You may be telling the truth about what you’re thinking, but I definitely don’t think everyone else feels the same way. Except for maybe neo-Nazis.”

			I rolled my eyes. “I’m saying there are particular reasons that would make one person better than another. But race, religion, and gender are not any of those reasons.”

			“You’re trading one prejudice for another. Laura is not categorically better than you, just like how no one is categorically better than anyone else. Anyway, I think I’ve said the word ‘categorically’ more in this conversation than I’ve said it at any other time in my life. For the sake of my point, I’ll say it once more: your perspective is categorically wrong.”

			

			—

			Despite my previous decision to never see David again, I found myself responding to his texts as though I were interested. The week after I came back from winter break, we had gone on a couple more dates. To be honest, I liked the attention. More practically speaking, I didn’t want his last impression of me to be of the role-play situation. I didn’t think he would tell anyone about it, but for the sake of my own sanity I preferred we end things on a more normal note. I decided to have sex with him a couple more times in an extremely vanilla way, so vanilla that he would forget about the weird stuff I’d asked for that one other time.

			In early February, Eunjin was invited to perform at an anniversary party for some fancy couple who lived in Midtown. The two had attended Arnold’s fundraising event and asked his assistant for her contact information. The couple’s names were Annelise and Tom. The night of the event, we met outside their building, which was located across the street from Carnegie Hall. The doorman directed us to the elevator, which took us to the sixty-third floor, opening directly to a sprawling apartment with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the southern half of Manhattan. Strangers swarmed in the room like bees. It reminded me of corporate networking events they’d sometimes host at school—everyone dressed up, everyone forming small circles of socialization, everyone laughing with that certain affect that wasn’t inauthentic but wasn’t completely real either. Laura used to go to those, back when she stayed in her lane as a future investment banker rather than a future lawyer.

			A woman walked up to us and introduced herself as Annelise. She had deep-set eyes and an angular face with shiny, taut skin, her overall sharpness accentuated with a blunt bob cut. Her individual features weren’t beautiful, but together, they formed the kind of face that you didn’t want to look away from, like maybe she had been beautiful when she was young. Eunjin followed Annelise to the area where she was supposed to set up her violin, leaving me alone and unsure what to do with my hands. I found an empty space in the corner, pretending to read important text messages when really I was just scrolling through my Instagram feed. I didn’t need to use the restroom but I needed a break from the situation, which epitomized the worst type of isolation: being surrounded by people who you don’t know and don’t want to talk to, who all know each other and want to talk to each other, while you stand on the sidelines just waiting for it to be over, desperately wanting what everyone else in the room has.

			I walked to the bathroom and breathed in the sage and cedarwood from the diffuser on the corner shelf. Someone knocked on the door, and I panicked, flushing the unused toilet and washing my hands, even though I actually did need to pee now and would have to sneak back here in a few minutes. I returned to the crowd. Annelise was weaving through the room to tell everyone to grab food, and a line formed at the kitchen island. Meanwhile, a petite, dark-skinned woman was scrubbing wineglasses in the kitchen. Every minute or so, she used her forearm to brush the hair that had escaped from her bun. She never paused to retie it. Annelise approached the sink, her head still turned around to laugh at some comment a guest made, and when she turned it back to talk to the woman washing the dishes, her smile dropped like the curtain at a play’s intermission. The woman nodded; she took some glasses out of the dishwasher and placed them in the sink. Annelise patted the woman on the back and returned to the party.

			I bounced back and forth between tagging along with Eunjin and standing in the corner on my phone, picking at the pot stickers and foie gras on my plate. I only knew it was foie gras because I overheard someone saying, “Oh hey! I love foie gras.” I distracted myself by researching the origins of foie gras, arranging my face in a way that suggested I was attending to urgent business.

			I couldn’t even hang out with Eunjin, because Annelise was demanding all of her attention. Her arm was looped around Eunjin’s and she was pulling her around the room to introduce her to everyone. I wondered why Annelise was so oddly enamored with my friend. Of course, it probably had to do with how talented and pretty she was, but I also wondered if Eunjin’s whiteness, albeit partial, played a role in Annelise’s acceptance. Acceptance, not integration; I knew that Annelise still saw Eunjin as exotic, as some form of an “other,” just to an acceptable degree. Then my thoughts shifted to Laura. I wondered if she too would get along with Annelise. I wondered if she would find herself mingling effortlessly with the rest of the crowd. Laura was of course not at all white, but it appeared to me that her privilege in the form of a private school upbringing and familial wealth offered her a proximity to whiteness that would be equivalent to if not stronger than Eunjin’s actual whiteness. If I were to try to quantify privilege, how much more money would Eunjin need to surpass Laura’s status? I could safely assume Laura was in the top 0.1 percent. Did that mean Eunjin would need to be in the top 1 percent? Top 2 percent?

			I stood up to grab more food, but my stomach began to feel nauseous. I immediately suspected the foie gras. I knew I should not have eaten so much of it; I knew there was probably a good reason it was banned in so many countries. I rushed to the bathroom just as someone was exiting, cutting in front of a guy who clearly had been waiting for his turn. “Sorry, I’m sick,” I managed to mutter before slamming the door and kneeling in front of the toilet.

			After I had puked out all of the contents of my stomach and wiped the mess from the bathroom tiles, I made my way to Eunjin, who was standing with Annelise and a few other women who looked like different versions of Annelise. I told her I was going home.

			“I just puked in the bathroom,” I whispered in her ear. “Can you check if it smells bad?”

			“Oh my god. Are you okay? And sure, will do.”

			“I think I’m fine. Must’ve eaten something bad. Did you have the foie gras?”

			“Yeah. I had a ton of it. I feel fine though.”

			“Weird.”

			“Super weird. I hope you feel better, and let me know if you need anything.”

			I clutched my stomach while taking the train back to campus. I refreshed Laura’s profile on my phone. No new updates. God, I felt like such a fucking loser. What the hell was I doing? Constantly refreshing Instagram, enrolling in History of the Modern Middle East—all over a girl who couldn’t care less about me. When I finally reached my dorm, I climbed into bed and immediately fell asleep.

			

			—

			When I woke up, it was already 10:00 a.m. I slept for almost twelve hours. “Shit,” I said when I looked at my phone. Alex’s capstone presentation was in twenty minutes and I had promised to attend. And more than that—I wanted to attend. Alex had been preparing for this presentation for months, and it represented the culmination of everything they’d learned from their art history degree. I scrambled around my room to make sure I had everything I needed. While changing out of my pajamas, I skimmed through my unread texts from Eunjin.

			Eunjin: hey, want to grab brunch before Alex’s thing? I was thinking Ferris?

			Eunjin: just knocked on your door & no response so I’m just gonna head out

			Eunjin: I really hope you’re up and just ignoring me bc I know you rly wanted to go support Alex.

			Eunjin: Wait sry I totally forgot that you’re sick. Hope you’re feeling better & you got it all out of your system. Hope it was just food poisoning & you aren’t preggers. That would be bad. Lol. See you soon

			Eunjin was right. Alex would be pissed if I missed their showcase. They had been talking about it for months. I pulled on the first clean sweater and pair of jeans I could find and ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I was about to text that I was on my way when I reread a line from her last text. “Hope it was just food poisoning & you aren’t preggers.” I scoffed. I couldn’t be pregnant; that would be ridiculous. I had gotten my period pretty recently. Actually, was it that recent? When was the last time I got my period? I pulled up my tracking app. It was six weeks ago. Fuck.

			I stopped at Duane Reade on my way to Alex’s event. I didn’t skimp on the pregnancy tests. I’ve made that mistake before. A five-dollar stick from freshman year resulted in “Inconclusive,” causing me to waste two hours waiting for a walk-in appointment at the campus clinic the week before finals. The doctor’s test came back negative, and my period arrived a day later.

			The event was held in a building on 120th and Amsterdam. I was on 114th and Broadway, six blocks and one avenue away. I rushed past the slow walkers, and even some brisk walkers who, under different circumstances, wouldn’t have annoyed me. Once I reached the building, I was out of breath, and felt my lungs burn even more as I sped up the stairs to the third floor, entering a classroom of about fifty students sitting on rows of metal folding chairs. The first presenter had just started. A couple of students from the audience glared as I walked in. My shoes were making too much noise, a characteristic that I inconveniently had not noticed until that point. I took a seat close to the doors and near the back of the room. Eunjin was sitting in the front row next to Leah.

			I looked through old text messages with Alex to pull up the schedule of the event. Fifteen students, all members of the honors program for the art history department, would each be presenting a five-minute summary on their work. The first person just finished to a round of applause, and the second student was setting up her slides on the projector. Alex was third on the list. There was always the chance that the second one would end early, and Alex would be on in just a couple of minutes. I wanted to stay and pay attention to the presentation, but the pregnancy test sitting inside my backpack was burning a hole in my willpower. I squirmed in my seat and fidgeted with my hands until I finally couldn’t take it anymore.

			The women’s room was located just next to the classroom, close enough that I could still hear the speaker. By the time the student presenter had introduced herself as Madeline, I was already sitting on the toilet seat in the handicap stall. As she began to thank her advisor, I was tearing open the cardboard box. As she started talking about Bruegel’s influence on late-sixteenth-century Flemish art, I was already pulling out the plastic stick. As she said to the audience, “I’m sure everyone here is familiar with The Hunters in the Snow,” I was already reading through the instructions in the manual. Easy enough. I emptied a fraction of my bladder on each of the three sticks.

			All three manuals said fifteen minutes, but I couldn’t stay in the bathroom for fifteen minutes. I exited the stall. There was a shelf underneath the row of sinks filled with stacks of unopened toilet paper. I moved a couple of rolls to the front and placed the sticks behind them, checking from all angles that they wouldn’t be visible to passersby. I set a silent timer on my phone for fifteen minutes.

			By the time I returned to the classroom, the crowd was applauding for Madeline. Alex stood up from their seat in the front row and began to set up. I paid enough attention to their presentation that I knew it had something to do with queer identity in Renaissance art, but I couldn’t tell you the particular artists they mentioned or the pieces of art. The timer counted down in my pocket like a bomb.

			

			—

			The next day I purchased three more pregnancy tests. It was a waste of money. I had spent the morning sitting inches away from the toilet on the cool linoleum floor, clutching my stomach in anticipation of the next round of puking, praying no one would walk in. Thankfully, no one had. My breasts felt tender, swollen, almost numb. I spent thirty dollars to confirm a result that my body itself had already confirmed. Three sets of twin lines, six if you counted the ones I’d taken the day before: a mundane announcement to an extremely undesirable fate. The same unpleasant sight that had greeted me the day before. Positive. I was pregnant.

			It was just another example that things weren’t working out the way they were supposed to. I didn’t get into Harvard, and now it turned out I was pregnant. If my life were a book, this chapter would be written in passive voice. I was rejected by Harvard. I was cursed with a pregnancy. I no longer did anything; things were done to me.

			I tried to imagine my body as a vessel for human life. I pictured the seed, mucus, whatever you wanted to call it, growing inside my abdomen, nurtured by my own bodily functions. The food I ate, the water I drank, were no longer mine, but partly diverted to sustaining this new creature. It was a biological function that I understood from high school anatomy class, but not one I could wrap my head around in practice. I felt far more akin to a child than to a mother. When I imagined a doctor extracting these cells from my body, I felt no hint of pain or remorse. It didn’t appear to me that I would be losing something fundamental to who I was, or who evolution had dictated I would be, but that I would be receiving treatment for a condition to return my body to its default state. The object growing inside me didn’t feel natural, but the idea of its removal did.

			It felt counterintuitive to everything I had learned about abortion growing up. Of course, the town I grew up in was predominantly conservative, and in eighth grade, when we were asked to present an opinion on a controversial topic, everyone who picked abortion was arguing on the side of why it should be banned. But even pro-choice media seemed to imply that though the choice belonged to women, it was not an easy choice—that it’d have lasting psychological and physiological impact, that it’d require navigating internal and external turmoil.

			From a biological standpoint, the object inside me was far from a living being. It was barely an object, just a cluster of cells that would continue to multiply, which could just as well disappear without conscious interference on my end. There was no scientific justification for why someone would think of this as human life. As a result, I always treated this consideration as an emotional one. But my own emotions weren’t making this consideration. As I researched abortion centers in my area, I never once felt that I was making a decision about human life, or even the potential of one. Perhaps if my pregnancy were later-stage I would feel differently, but in the present moment, my decision was unambiguous. I would get an abortion.

		

	
		
			TEN

			
				[image: ]
			

			I made an appointment with an abortion clinic IN Midtown East that had many negative reviews—but none of them were about complications with the procedure itself, and it was the only one with appointments for times that wouldn’t interfere with my class schedule.

			There was no question about the father, although I hated using the word “father,” as this was not an actual baby. I’ve always thought people dole out the term “father” too generously. Men who have no involvement in their biological child’s life still manage to hold the title “father.” I prefer “sperm donor.” Anyway, the sperm donor was David, who I really would’ve preferred to leave out of this whole situation, but unfortunately, I did not have enough money in my bank account to pay for the abortion.

			I considered going to the Columbia Medical Center, which offered abortions for free if you had the student health insurance, but I was on my mom’s employer-sponsored health insurance. Our plan probably did cover the procedure at the Columbia Medical Center, but then it would show up on her explanation of benefits and she’d find out about the abortion, and that was absolutely not a conversation that I wanted to have.

			So after weighing all the options, I decided my best shot was to ask David for money. I told him to meet me at a coffee shop on a Saturday afternoon. Before our meeting I practiced what I was going to say. I would’ve preferred to open with “I’m going to get an abortion,” but that sentence wouldn’t make sense without “I’m pregnant” coming out of my mouth first. Still, I didn’t want David to be worried for even a second, so I practiced saying the two sentences as one. During that millisecond between him finding out I was pregnant and him finding out I wanted an abortion, would he think I was trying to baby-trap him? I admit, it probably was my fault that we were in this situation, but it wasn’t intentional. I had told him I was on birth control, and I actually was, but I sometimes forgot to take it. Besides, did people still get baby-trapped? Was baby-trapping ever a real phenomenon? It seemed awfully like something men would have invented to further demonize women for an action that takes two to complete.

			I meant to make some small talk first. Maybe I’d first ask about his day. But I was too anxious to get the words out, so this is how it went: David arrived, sat down, and said, “Hey, how are you?” and I said, “I’m getting an abortion also I am pregnant.”

			David’s eyes widened. I searched in his expression for fear, anxiety, or annoyance, but there was none—just a wandering look that seemed like a combination of concentration and curiosity, as though he were reading a plaque about dinosaurs at the Museum of Natural History. Finally, his eyes met mine.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yep.” I took out a ziplock bag with all of the pregnancy tests that I had taken. There were six in total.

			“Okay. And you said you’re going to get an abortion?”

			“Correct.”

			“Cool. I mean, totally your choice, your decision.” He looked around as if someone would tell him what he was supposed to say. “As a feminist, I respect women’s right to choose.”

			His awkwardness unnerved me. I had expected some drama, worry, maybe even anger, but certainly not awkwardness. It wasn’t like the movies, where the couple panics and discusses whether or not they should keep the baby, the woman saying, “It’s been my dream to be a mom,” and the man saying, “No, I’m not ready yet.” Or a TV show, where the producers can stretch a pregnancy scare into a narrative arc about the woman’s complicated relationship with motherhood and the father of her unborn child. Or a different kind of TV show, in which the woman miscarries and the pregnancy is never mentioned again, mostly because a baby in the show would kind of ruin the plot.

			“That’s great,” I said.

			“Great.”

			“Um…well…I hate to ask you this. It’s just, I’m a student, and two thousand dollars is a lot of money for me. I mean, that’s how much the abortion costs. So I’m wondering if you wouldn’t mind chipping in?” I was pretty sure that the abortion would cost less than that, but I didn’t want to risk having to have this conversation with him again if there were extra fees I hadn’t accounted for. I was also prepared to explain my insurance situation and why I’d have to pay out of pocket, but neither the real cost of the abortion nor my insurance coverage seemed to cross David’s mind.

			“Oh. Right. Yeah, totally fine. Um…”

			He took out his phone and I put in my payment information.

			“Cool, sent.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I added an extra five hundred for um…well, I guess your inconvenience.”

			“Thanks. That is very sweet of you.” I felt like the mistress of a politician getting paid off to keep the affair a secret. I tried to stop myself from laughing. And to not look too pleased about the extra money. “Anyway, I’m going to leave now. I’ll let you know how the appointment goes.”

			“Yes, please do. Let me know, I mean, not leave. I mean, you can stay however long you want.” He looked down at his lap and shook his head. “I’m going to shut up now. Thank you. Uh…good luck.”

			I was sure that I would never see him again.

			

			—

			I looked up the options: I could take a pill or undergo a minor procedure. Most people chose the latter. They would need to sedate me and put something into my vagina. There would be cramping and I would need someone to pick me up. I felt a pain in my inner thighs; my legs were crossed and I realized I had been inadvertently squeezing them together—so hard that I nearly lost feeling—and I released them, feeling the blood flow return. Then, I lay in bed and wept. I couldn’t quite pinpoint why I was weeping. I guessed it was a combination of things. Weeping because I was looking up abortion clinics instead of researching student housing in Cambridge. Weeping because someone else—someone who was supposed to be inferior to me—had gotten the one thing that I wanted. The one thing that I wanted so I could prove I was better than people like her. Weeping because I didn’t want to get an abortion. I mean, I also didn’t want to be pregnant. I definitely didn’t want to be pregnant more than I didn’t want to get an abortion. But still, it sucked that I even had to make the choice. Weeping because I wondered if the pregnancy was my fault. I didn’t know what had happened; I was on birth control and we used a condom. But just like everything else in my life, this thing didn’t go according to plan. It didn’t matter that I had done what I was supposed to do. It didn’t matter that I had prepared.

			The next day, my eyes were swollen, my double eyelids having turned into puffy monolids. I threw on sweatpants and a sweatshirt, with a baseball cap tilted forward on my head to obscure my face. I took the 1 train, then the E, and walked to a shabby building in Midtown East. The doorman was giggling at some video on his phone and didn’t look up when I entered. I double-checked the directory: Central Med, Suite 1102.

			I checked in with the receptionist, who directed me to one of the chairs across from her desk. The lobby was small, with a round Oriental rug that looked like it had a few coffee stains; at least, I hoped they were coffee stains. There was a water cooler in the corner that emitted a bubbling sound every few minutes.

			Most of the negative reviews for the clinic were for the long wait; some women were only able to see the doctor one or two hours after their appointment time. Still, no one said they needed to come back on a different day. I brought a book with me but the words turned to gibberish, so instead, I scrolled through my phone, resenting the people who shared pictures of themselves in clubs or at frat parties while I was waiting in this stale clinic.

			By now, I had looked at Laura’s profile so many times that I could describe most of her pictures by memory, so I decided to scroll down until I reached the posts from four years ago, from the summer before freshman year. She had spent the August before orientation in Mallorca. Turquoise beaches, Gothic castles, breezy marinas with pastel-accented sailboats. Maybe someday I would go to Mallorca; maybe someday I would own one of those grandiose homes nestled in the mountains with a swimming pool surrounded by palm trees, learn about a new culture, experience the rest of the world. I couldn’t lie—that did seem quite interesting. More interesting than my experiences in South Dakota, at least. Maybe that was the key after all. Maybe my perspective had been wrong: being rich didn’t make you boring, being rich actually made you more interesting. Or maybe being rich was a prerequisite to being interesting. After all, wealth could buy life experiences, like summer holidays in Mallorca. Wealth could buy anecdotes to pass around at parties—parties with other lawyers. Maybe that’s why Laura was the Interesting Asian Female, while I was just the Boring Asian Female. I just wasn’t rich enough.

			I thought back to four years ago, when I was applying for college. The advice that I read online all said that in your essays, you should try to sound smart, but you shouldn’t appear like you were trying to sound smart. Similarly, you should show extensive engagement in community service and extracurriculars, but in a way that made it appear you did it not just so you could get into a good college, but out of a genuine passion. Passion was what made you interesting, but passion cost a lot of money. And if you were from a middle-class family or lower-class family, you wouldn’t want to invest that much money unless you knew you were getting a return, perhaps a return in the form of admission to a great college. That was where you ran into the catch-22. Universities didn’t want the students who were trying to game the system; they wanted students who were genuine. Who weren’t desperate. They didn’t want the items on your résumé to appear like they had come effortlessly, but they weren’t supposed to be too effortful either. If genuine passion made you interesting, then it was desperation that made you boring.

			Perhaps this was the secret language I had missed all along, the language they spoke at Arnold’s art gallery event, the language that made you friends at places like Annelise’s anniversary party. I used to believe that it was the wealthy’s intrinsic understanding that they were better than everyone else, but I understood now that this wasn’t the case. Only insecure people tried to be better than everyone else. No, this secret language was simply the ethos of abundance that only the rich and elite can espouse without delusion: a complacency that comes from the fact that you want, and will want, for nothing. Its opposing force was desperation: the need to strive and try because you lacked this abundance, yet desired it with every ounce of your being. I was no stranger to this sensation; I recognized that the ethos of desperation, of striving, engulfed every action I committed and every word I spoke. I finally understood what Robert had meant all along. I was just another robotic Asian kid with good grades and good scores that showed I was exactly what they didn’t want: a try-hard.

			But how was I supposed to get interesting, authentic, non-calculated life experiences on short notice? If I were Laura, I could just buy them—a lifetime of private schools and travel that contributed to an overarching worldliness—but I was already twenty-one years old and all I had in my bank account was five hundred dollars in savings from my work-study job and the twenty-five hundred that David had sent me.

			I stared at the number in my checking account. Three thousand dollars wasn’t nothing. It was more than I had ever had in my checking account. I could probably do something with three thousand dollars. After all, I was scrappy. I mean, I got into Columbia from a random high school in South Dakota, didn’t I? Four years ago, when applying to college, I managed to make myself seem like not too much of a try-hard even though I totally was one, didn’t I? I pulled together enough interesting experiences for the application despite having grown up in a single-parent household in South Dakota, didn’t I?

			If I spent all three thousand dollars on strengthening my application, I would still need an abortion, but maybe I could go to one of those nonprofit clinics that don’t turn anyone away.

			I told the receptionist that I had changed my mind about the procedure. I took the train home.

			

			—

			I dropped my bag on the floor and sat at my desk. I took out a stack of Post-it notes and wrote down ideas on each of them. Then I grabbed a sheet of notebook paper and made three columns: Yes, No, and Maybe. As though I were taking a standardized test, I started with the easiest answers, placing most of the Post-it notes with Robert’s suggestions in the No column. I didn’t have time to join the Peace Corps or write a bestselling memoir. I didn’t think I was capable of becoming a night manager at McDonald’s. But not all of Robert’s suggestions were nonstarters. Founding a nonprofit wasn’t a terrible idea. I’d just need to figure out the right cause. I could use the three thousand dollars to file the paperwork to form an official nonprofit, with an official-sounding name that would indicate a noble mission. The type of mission that only an interesting person would devote their time and resources to.

			To brainstorm more ideas, I took my computer out of my backpack and typed “what makes a person interesting” into the search bar. Most of the answers had to do with “overcoming hardship” or “having unique life experiences.” I thought growing up in South Dakota was plenty unique and contained plenty of hardship, but Robert had mentioned that going to college in New York City negated my upbringing in South Dakota. I would need to think of something else.

			I considered the more recent events in my life. Just two hours ago I had been sitting in the waiting room of a clinic that offered abortions. Having an abortion was interesting, but didn’t a lot of women have abortions? Besides, it was just a one-time procedure, not an ongoing experience. You did it, then it was over, and you avoided the actual permanent, long-term thing, which was having a baby. I scoffed. To think if I didn’t do anything about my current state, I would grow a child inside of me. A real-life human being. Now, that would be interesting. It would demonstrate both hardship and a unique life experience. I mean, what other Columbia senior, unmarried, alone, would choose to have a baby? And raise it while applying for law school?

			I rolled away from the desk and held the weight of my chin in my right hand. Was I seriously considering having a baby to get into law school? That was an insane plan, even for me. The norm in New York was to have babies in your mid-to-late thirties. And I was going to have a baby right out of college? When I had literally just hit drinking age? Besides, weren’t babies supposed to be super annoying? But the plan started to sound less crazy the more I thought about it. I always knew I wanted kids, so I’d have to deal with the annoying parts of having a baby at some point in my life. Wasn’t it better to deal with an infant now, when I had time, rather than when I was a busy corporate lawyer? Also, I had resources at my disposal that other people in my situation might not, like an Ivy League education and a rich baby daddy.

			Once I got over the initial shock of the situation, I realized that maybe it wasn’t such a bad plan. Sure, it was crazy, but if I really thought everything through, it wasn’t that crazy. I wouldn’t necessarily describe it as crazy; maybe just bold. And unique. Wasn’t uniqueness what Harvard was looking for? Maybe this was exactly what I needed. Following the conventional path didn’t work, so now I needed to pursue something unconventional enough that it would truly set me apart from all the Boring Asian Females knocking on the doors of Harvard Law School, begging to be let in.

			I dumped all of the Post-it notes into the recycling bin. I flipped to an empty page in my notebook and scribbled down the following:

			
				Option A:

				I use the $3,000 in my bank account to start a charity, which I can write about in my personal statement when I reapply to Harvard next cycle. Hopefully the nonprofit makes me seem more interesting and worldly to the admissions officers. The problem is, they’ll see that they have rejected me once before, and it may come across as a calculated move. Plus, plenty of other people start nonprofits, so I would need to pick a truly unique cause.

				Option B:

				I get a job as a paralegal. My résumé won’t change much, except a little bit more work experience and hopefully a better letter of recommendation from one of my managers. Basically, I’m counting on a less competitive class and a little more luck, and neither of those are guaranteed.

				Option C:

				I have the baby and brand myself as the modern woman who wants to do it all: motherhood and a law career at the same time. In my personal essay, I write about how my experience as a mother has encouraged me to pursue public interest law that advocates for marginalized women and children (once I matriculate, I won’t actually follow through on the public interest part). The problem is, I’ll be stuck with a baby.

			

			There was no option D. The prior night, before drifting off into a melatonin-induced sleep, I had contemplated giving up the idea of Harvard altogether. But the notion that Laura Kim would take my spot at the top university in the world was inconceivable. Laura, who didn’t even seem interested in law until just now, who had not suffered and sacrificed nearly as much as I had—who didn’t spend the entire summer before college working at a fast-food drive-through so she wouldn’t have to ask her mom for more money, who didn’t drive for two hours each week to take calculus at the local university because they didn’t offer it at her high school, who already had everything going for her—managed to be superior to me in truly every single way possible. I didn’t know how I would wake up every day and be able to look myself in the face. It was bad enough that she had even gotten in. That already made my work much harder: I would need to guarantee that I could achieve more than her at Harvard in every possible way—better grades, better clerkships, better extracurriculars, and, of course, a better job. And all of that required that I get accepted first.

			By the time I finished thinking through each option, it was already midnight. I realized I had already made my decision. I would keep it. I would keep the baby.

		

	
		
			ELEVEN
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			It was the middle of February, and the days began to stay bright for minutely longer each evening until one day I got out of my evening seminar and it was only twilight, the streetlamps not yet casting their fluorescent lights on the shrub-lined sidewalks.

			It had been unseasonably warm the past week, the temperature rising to the fifties. Earlier that day, as I walked to Low Beach to hang out on the steps with my friends, it felt as though the sun was disinfecting my mind and body from any worries that I had harbored before. A temporary nirvana, a temporary self-consciousness that extended beyond the self as it was now to the way it would be reflected upon in the future. The closest I had ever come to this sensation was the first week of college, when I realized I could go anywhere, do anything, and no one would know. It was the realization of freedom—realization in both definitions of the word, in both perceiving my freedom and obtaining it. Yet the feeling as I crossed the sundial, as I waved to my beautiful, smiling friends, transcended even that: it was the realization of youth. The realization that I was young, that I’d never be this young again, and that I was currently living a moment that I would someday feel nostalgic for. There was a paradox in these two sensations. When I was eighteen, I felt old, as though I had entered a new stage of life. I was focused on all I had left behind. But now, at twenty-one, I felt young. I realized just how much there was ahead of me. A baby. But more importantly, what the baby would give me: an acceptance to Harvard Law.

			I knew that most people would think I was crazy. Who in their right mind would decide to have a baby before they even graduated from college? But I had it all planned out. Robert was right. Harvard wanted to diversify its class. They didn’t want too many Boring Asian Females from immigrant families and elite colleges. Ironically, they probably wanted people more similar to the ones I went to high school with. I was from South Dakota, but in their eyes, I wasn’t a true South Dakotan. I wasn’t a born-and-raised Midwesterner, the type of rural Real American that East Coasters accepted at their institutions to pretend they didn’t live in a bubble and to prove that their dedication to diversity extended beyond just race and class to other related-but-not-quite-the-same factors like geography. I would find Harvard’s efforts admirable (kind of) if it weren’t for the fact that they cost me the acceptance I deserved. This pregnancy would allow me to rebrand myself from a typical try-hard Asian to someone interesting.

			Funnily enough, I had always looked down upon my high school classmates for having kids too young. And now here I was, showing that I was a true Midwesterner after all.

			I set up another meeting with Robert to confirm my hypothesis. Of course, it took him a moment to get over the surprise that I, an unmarried twenty-one-year-old undergraduate living in the most liberal city in America, was pregnant, but I framed my situation as the following: I was excited to have the baby, but I was worried that it would destroy my dreams of becoming a lawyer. Would being a mother make me even more uninteresting? (I knew that couldn’t be true, but better to frame it this way so I wouldn’t come across as a calculating psychopath.)

			“No, not at all,” he said. “In fact, it’ll be the opposite. These schools are all looking for people who’ve overcome adversity. Who better demonstrates that than someone who’s raising another human and who also wants to further their own education? I gotta admit, that’s going to make you a very, very compelling candidate.”

			I strolled back to my dorm, grinning the entire time. I mapped out the timeline. Based on my last period, I was approximately six weeks pregnant. I’d work on my application during the second trimester, when symptoms would be mildest. The baby would be born sometime in September. That left me almost exactly a year to spend some quality time with it before starting law school.

			Of course, David would have to pay child support, as I certainly did not have the financial resources to raise a child alone. But he should just be grateful that I wouldn’t expect him to be involved in the child’s life in any way. With his payments, I would hire a full-time nanny and night nurse so that I could devote all of my attention to my law school applications.

			I could hear the hypothetical criticisms from my friends. “You’re having a baby as an unmarried twenty-one-year-old with someone you barely know, and when you have literally no job? Have you really thought this through?” In my head, I responded to their questions with calm rationality. “Yes, I’ve thought it through completely, just like I’ve thought through everything else in my life,” I would say. “I always knew I’d have kids someday. And if you just take a moment to erase all your misconceptions and open your mind, now is the best time for it to happen. I’m taking a gap year before law school, so this is the most free time I will ever have. I don’t have to worry about finances because David will be legally forced to pay his share. Having the baby will help me go to law school, which means it’ll also help me get a good job. Plus, I’m mature for my age. I feel confident I’m ready.” How could they argue with that?

			

			—

			I felt confident now that I would get into Harvard. I should’ve never doubted myself; I’d always known that I was a 99th percentile person, and I needed to start acting that way. There was just one problem.

			I didn’t want to—I couldn’t—wait an extra year to attend Harvard Law. Sure, I could go along with my original plan and have the baby during a gap year and matriculate next fall instead of this fall. But how would that be fair? How would it be fair for the undeserving Laura to get to go to Harvard right out of undergrad while I would have to wait an extra year? If she was a year ahead of me in law school, then she’d also get to work in big law a year sooner than me. She’d get a head start in making a big law salary, in climbing the big law ladder, in making partner at a big law firm. She’d always be one year ahead for the rest of her career, and that was just not something I could accept. Especially if I were making as big of a sacrifice as the one I had decided to make.

			As a single, expecting mother with grades and test scores that were on par with if not superior to Laura’s, I knew without a doubt that I’d be considered the more compelling candidate. And even though the official application deadline had passed, there was technically no deadline for providing an update to your profile. I could submit an addendum about my situation, and the admissions officers would immediately see that I was more interesting than all the Asian females in their applicant pool. The only problem was, they had already accepted Laura. By this time in the application cycle, they probably had already filled up all twenty-seven of their allotted spots for high-achieving Asian females. It wasn’t like they could take that back once they had someone better in the mix. They’d still have to reject me, regardless of how much sparkle my impending single motherhood would add to my application. They’d just think that it was a shame that I hadn’t provided the update earlier.

			But sometimes universities did rescind acceptances. It was rare, but it happened, usually for one of two reasons: if someone’s grades fell dramatically after they got in, or if they were caught in a moral scandal.

			Hypothetically speaking, if Harvard rescinded Laura’s acceptance, wouldn’t that open up an extra spot for a different, even better candidate?

			I realized it was time to focus on a different mission. Now that I knew how I was going to get into Harvard, it no longer mattered to me how Laura had gotten in. To get myself in, I needed to get Laura out.

			Of course, I wasn’t cruel. Laura could still go to law school; she just couldn’t go to Harvard. Maybe Georgetown, actually. That seemed more suitable for her.

		

	
		
			TWELVE
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			I didn’t tell Eunjin I was pregnant. I decided I’d tell her after the point at which I could no longer get an abortion. If I started showing before then, I’d wear baggy clothes or complain that the freshman fifteen seemed to be hitting me late. I didn’t want her to freak out, to make it out to be a bigger deal than it actually was. I didn’t want to explain my plan to her. I knew she wouldn’t understand.

			My symptoms had eased; for the most part, I felt normal, and I told Eunjin that she was right, it was just food poisoning, likely from the foie gras.

			Sometimes I searched online for photos of David, looking closely at his features, at his smile, at his eyes. Once the seed inside me grew into an actual human being, what would they look like? Would they have David’s high cheekbones, my dark hair? On one hand, we would have something significant in common: being raised by single moms. But on the other hand, would their upbringing in New York City as the child of a high-powered attorney prevent the development of a true closeness? The closeness that two people have when they’ve both been looked down on their entire lives, when they both know what it feels like to be unimportant, to be inferior, to know that the default is that you don’t matter? They would never know what it was like to look for ants in a one-bedroom apartment, to feel constantly inferior to everyone around them, to want nothing more than to escape. Each generation builds off the one before it. My parents sacrificed so I could have a better life. I strived so my children could have a better life. And my children wouldn’t have to sacrifice or strive. They could just enjoy. And maybe that was a good thing.

			

			—

			I officially kicked off my mission to get Laura rescinded from Harvard. First, I conducted some research into past instances of universities rescinding students’ offers of admission. The most common reasons were that the applicant posted something unsavory online, they were found guilty of academic dishonesty, or, in extreme cases, they committed a crime.

			I came up with a plan. I would register a blog titled Musings of a Freethinking Columbia Student. For the author bio, I would write “Columbia senior & nonconformist thinker.” I wouldn’t include a name. Otherwise it’d appear too obvious that she was being framed, as obviously Laura would not write a politically controversial and perhaps cancel-worthy blog series under her real name. At the same time, I needed the blog series to still be traced back to Laura; otherwise, that would defeat the whole purpose of the project. I decided I would include details about her life here and there in the body of the blog posts, just few enough personal details that someone like Laura would think that no one could trace it back to her, but just enough that a fastidious reader would be able to narrow down who she was if they cared enough. And knowing what I had written for the content, there would certainly be someone on campus who cared enough.

			There was another problem: if I wasn’t careful, the writing could be traced back to me, and everyone would discover that I was setting her up. Or worse, they would think that I was the neofascist, not her. Laura was basic and unworthy of Harvard, but she wasn’t stupid; when Harvard inevitably saw the blog post (because I would anonymously send it to them), she would deny that she had anything to do with it, and she’d probably hire some computer guy to trace the IP address of the actual creator. I was using the Wi-Fi network for Columbia students, which required me to log in with my ID and password. I admit I didn’t know much about computers, but I imagined that someone could trace the content back to me. To play it safe, I couldn’t enact any step of my plan on my personal laptop.

			I remembered that some of the libraries on campus, like Butler, offered desktop computers for public usage. You needed to sign in with your student email address and password, but there were often people who would forget to sign out. I remembered this because one time some guy forgot to close out his porn. I could simply use someone else’s account, and with enough other evidence, it would appear that Laura was the one who had used that person’s account.

			The next Tuesday I entered Butler and walked to the row of public computers on the third floor, ready to sit down at the first one that still had a browser window open. But to my utter dismay, all of them showed the log-in screen. No one had forgotten to log out. I almost screamed. I could feel my face turning red, hot tears of frustration welling up in my eyes.

			But once again, I wasn’t ready to give up. I sat at a bench near the public computers, pretending to write an essay on my laptop, as I waited for someone to use one of the computers. About half an hour later, a short blond guy arrived and plopped down in one of the chairs. He looked vaguely familiar, like maybe he had been in one of my seminars freshman year. He was the type of person who looked simultaneously very young and very old: balding but with a baby face and a slightly protruding belly. He was wearing a button-down shirt covered with a V-neck sweater.

			He took his laptop out of his bag. The screen was cracked down the middle, a streak of rainbow on each side. He repeatedly pressed at random on the keyboard but the computer didn’t react. He logged in using one of the public computers and pulled up a Google Doc. He spent the next forty-five minutes typing. I was too far away to read the paper he was writing, but close enough to keep an eye on his movements, waiting for the moment he would get up. I was tired and dehydrated, and I felt a headache coming on. But I couldn’t go home now. I couldn’t lose this opportunity.

			He got up from his chair, and I felt a sudden elation that faded when I realized he was only walking a few steps to the printer. Regardless, I had an idea. I sat down at the computer next to his and typed in my ID. Then, I typed random characters into the password box. I pressed submit and the system responded with an error message. I made sure that by the time the blond guy came back, I was staring at the screen with an obviously frustrated expression. When he sat down, I swiveled to look at him, as though surprised by his sudden presence, even though I had been tracking his movements in my peripheral vision the entire time.

			“Oh, hey there,” I said.

			“Hey,” he responded. He too looked surprised by my presence. Or maybe he was just surprised that I was talking to him. Usually Columbia students didn’t chat up strangers at random.

			Now that I was close, I could see the dark circles under his eyes, the dullness of his skin. One time, my laptop had also broken the same week I needed to write a paper for class. I knew he probably wasn’t in a great mood; at the same time, that meant he would empathize with another person in a similar situation.

			“My laptop just broke, and now for some reason this computer won’t let me log in. I’ve tried resetting my password multiple times and it won’t work.” I gestured to the laptop, which still showed the “wrong password” message. “Do you know if you’ll happen to be done soon? Is there any chance you could stay logged in so I could just quickly finish my essay? It’s due tonight and I’m desperate, otherwise I wouldn’t ask.”

			The man brushed back his hair and gave a loud sigh. At first, I thought he was bracing himself to reject my request, but fortunately, that wasn’t the case.

			“Oh god. I’m in the same boat. My laptop broke today too.” He opened his laptop and turned the cracked screen toward me. “Fortunately, my log-in actually is working; otherwise I would’ve pulled my hair out. Anyway, happy to help. I just need like ten more minutes and then you can use it. Does that sound good to you?”

			“Absolutely.” I thanked him and started doing some reading while waiting for him to finish.

			Ten minutes later, he started packing up his backpack. “All yours,” he said. “Best of luck.”

			

			—

			His name was George. What a nice, trusting person, George. But too trusting, it appeared. He hadn’t even bothered to log out of his email account, which was how I found out his name. George Reynolds. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve snooped some more, but I had more important tasks to complete.

			I registered a new blog under a burner email and cleared the web browser history. I had already written the first post I would publish to Musings of a Freethinking Columbia Student. This was the one part of the plan that I had to do ahead of time on my personal laptop. To account for even the tiniest chance that someone would get access to my computer or to Google Drive and trace the draft back to me, I first uploaded a blank Word doc to a flash drive, then I wrote the blog post in that Word doc. I even turned off Wi-Fi while working on it so it wouldn’t accidentally sync to the Cloud without my knowledge.

			The essay was a racist, antisemitic, and kind of sexist right-wing diatribe fashioned as serious intellectual thought. I knew that Harvard employed some professors with sketchy beliefs, so I needed to push Laura’s viewpoints a step further than what they still considered acceptable, far enough to justify a rescinding of her offer. At the same time, I couldn’t push them so far that people wouldn’t believe Laura had written these, or have them think they were meant to be satire. Of course, it wasn’t hard to think of ideas. I just repeated the standard arguments from the academic papers and essays written by these ultra-right- wing thinkers, except elucidating their shitty beliefs by stating them bluntly rather than through dog whistles. In other words, saying the quiet part out loud.

			The first blog post was titled “The Attack on Judeo-Christian Values at Columbia University.” The post started out innocently enough, tracing the origins of the term “Judeo-Christian” and detailing the commonalities in the moral teachings between Judaism and Christianity, praising how these values contributed to the Enlightenment, the rise of “rational” thinking, and the subsequent military and economic success of the “West.” Then, the post took on a more sinister note. “Laura” argued that the people who subscribed to postmodern ideas like multiculturalism, gender equity, and moral relativism were destroying the principles that made America exceptional, and that these very people were taking over college campuses, especially Columbia, which had always been a haven for left-wing activists but was now turning into a truly degenerate force that could undo democracy and capitalism and turn all of Gen Z into America-hating, gender-nonconforming, communist, Marxist idiots. Of course, nothing I had written so far was sufficient for my end goal; sure, if this got out, Laura would be treated as a pariah on campus, but Harvard probably still wouldn’t do anything out of a commitment to free speech or whatever.

			The second half of the essay was where I really took it up a notch. The blog post argued that in order to reverse the brainwashing of these young, impressionable minds, Columbia should stop accepting students of color, with the exception of those who could prove their allegiance to Western civilization and thought. Columbia should also only accept naturalized citizens of the United States, as even a white student hailing from a more left-leaning country like the Nordics could infect the campus with ideals that may decay the Judeo-Christian foundation on which the school and country had been founded.

			Of course, all of these arguments were bullshit, but I edited the content of the post many times to ensure it struck the right balance between extremism and believability. Now I just needed to also ensure that the readers, students infuriated by the contents of the piece, would successfully trace it back to Laura. I dropped in clues like “This semester, I’m taking a class called…” using what I knew about her course schedule, which I determined by cross-referencing her whereabouts with the course catalog. I wrote, as the author, that I hailed from a wealthy suburb of New York City and lived in the East Campus dorm. Also, I dropped in facts that only a Columbia student would know so no one would think the author was only a troll pretending to be a student. In the next two blog posts, I would drop in more details about the author. It would appear that the author was starting to get more careless, revealing personal information that would lead to her downfall. When caught, Laura would say that she couldn’t have authored the post; she had been a staunch liberal all her life. But that was also easy to work around. I simply included a paragraph about how the author was secretly a conservative, but always posted in support of liberal causes on social media so that she would fit in with her friends and peers.

			But before I could upload the second and third blog posts, a security guard was tapping on my shoulder.

			“Library closing. Sorry. You have to leave,” he said.

			“But this library is open twenty-four hours.”

			“There is always an area open at each hour of the day. That doesn’t mean every area is open every hour of the day. This area closes at eleven.”

			“Can you just give me five more minutes?”

			He pursed his lips and looked at his watch. “No, sorry. My shift ends in thirty and I need to wipe down these tables before then.”

			I sighed. I only had time to post the first blog post, not the second or third. The second was going to be an “exposé” about anti-white racism in prominent student groups like the Columbia Democrats and the Columbia Daily Spectator. The third was going to be an essay about why Columbia should no longer force students to take Global Core classes to graduate and instead only require that they learn about the history of Western thought, which had been the case for most of the university’s history. It was fine; I would just come back. I would need to start over: find another person to let me use their log-in for one of the public computers. But if that’s what it would take, I was willing to do it.

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			
				[image: ]
			

			“That bitch.”

			I looked around uncomfortably. We were sitting at the table in the shared lounge in Leah’s dorm building. Fortunately, the other students looked like they were too preoccupied with studying to pick up on our conversation.

			“Isn’t ‘bitch’ a gendered term? Are you allowed to call Alex that?”

			“Oh my god, Elizabeth.” Leah shook her head in exasperation. “Shut up. Who the fuck cares?”

			I swallowed. Would it be insensitive for me to say right then that I cared? I decided not to say anything. I knew that Leah was just upset and she didn’t mean it. We all said things we didn’t mean when we were upset.

			“Bitch, asshole, cunt, dickhead, I literally couldn’t care less. I can’t believe Alex pinned this whole thing on me. And how dare they claim that I’m some kind of self-hating bisexual? Alex is the one who crossed the boundary that we both agreed upon. It has nothing to do with the gender of the person who they crossed the boundary with.”

			I nodded, trying not to say anything bad about Alex while still validating Leah’s feelings. For the past few weeks, I had tried to handle the situation the way that an advice columnist for a progressive online publication would tell me to handle it. After Alex asked to crash with Eunjin and me, I checked first with Leah to make sure that it was okay with her. And I intentionally did not communicate information that one had told me in confidence to the other. But earlier in our conversation, I had inadvertently brought up the wine night at Eunjin’s a few weeks ago. Leah claimed that she knew all about that night, and that Eunjin had already told her everything Alex said, which led me to actually reveal everything that Alex had said.

			“The problem wasn’t that the person Alex hooked up with was a man,” Leah said, enunciating every word as though she were a TA explaining a complicated topic to a group of first-years for the billionth time. “The problem was that Alex hooked up with an ex, and we explicitly agreed that we would only pursue ‘entanglements’ that were void of any emotional connection. Now, you tell me, Elizabeth, is having sex with someone you literally dated for over two years an interaction that you would count as void of emotional connection?”

			I was trying to agree with everything she was saying and accidentally nodded to her question, before mumbling an apology and shaking my head.

			“Exactly. It’s not. And as any couples therapist would say, an open relationship is all about trust. And Alex broke my trust by breaking the rules. With the first person they hooked up with! Can you believe that?”

			This time, I managed to shake my head on the first try.

			“I can’t believe it. But I probably should, and that’s my fault. I should’ve seen right through their holier-than-thou facade. Did you know they wouldn’t talk to me for three days just because I called someone a cunt? Like yeah, it wasn’t great on my part, but to not talk to me for three days? And now they’re trying to spin the story to make me out to be the villain when they are obviously the villain. I wonder who else they’ve said this to. After they hurt me so much. You saw how upset I was. And for them to go and spread all these lies. How dare they?”

			I nodded. “Yeah, it seems like you two aren’t on the same page.”

			“No, no, no. It goes beyond being on the same page. I’m clearly in the right here, and they’re in the wrong. I’m on the objectively correct page, and Alex is on some crumpled-up Post-it note with scribbles that they’re pretending is legible but is actually incomprehensible.”

			“That’s a really good metaphor,” I said.

			Leah rolled her eyes. “And I can’t believe they would try to turn my own friends against me. Like, seriously?”

			I shrugged. “Hey, I’m here now, so at least you know it didn’t work.”

			“Besides, I don’t understand why they would go through all this trouble of spinning up a fake story to you. Like, Alex doesn’t even like you that much.”

			At this, my ears perked up. “Wait, what?”

			“They think you’re a sellout. And they think you purposefully have been getting their pronouns wrong.”

			“What?!”

			“Yeah, like they suspect you’re secretly a Republican because you’re from South Dakota.”

			“Do they think the same about Eunjin?”

			“Nah. Eunjin’s a violinist. She’s an artist, so that automatically means she’s a liberal.”

			“But I swear the pronouns thing is an accident!”

			“I told Alex the same thing. I mean, I completely believe you. I guess you could say it’s just another lie that they’ve made up to feel morally superior to everyone else.”

			“Oh my god. What else did Alex say about me?”

			“I mean, they think it’s fucked up you’re going to law school to defend evil corporations. They think it’s a waste of your brains. I guess that’s some consolation. They think you’re morally not the greatest person, but they definitely don’t doubt that you’re smart.”

			I didn’t want to admit it, but the fact that another person thought I was smart did make me feel a bit better.

			

			—

			An hour later I returned to my dorm, and through Eunjin’s door, which was slightly ajar, I could hear that she and Alex were speaking in hushed, excited tones. I knocked twice, then walked in.

			“Oh my god. You’re here,” Alex said, looking up. “We were just about to text you.”

			I knew I should probably talk to Alex about what I had heard from Leah, but I could tell I was about to get some juicy gossip, so I decided that I’d table that discussion for later.

			“Did you hear that the lovely educational institution we all attend has proven its cultural relevance once again by making it onto Fox News?” Eunjin asked.

			“No. What is it this time?”

			“Here,” Alex said. “I’m texting it to you right now.”

			I clicked on the link. It directed me to a blog post. My blog post.

			Truthfully, I hadn’t thought about the get-Laura-canceled scheme for a few days. The morning after I made the first post, I found out I had received a B on a paper. It was the first time I had gotten below an A on an assignment since freshman year. Even the pregnancy couldn’t guarantee me admission to Harvard if I didn’t meet the basic requirement of having impressive grades. You couldn’t be a Boring Asian Female, and you definitely couldn’t be a Boring, Dumb Asian Female, so I had taken a break from scheming, deciding that I’d stake out the library to post the second and third blogs once I got my schoolwork back on track.

			But clearly, the scheme had marinated into something fruitful even without my intervention. More than just fruitful—it had gone viral.

			A feeling of nausea rose up in my stomach, making its way to my chest and my throat. I had not anticipated this outcome. If anything, I had been worried about the opposite—that no one would care about the blog post. More eyes on it also meant there was more at stake, and what if someone managed to trace it back to me? But my plan had been airtight. I used a school computer, not even from my account. I used a burner email for the author profile. And I was actively framing someone else—but subtly enough that no one would suspect it was a setup. There was no way someone could put all of the pieces together—not even the cleverest of internet sleuths.

			I excused myself from Eunjin’s room and sat down at my desk. It took me thirty minutes to figure out the sequence of events that led to the post’s virality. Apparently, journalists for right-wing news outlets regularly browsed the internet for blog posts written by students of the most liberal universities, specifically Columbia and UC Berkeley, so they could use the most extreme leftist positions they found as straw man arguments to ridicule in their blogs, podcasts, websites, news channels, and more. Except this time, they were shocked that a student at Columbia—the very university where patriotism, free speech, and common sense went to die—actually wrote an essay with some pretty stellar arguments. Arguments that they totally, 100 percent agreed with.

			Of course, the author chose to remain anonymous, which posed a slight speed bump to conservative pundits being able to hold up this student as a beacon of hope for the right-wing movement. But it made sense: in an environment as opposed to free thought as Columbia University, of course a student espousing such anti-left viewpoints would want to remain anonymous. A right-wing pundit who had also attended Columbia pointed out that the sheer specificity of the references to campus life strongly suggested that this wasn’t a hoax: the post was written by a real Columbia undergraduate.

			That all happened in the span of a week. The second week was when news started spreading at Columbia about the existence of this post, sparking a manhunt for the perpetrator. Infuriated students scoured the article for clues, just like I had predicted. But I overestimated the fastidiousness and imaginativeness of their research. They were supposed to narrow it down to a Columbia senior majoring in history who was living in the East Campus dorm, which they did (because I revealed all these facts explicitly in the blog post). But then they were supposed to figure out that the “wealthy suburb outside of New York City” that the author grew up in was Greenwich, Connecticut, because I cleverly included a reference to specialty caviar tater tots that the author stated was served by a restaurant in their hometown. Someone was supposed to search for this dish online, upon which they’d find out that there were three restaurants in the tristate area that were known for this specific menu item.

			Then they were supposed to band together to document every single student living in East Campus along with their hometowns, which sounded harder than it actually was, as every student’s email profile referenced their residential hall, and most students referenced their hometowns in their social media profiles, so it would just take a simple web-scraping to consolidate this data in one place (I hired a coder from Bangladesh to do just this for a hundred dollars; that’s how I knew it wasn’t that hard). After gathering this data, they’d discover that there were exactly ten students living in East Campus who hailed from one of these three towns, and that only three of these students were studying history, one of whom was an Orthodox Jew (so he could not eat caviar), which would leave two people, Laura and a kid named Sam. But it couldn’t have been Sam, because he was a terrible writer, which everyone would figure out by reading his entertainment column for the school newspaper. The blog post, while espousing terrible beliefs, was written quite well. So that would leave Laura.

			But clearly, I overestimated the capabilities of these impassioned students. That was not a problem. I would simply upload blog posts number two and number three, which would both reveal more clues, ensuring that they would set their sights on the right perpetrator.

			

			—

			For the most part, I succeeded in keeping the pregnancy off my mind. My philosophy was to deal with one thing at a time, and the pregnancy was not at the top of the docket just yet. But sometimes I experienced a sharp pain in my abdomen, like period cramps but worse, as though the fetus were upset that I was not paying enough attention to it. The first time it happened I was sitting at my desk, reading an essay by Tolstoy, and I cried out—not from the pain, but out of worry that I was miscarrying the child, and thus, my future at Harvard. I cried out so loudly that Eunjin even texted me to ask if I was okay, and I told her that I was, that I had just bumped my knee against the corner of the desk. Fortunately, the internet told me that these cramps were normal, and I noticed no accompanying spotting, which the internet informed me would require me to see a doctor. Speaking of doctors, I knew I was technically supposed to go to one, but I was still on my mother’s insurance, and I imagined she would have some questions when she noticed I was going to regular appointments with an obstetrician. Besides, I was young, I was healthy, and literally billions of women had gone through the exact thing that I was going through. I didn’t have anything to worry about.

			While I did not enjoy the cramps, I became accustomed to them after the third or fourth time they appeared. When I felt an episode starting I’d grit my teeth and try to distract myself, usually by watching “a day in my life” vlogs from students at Harvard Law. The vlogs made me feel happy the way watching Eunjin play violin made me happy: seeing someone succeed in a way that did not threaten your own self-worth. I wasn’t threatened by or jealous of any of these vloggers because I knew I’d be one of them soon enough. I imagined them as my friends, I imagined how I’d pick the right moment on campus to say hi, say “You look super familiar, do I know you from somewhere?” upon which they’d blush and say that they sometimes vlogged, so that might be why, which was the perfect conversation starter, as they’d feel flattered I had seen their vlog, but I wouldn’t appear too much like a fan, which would immediately lower my status in their eyes and prevent a true friendship—a friendship of equals—from flourishing.

			But sometimes I’d scroll to the comments section of these vlogs and feel angry. No, not just angry, but furious, the same intensity of fury I imagined the campus activists felt when reading Musings of a Freethinking Columbia Student. The troll comments didn’t get to me; they were trolls, they weren’t real, they were just trying to elicit a reaction. The ones that made me burn with rage were the long, eloquent, seemingly well-meaning posts from users claiming to be Harvard Law alumni about their own personal experience at a prestigious law school, lessons learned, all ending with some version of the message “Don’t go into big law, it’ll take a toll on your health that will take years to recover from” and “Trust me, the money isn’t worth it” and “There’s more to life than status, wealth, and prestige.”

			They were like ungrateful children, given the opportunity of a lifetime and still acting like they were the victims. Didn’t they realize they had won? Didn’t they realize just how lucky they were? I was sure it wasn’t pleasant to work eighty hours a week, to defend greedy executives and shitty corporations, to be yelled at by your boss for not having enough billable hours, but it was all a small price to pay for the chance to be wealthy, successful—to be someone important, someone who mattered. I promised myself that when I got to law school, when I became a lawyer, I wouldn’t be like them. I would be grateful. I would recognize the value of what had been given to me as a result of what I had achieved.

			

			—

			Clearly, I needed to push the students infuriated about the blog post in the right direction. I considered going along with my original plan—releasing two more blog posts with clues to Laura as the author, but I was worried that the more posts I wrote, the greater the chance I could miss some detail that would inadvertently reveal me as the author. So I came up with a different plan that could be just as effective. I created a burner Instagram account and messaged one of the people who seemed to be leading the manhunt. Or womanhunt, if you wanted to be more accurate, but it seemed most people thought they were looking for a white man, which further demonstrated the need for me to help them out a little.

			A group of students in the Columbia Students for Anti-Racism organization had been informally leading the charge against the perpetrator. The president, Amala Smith-Dupont, had penned an op-ed for the Columbia Daily Spectator about how the viral blog post was symptomatic of a larger problem: the university’s history of anti-Blackness and colonialism.

			The burner account was easy to make. I would pose as a concerned student who wanted to remain anonymous, so I didn’t need to try to rack up followers or attempt to tie the account to a real person. I even included the phrase “burner_account” in the handle along with a string of random numbers.

			Then I sent Amala a message request.

			Hey, love the work you’re doing to help bring attention to the shitty right-wing blog post. I know we’re all still trying to figure out who wrote it, but when I was reading there was one person who came to mind bc they fit all the descriptions. And during private convos with this person they often said pretty sketchy things despite their online presence. Would highly recommend looking into Laura Kim.

			Amala accepted my message request almost immediately. I kept the conversation open until I received a response.

			Hmm…v interesting. I could actually see that. I’ll look into this some more.

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			
				[image: ]
			

			On the first Friday of March, I woke up at 8:30 a.m.—about three hours before I’d usually wake up on a Friday morning—to catch the breakfast pancake special at Community, a restaurant on 113th and Broadway. I didn’t even like breakfast food that much, but for some reason as soon as Alex brought up the idea of blueberry pancakes the day before, they were all I could think about. Was this what people meant when they said pregnancy cravings? I rolled out of bed and made it to the restaurant five minutes before the special was set to end.

			Alex and Eunjin were already sitting at a table near the back, and Alex had invited their friend Leo to join. I knew Leo better than I liked to admit. We had hooked up for two months during sophomore year, a low point in my history of decision-making that I would prefer to never think about again. Leo wasn’t bad looking, but he represented that specific type of Columbia student whose personality was based on hating things. He hated capitalism, neoliberalism, second-wave feminism, corporate greed, economics majors, iPhones, and the Supreme Court. When he wasn’t worshipping his gay dads who had adopted him from an orphanage in Vietnam, bragging about some trip that they took him on, he hated them, complained of their white savior complex, said they were even worse than the birth parents who abandoned him on the side of the street. No one liked him, not even Alex, but he always managed to squirrel his way into social outings. It was like a superpower.

			He barely acknowledged me when I sat down, too busy ranting about his latest qualm with the world.

			“Hypocrites. This campus is just full of hypocrites,” he was saying, holding his coffee cup in his left hand and gesturing with his right. “They post ‘Black Lives Matter’ and ‘pro-Palestine’ infographics and then work for a big corporation that oppresses the very people they apparently care so much about.”

			Alex nodded while Eunjin examined the pulp in her orange juice.

			“Eunjin, that’s why I think it’s great that you’ve decided to pursue music. We need more people like that. People who understand that art is fundamental to humanity. I think that’s what Marx meant when he said that workers shouldn’t be alienated from the products of their own labor. When you create music, you’re also enjoying it yourself. You own your labor.”

			“Actually,” Eunjin said, “classical music is rooted in a long history of classism and imperialism.”

			Leo looked like his brain had just short-circuited. “Still, you’re creating art. That means something. You’re contributing to the world. You’re not like those corporate motherfuckers who just care about money and consumption, consumption and money.”

			“I don’t think we should be too hard on those people,” I said, glancing surreptitiously at Alex, who, according to Leah, thought I was a sellout. “The ones who end up taking those corporate jobs. Like, life is hard. People have to pay for rent and groceries, make enough money to let their kids enjoy a nice life. I think getting to choose to not be a sellout is kind of a privilege.”

			“Spoken like a true liberal with a lowercase ‘l,’ ” he said, and took a sip of his coffee. The waiter arrived and placed four plates of pancakes on our table. Eunjin, Alex, and I all began to dig in, but Leo didn’t even pick up his utensils. “This actually brings me to the point I was making before you arrived, Elizabeth. I feel like Asians at this school are the worst. They care about humanity only to the extent that it doesn’t prevent them from making six figures at McKinsey or Goldman.”

			I shrugged. “Maybe that’s because the Asians you’re talking about don’t have trust funds like you.”

			Alex nearly choked on their food and Eunjin didn’t even try to hide her grin.

			“Whatever,” Leo muttered, and started to pour syrup on his pancakes.

			Eunjin changed the subject by asking us how our classes were going. Leo was silent for the rest of the conversation. When one of the workers came by to bus our table, I looked up and saw that Laura had just walked in. She was with one of her friends, Madison, whose father was a successful venture capitalist and infamous donor to the Republican Party. I wondered whether the two of them came here for brunch every weekend. What a charmed life to not have to eat at the dining hall for every meal. But I reminded myself that it was only a matter of time before Harvard rescinded her application. Then she wouldn’t have such a charmed life anymore. Instead of eating her frittata at Community, she’d be crying in the office of an expensive out-of-network therapist.

			“What are you smiling about? It’s kind of creepy,” Alex said. I realized they were talking to me. I blushed.

			“Oh, nothing. Just sleepy.” I took out my phone so I could look down and hide my face. Of course, this initiated a domino effect. It was an unspoken rule: it’s rude to look at your phone when you’re hanging out with your friends, but it’s not rude if someone else does it first. The four of us sat in silence for a couple of minutes as we each responded to our texts and checked our notifications. Alex broke the silence first.

			“Oh shit,” they said. “They figured out the identity of the person who wrote that racist Musings of a Columbia Student or whatever post.”

			There was an audible gasp from everyone at our table. Even the students at the table next to us looked over.

			“They did?” one of them said.

			Alex held up their phone so the three of us could see. Amala had made a post revealing the perpetrator as—you guessed it—Laura Kim.

			I pretended to be surprised, but I couldn’t keep the giddiness from my voice. “And even better, she’s here,” I said.

			“She’s here?!”

			It was a bit weird I knew off the bat Laura was in the restaurant. I wished I had at least pretended to look around first before blurting that aloud. Fortunately, the excitement of seeing her reaction in person seemed to distract everyone from my creepiness. The table next to ours overheard us, then the table next to theirs overheard them, and the news spread around the restaurant like an infectious disease. Everyone was whispering and staring at Laura. Some people tried to be discreet, peeking over their menu or only looking in her general direction while taking sips of coffee. Others just stared unabashedly. At first, Laura seemed unfazed. She must’ve assumed they were directing their attention at an object or person near her. As soon as she realized that she was the object of their attention, she pulled up her phone camera and checked her reflection. Madison was scrolling on her phone and must’ve seen the post just then, because she whispered furiously to Laura and showed her something on her screen. Laura’s eyes widened. “What?!” she mouthed. By this point, no one was pretending like they weren’t staring. Laura put on her sunglasses and started gathering her things.

			“I hope you get kicked out, racist!” someone shouted as she walked out. Everyone else remained silent. Laura didn’t react, just continued walking with her head down. Madison waved down the waiter to pay the check and rushed out as well.

			Given all the work I’d put into my plan, I was a little disappointed that Laura didn’t have a more dramatic public reaction. Instead, her brusque exit made the whole payoff seem a bit anticlimactic. It would’ve been better if she had at least cried. I wondered what she looked like when she cried, and whether it would make her drop from 80th percentile of attractiveness to the 40th. Some people, when they cried, seemed to produce more snot out of their nose than tears out of their eyes. I wondered if she was one of those people. That would be so embarrassing for her.

			

			—

			I was disappointed with Amala. She posted on her Instagram story that she had it on “good authority” the author was none other than Laura Kim. I did not intend for her to just take my tip at face value. I expected her to use my tip as a helpful nudge, which she would then find evidence to back. I guess not everyone was as diligent as I was. Did I really need to lay everything out for her? Did I really need to spell out for her that there were only three students in EC who were from a wealthy suburb of New York City and studied history? Clearly, I overestimated Amala’s percentile of intelligence. I was also a bit disappointed with the picture that Amala had selected of Laura, a close-up from a sorority formal. Her makeup looked pristine and the red dress she was wearing suited her perfectly. Why couldn’t Amala have chosen a worse picture? We were revealing the identity of a racist here, not helping her choose the best photos for a dating app profile.

			Despite these shortcomings, I couldn’t stay disappointed with Amala for long. She not only accomplished what I intended her to do, she even created her own little spin on the situation that made it more believable.

			In addition to the Instagram story revealing Laura as the author of the post, she posted a long block of text about why we shouldn’t be surprised that the white supremacist in question turned out to be an Asian woman. Asians, in particular East Asians, have always used their “proximity to whiteness” to their advantage, Amala argued. For instance, they were often on the forefront of the fight against affirmative action. And they often espoused positions that harm other minority groups, such as NIMBY-ism and supporting politicians who branded themselves as being hard on crime.

			Go off, queen!!!! I commented on one of her posts. As an Asian woman, I recognize that I have certain privileges that other POCs don’t, and I commend you for bringing light to this issue!!!

			

			—

			The next evening, Eunjin and I were at the business school studying. Well, we were both on our phones, but we were supposed to be studying.

			“Um…why did you post this?” Eunjin showed me her phone screen. She had pulled up my comment on Amala’s post about Asian people’s “proximity to whiteness.”

			I shrugged. “Are you saying you don’t agree?”

			“No…I mean…I don’t not agree. Well, okay. I should say that I think the issue is complicated. But I was just saying that I’m pretty certain you don’t agree.”

			“Why would you think that I don’t agree?”

			“Didn’t your prelaw advisor basically tell you that you didn’t get into Harvard because you’re an Asian woman?”

			“Well, Eunjin, affirmative action is illegal,” I said in a semi-ironic tone.

			Eunjin rolled her eyes. “Wouldn’t you say that the reason you didn’t get into Harvard is related to the reason people think Asians have proximity to whiteness?”

			“You mean because proximity to whiteness makes it sound like Asians are more privileged, so they don’t need help getting into college or grad school?”

			“Something like that.”

			“But I can’t just support policies based on whether they benefit me personally. That would make me just as bad as those billionaires who want lower taxes for themselves.”

			“I know. I’m just curious, since Harvard meant so much to you, whether this thing has changed your perspective on affirmative action. Or whatever they’re calling it these days. ‘Efforts in making a holistic student body,’ I guess.”

			“I don’t know,” I said. I wasn’t lying. I really didn’t know. Frankly, I hadn’t thought that far. I was more focused on winning within the system than on changing the system. If you were to force me to also form a view on the system, I would say that my issue wasn’t with affirmative action. My issue was why I had to be interesting to get into law school in the first place. I didn’t think it was Harvard’s place to decide which eighteen-year-old was more interesting than this other eighteen-year-old, or which twenty-one-year-old was more boring than this other twenty-one-year-old. When I explained this perspective to Eunjin, she didn’t seem convinced.

			“Hm…I understand that. But I guess my question is, what’s the alternative option? We move to a system where your grades and standardized test scores are the only things that count? That also doesn’t seem ideal.”

			“It’s not,” I said, “but at least it’s honest.”

			

			—

			I expected an immediate firestorm around Laura, but the reaction was more mixed than I would’ve liked.

			The most leftist people on campus, most of whom were already Amala’s friends, called for a reckoning. They demanded that Columbia expel Laura immediately. But everyone else remained silent. Most people were waiting for Amala to show proof. The most conservative students on campus started a campaign against Amala. They weren’t denying that the author was Laura, but they thought it was unfair that Amala wouldn’t just let the author remain anonymous. They said that it should’ve been the author’s own decision whether to reveal their identity or not. The gossip on campus became more about whether or not you believed Amala and less about what repercussions Laura should face. This, for obvious reasons, pissed me off.

			Laura herself went radio silent. Amala had revealed Laura’s identity on a Friday, and from Saturday to Sunday I didn’t spot her on campus a single time. She didn’t delete any of her social media accounts, but she had turned off all the comments and ceased any online activity.

			Clearly, Amala needed a bit more hand-holding than I thought. I was fine with that. I deleted my previous burner account after sending Amala the first tip, so I created a new one to send her the evidence that she needed to back up her accusation. She was so lucky to have me; she didn’t even need to hire a web scraper. I could just send her all of my own documentation, including the list of every student’s name, residential hall, and hometown, along with the list of restaurants in the United States that served caviar tater tots, which she could then easily cross-reference to come to the exact same conclusion that I did.

			Fortunately, Amala opened my message right away. She had been getting quite a bit of heat from people who found it distasteful at best and evil at worst to reveal the author’s identity without any concrete justification, especially when the stakes were so high. I imagined that was why she waited just an hour after she received my message to post all of the evidence I sent her to social media, almost word for word. I admit, I was a little upset that she took the credit for all the sleuthing. For instance, she said, “I pulled together this list,” rather than mention even a single time the generous benefactor of information who slid into her Instagram DMs. But once again, I couldn’t stay mad for long. I would let the firestorm commence, and once a petition for Laura to get expelled inevitably received hundreds of signatures, I would send it to Harvard.

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN
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			I was pretty pleased with myself. The tides were turning. Now it wasn’t just the most extreme leftists who believed Laura had authored the post; the moderately extreme leftists were also starting to come around. I wanted to celebrate with my friends, but of course, I wouldn’t be able to tell them why I was in such a good mood. That was okay. I decided that I’d reveal to them my other piece of good news: I had gotten into Harvard!

			Okay, I knew that wasn’t totally accurate. I hadn’t quite gotten into Harvard yet. I was going to get into Harvard. But to state the latter would require that I explain the whole pregnancy situation to them, which I was not yet ready for. To make things simpler, I’d just tell them that I had already gotten in. And then only later I’d tell them about the baby. Only when I was ready, when it was too late for an abortion so they wouldn’t try to talk me out of having it.

			It was the perfect opportunity to celebrate with my friends. Not only was the campus population starting to turn on Laura, Alex and Leah were finally back together, restoring the four-person harmony of our friend group. Their reconciliation had almost been as messy as their breakup. One day, I had come home to find Alex packing their clothes into the same oversized suitcase they had rolled into my room a couple months prior. Alex explained that to get back at Alex for hooking up with their ex, Elliot, Leah had decided to hook up with Elliot as well. According to Alex, this had somehow evened the score in Leah’s mind, and now she was no longer upset about Alex hooking up with him, even though he was a boy. Leah’s explanation was a little different. She said that hooking up with Elliot opened her eyes to the fact that he had no redeeming qualities except for his generosity in bed. In terms of personality, he was exceedingly dull. All he wanted to talk about was his recent ADHD diagnosis and bitcoin, and she finally believed Alex’s explanation that Alex was hooking up with him solely for sexual pleasure.

			It seemed that things were back to normal. They had canceled their request to switch roommates. The only change to their living arrangements was to keep the twin beds separated rather than like before, when they had pushed them together to form one large bed. “I think what we really needed in our relationship was a little space,” Leah had explained, and I nodded, pretending I agreed.

			I told my friends to meet me in my dorm at 8:00 p.m., just a few hours after Amala had posted the evidence I sent her. I spent the afternoon cleaning up the place. I made my bed, threw out all the trash, straightened the posters, mopped the floor, and wiped down all the surfaces. I even sanitized the inside of the microwave. I opened the window to let in fresh air, then I lit a stick of palo santo and waved it like a magic wand around my entire room, letting the woody and minty aroma encourage an atmosphere of renewal and positivity.

			They all arrived at around 8:30, even Eunjin, who literally lived next door. But she said she had been running late from a rehearsal, so I guess I couldn’t blame her. I only had one chair, so the three of them sat on my bed, leaning against the wall. I was a bit annoyed that all of them were late for my special announcement, but I decided that now I was a future Harvard-trained lawyer, I would need to be a bigger person. I couldn’t let myself be affected by these silly little things. I brushed off my irritation like swatting away a bothersome fly.

			“Dang, what’s the champagne for?” Leah asked.

			“For all of you! Once I make my announcement,” I said. “Anyway, I’ll just get right into it.” I tapped my hands on my desk to simulate a drum roll. “I got into Harvard!”

			I expected a chorus of congratulations, but Alex, Leah, and Eunjin just stared at me in confusion.

			Alex broke the silence first. “Like, graduate school? A master’s program?”

			“No, no. I only applied to law schools, you obviously know that. Harvard Law! My dream school!” I beamed.

			Both Alex and Leah glanced over at Eunjin. She cleared her throat.

			“Oh. Wow. Well, first of all, congratulations! Uh…I thought that you had gotten rejected?”

			“Nope, nope!” My smile dropped a little bit from the lack of conviction in the first congratulations I had received tonight, but I beamed again, stretching my lips even wider this time.

			“Turns out it was just a mistake! They called me today and told me.”

			“Like, the admissions office called you?” Eunjin asked.

			“Massachusetts number and everything?” Leah asked.

			“Why are you asking so many questions?”

			“No, no. We’re happy for you. Obviously. We’re just…surprised. Surprised, but in a happy way!”

			“Yes, yes.” Leah nodded. “We’re so so so happy for you. And we know that you deserve it. More than anyone I know.”

			“Yes, congratulations!” Alex said.

			“I just…I’m just coming from a place of being your friend and having never heard of something like this happening before,” Eunjin said. “Just want to make sure it’s not like a scam or something. I’m totally sure it isn’t, that’s not what I’m saying. Just want to be absolutely sure.”

			I frowned. “Um…you are all acting so strange. I invited you here to celebrate. We should be partying.” I held up the bottle of champagne by the neck. “I should be popping the cork right now.”

			“Yes! Yes, you should,” Leah said. “You know what, let’s forget about all this and just celebrate.”

			“Hey! I saw that.” I pointed at Leah and Alex. “You two just exchanged a look.”

			“We exchange looks all the time. Nothing to do with you,” Alex said.

			“No. That was a look.”

			I was angry now. Did they think I was stupid? They obviously exchanged a look, exchanged information that they wanted to withhold from me at my own celebration, at my own party, right in front of my face! I didn’t want to yell and cause a scene, but there was no outlet for my fury except for the visions I could conjure in my own mind. I imagined holding the two of them by their hair and crashing their heads together, then knocking their heads against the wall until they both passed out. During their slumber perhaps their brains could marinate over why they had been wrong to exchange that look, that look that was communicating that I was crazy. I was not crazy.

			“You know what?” I said. “Never mind. You guys should just go.”

			“What? Liz, I promise we didn’t mean whatever you think we meant. We want to celebrate with you. We’re all so happy for you,” Alex said.

			“No, it’s fine. I just want to be alone now. The moment’s over.”

			I avoided their eyes and waited for them to leave. I hoped they knew they fucked up; I hoped that they would both lose sleep over it.

			“Do you want me to stay?” Eunjin asked, as though she were not also complicit in ruining my night.

			I shook my head. A few seconds later, I was alone.

			

			—

			The champagne was nonalcoholic. Also, it wasn’t technically champagne; it was prosecco. So really just sparkling juice. If any of my friends had asked me about it, I would’ve told them that I had felt so great doing dry January that I had extended my period of sobriety to March. I popped the cork and poured some into one of the plastic champagne flutes that I had purchased just for this occasion, and drank it on my bed. I always liked carbonated drinks, the way that it kind of hurt when they slid down your throat, like tiny little knives stabbing your insides over and over again. I finished off my glass and tried to swallow it all at once, tried to maximize the stabbing sensation. By glass two, I was feeling drunk. The nonalcoholic champagne tasted almost identical to normal champagne, or at least close enough that it could elicit the same dizziness by sheer association. My face even seemed to grow warm. I pressed the bottle against my skin, letting it leave a damp spot on my cheeks.

			I put on an episode of one of those trashy reality TV shows where a group of hot people spend time together on a tropical resort. It made me feel a little better to compare Laura to the people in the show. She wasn’t as hot as them. She could never get cast. And if she did, she’d be that boring person who didn’t get any screen time and didn’t hook up with anyone. This made me smile.

			I paused the show when the camera had zoomed in on the group of women standing side by side in bikinis. I pulled up Laura’s Instagram profile so that I could more accurately compare their faces and bodies to Laura’s. I already knew the picture I was looking for—the one of Laura standing on a beach during spring break in the Bahamas. But before I scrolled down, I noticed she had broken her radio silence; just fifty minutes ago, she posted something new.

			I knew even before starting to read that it would be an attempt to clear her name. I rolled my eyes. My scheme had been airtight. What was she going to say?

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN
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			Two minutes later, there were furious knocks at my door. I opened it just enough to pop my head out. It was the RA, a short pimply guy with a half-grown beard who was usually a good RA. By that, I mean that he usually minded his own business.

			“Hey, everything all right here? There was a loud crashing sound.”

			I managed a terse smile. “All good. Just broke a lamp. I’m clumsy, what can I say?”

			“Got it. Anyone else here?”

			“Nope. Just me.” I flung open the door for a second. Just long enough so he could see that I was alone. Not long enough that he could see anything else.

			“Cool, just wanted to double-check. You have my contact info if you need anything.” He waved goodbye and headed down the hall.

			

			—

			It was either let out a bloodcurdling scream or do something else equally cathartic, and I chose the latter. Specifically, I had thrown the bottle of champagne on the floor as hard as I could. The first time it stayed intact. The second time I swung it like a baseball bat against the wall. Now there were shards of glass and nonalcoholic champagne all over the floor.

			I was livid that once again, Laura had bested me. I ran through the arguments in the post, each one like a stab in the chest. The list of college seniors I had compiled was not comprehensive; it only included students in the college and the engineering school, but not anyone at Barnard, the all-women liberal arts college that existed under the Columbia umbrella, or General Studies, the college for nontraditional students. Additionally, plenty of restaurants served caviar tater tots, but sometimes this dish didn’t appear on menus because it would only be offered as a special. She named a restaurant in Manhattan that had a number of online reviews referencing caviar tater tots even though the term “tater tots” did not appear anywhere on its menu.

			She ended with the following paragraph: “The bottom line is, I am not the author. Like most of the students and faculty at Columbia, I found the arguments in this blog post both dangerous and despicable. But beyond that, I am disappointed that some of my peers would be so quick to attribute authorship to me based on extremely limited evidence while completely disregarding the work that I’ve done during my time at Columbia to uplift marginalized groups. I’ve always been vocal about why Asian people should use our proximity to whiteness to uplift those with less proximity to whiteness. To suggest that I’ve done the opposite is not only untrue, but deeply hurtful. I will be deleting this post in 48 hours so that I can move on from this incident, and I hope that you all will too.”

			

			—

			Amala was now the pariah. Well, it served her right for taking credit for all the sleuthing. Now she just looked dumb, and that was the kindest word people were using to describe her. Others were saying toxic, malicious, problematic, etc. She officially stepped down from her position as president of the Columbia Students for Anti-Racism organization, which also released an official statement condemning the actions of their former leader in the strongest possible terms.

			

			—

			Leah, Alex, and Eunjin had texted me apologizing for the night of my party, and I decided to forgive them. Forgive, but never forget. Once I got to law school I would make new friends. Both Leah and Alex were in a high percentile of intelligence, but neither was in a particularly high percentile of ambition, so I would let the friendship taper off gradually, and in the meantime, enjoy their company. There was no reason to end things on a sour note. On the other hand, I could forgive Eunjin for this minor mishap, but only because she was in such a high percentile of everything. And obviously, she was my best friend.

			With Laura’s name cleared, the manhunt continued, but much more cautiously. Two days after Laura’s post, the Columbia Students for Anti-Racism released a statement on the real author. This time, they were sure. Fortunately for me, they were wrong again.

			Alex was the one who told me about how they did it. Alex was friends with the new president of the Columbia Students for Anti-Racism. Apparently, one of its members was dating a coder, Michael, a Columbia senior double majoring in physics and computer engineering, an anarcho-capitalist who had secured job offers from the top quantitative hedge funds in the world. Michael traced the IP address of the blogger to a public computer at Columbia, which posed a problem, as Columbia refused to hand over the data that would lead them to the perpetrator. Fortunately, one of the students knew someone who knew someone whose work-study job was in the Columbia IT department, and they were able to access the log-in records.

			George Reynolds. The blond guy who had graciously allowed me to use his computer at Butler Library. Who could’ve said no to my request, could’ve told me to fuck off, but was so trusting that he didn’t even bother to log out of his email before leaving me be.

			“But you three have to promise you won’t tell anyone that that’s how they got the information,” Alex told us after showing the picture of George on their phone. “Otherwise the person who looked up the log-in information could get fired from their work-study job.”

			In a tragically perfect storm, poor George had gotten unlucky in a couple of other ways. The author described themself as a history major living in East Campus. George was minoring in history and lived in East Campus. The author said that they were a senior and from the suburbs of New York City. George was a junior from Tennessee, but the students easily brushed that off as a minor discrepancy, as something George probably made up to throw us off his scent. They found an old photo of George with some relatives in New Jersey. Close enough.

			The campus reaction was just as much of a firestorm as you would expect. Three hours after the Columbia Students for Anti-Racism Instagram page revealed George’s identity, George posted a statement that he was definitively not the author of the post, and that he strongly disagreed with all of the arguments it espoused. No one believed him. Twenty-four hours later, he posted a second statement about his hypothesis for what had happened. He said that an Asian woman had approached him late one night in Butler Library and asked to use the public computer after him. I would’ve been a bit nervous about the post had it not been for the fact that again, no one believed him. They thought he was just trying to pin things on Laura because she had been the only other suspect. By day three of the post getting released, George had deleted all of his social media.

			The rumor on campus was that he flew home to Memphis and was officially taking a leave of absence. Within a week, over three thousand students had signed the petition for Columbia to officially expel George from school and impose a lifetime ban on him ever stepping foot on campus. Columbia didn’t respond, and because George had left school and thus voluntarily taken himself out of our lives, the outrage began to die down. We probably wouldn’t hear from him again. He’d need to change his name; no employer would ever hire him. He hadn’t had much of a social media presence to begin with, so I couldn’t figure out if he came from a wealthy family who had the resources to help him bounce back, perhaps by setting him up at a prestigious university in a foreign country where the scandal would not follow him. That was the standard tactic for sons of prominent families who were accused of sexual assault.

			I felt terrible. Of course I felt terrible. I’d be a sociopath if I didn’t experience an overwhelming sense of guilt for destroying George’s reputation. But while I did regret ruining this random man’s life, I regretted even more that I hadn’t yet ruined Laura’s.

			

			—

			The college sent emails about our graduation ceremony. I skimmed through each one with dread. The celebration meant nothing to me, only an irritating reminder that I was behind schedule in the master plan of my life.

			I admit that the baby still seemed like an abstract entity to me, except for the physical symptoms that it caused. The most annoying part was that I needed to pee a lot. It got to the point that I stopped drinking liquids starting an hour before class, which I knew wasn’t good for my body, but was better than getting up to go to the bathroom every twenty minutes. I didn’t want people to suspect me of having irritable bowel syndrome. That would be embarrassing.

			But one day, while the professor was lecturing on the 1973 Yom Kippur War, my bladder felt like it was bursting at the seams, and I rushed to the bathroom down the hall. When I pulled down my pants, there was a large, angry red dot on my underwear. I thought it was just my period, but then I remembered I didn’t have those anymore. Was I having a miscarriage? I clasped my hands together in spontaneous prayer. Please God, please don’t let this be a miscarriage. Please. You already destroyed my Plan A. I need my Plan B to work.

			I used my phone to search “what does a miscarriage feel like” while listening to the stream of urine hitting the toilet water. Miscarriages were often accompanied by bleeding, cramping, and back pain, according to the internet. I was bleeding but I wasn’t cramping, at least at the moment. Was I experiencing back pain? I didn’t think so, but I also had abysmal body awareness. I squeezed my eyes shut to check, but at that point, it seemed as though I were just trying to summon a phantom sensation, and I confirmed with myself that no, I did not have any back pain.

			But I did come to the conclusion that it was time to finally go see a doctor. The problem was, if I used my insurance, my mom would get billed for the appointment. It was the same reason I would’ve had to pay out of pocket for an abortion, back when I still thought I was getting an abortion. So after class, I took the train to a free women’s clinic and met with Dr. Jordan, a perky brunette woman in her thirties. She asked me if I had seen an obstetrician already, and I lied and told her I had. The air-conditioning vent was right above my head. I tried to hide that I was shivering. I wanted to appear strong, to show that I knew what I was doing and what to expect, that perhaps I was only at the free clinic because of a temporary gap in insurance coverage between jobs, or maybe I wanted to see a doctor right away and this was the only place I could go.

			She explained what she was going to do but I wasn’t listening; I had already done some research beforehand, and I was too busy thinking of ways to show her that I wasn’t a victim, not like the other women in the clinic for whom this was their last resort, that she didn’t need to worry about me. She probably saw so many patients a day that she didn’t have the mental bandwidth to extend any personal worry toward any of them, but still I specifically didn’t want her to worry about me.

			“All right, any questions?” she asked. I shook my head.

			Dr. Jordan pulled out an ultrasound machine and told me to lie down and bend my knees. The table paper crinkled as I settled down onto the examination chair.

			“Should I lift up my shirt right now so you can rub on the gel?” I asked.

			“That won’t be necessary. We’re doing the transvaginal ultrasound, remember? The one where we insert a little probe. It’ll be like a Pap smear. You’ve gotten one of those before, right?”

			“Yes,” I lied. My body tensed up as though I were bracing for someone to punch me in the stomach.

			“Hey, it’s okay.” She showed me the transducer. “Look at how small it is. If you want, you can even insert it yourself. I’ll guide you.”

			My heart slowed down and I felt my body relax again. I held the device the way she instructed. After a few seconds, Dr. Jordan pointed to something on the screen.

			“Look at that!”

			I wasn’t sure what she was looking at.

			“There!”

			I still wasn’t sure.

			“You see? That little dot?”

			I squinted my eyes at the area where she was pointing.

			“Oh. That. Yeah, I see it.”

			Dr. Jordan droned on about gestational sacs and reproductive organs and trimesters and fetal heartbeats. Meanwhile, I continued to stare at the little dot. I couldn’t get used to the idea that this little speck, in the span of a few months, would grow to become an actual baby. She handed me a picture of the ultrasound and I shoved it to the bottom of my backpack.

			I left the clinic and started walking to the station, feeling uneasy about the whole visit. The baby was a means to an end. At the same time, it was still a literal baby that I would need to carry to term. My belly would get huge and I would get stretch marks and maybe even cellulite. I would actually need to give birth. I would need to either push out an entire human that was way bigger than the little transducer thing that I was so scared of or have my stomach literally be cut open. Then, I’d be in charge of taking care of a whole other human. I’d have to buy a stroller and a crib and babyproof my apartment, figure out childcare, hope that whatever child support I received from David was enough to cover the childcare so I could focus on my actual life.

			But then I thought of the alternative option: losing my dream of going to Harvard Law School. It would be akin to losing a fundamental part of who I was, akin to my future completely going up in flames. That was a future that I’d do almost anything to avoid.

			

			—

			The following Friday, Eunjin insisted that I accompany her to the Edge, the outdoor sky deck in Hudson Yards. It wasn’t the type of place you went to when you lived in New York City. It was somewhere you took friends or family visiting from out of town. We got off the train at Penn Station and walked west toward Hudson Yards. Eunjin pointed at the crowds of people standing on a triangular platform jutting out from the side of the building. “That’s going to be us in twenty minutes!” she said. I rolled my eyes, but secretly, I was excited too.

			When we reached the plaza, we both stared up at the vessel, with its interconnected steel pieces arranged like a 150-foot-tall jungle gym. It reminded me of an acorn—an acorn that a mad scientist had enlarged into a gigantic, robotic version of itself. We entered the mall on the ground floor, where bored security guards in black suits stood outside nearly empty designer stores. Then we headed up the escalators to the fourth floor, where we found the line for the elevator that would transport us over a hundred floors.

			What was it about New Yorkers and aerial views? Take apartments, for instance: It wasn’t enough to claim superiority through square footage, neighborhood, or interior design; you also had to reside higher in the air. I thought of Columbia, situated on a plateau overlooking the Hudson River and Harlem, the hundred-something tree-lined steps you had to take from the west side of Morningside Park to reach 125th. If you made it down there, you’d see the gentrification crawling eastward in the form of artisanal coffee shops and fast-casual chains amid the African hair braiding salons and soul food restaurants. It was all quite literal, wasn’t it?

			The elevator opened to a lounge with a bar and café. A gust of wind hit my face as we stepped from the lounge onto the sky deck. It took me a moment to catch my breath. The glass barricades were lined with tourists taking selfies. Eunjin and I found a gap and squeezed ourselves between two families.

			Manhattan from a distance always looked like a miniature model of a city rather than a real one—all tall skyscrapers jutting out from neat sidewalks. It was not until you got to the ground that you saw what Manhattan really was: homeless people peeing in front of buildings with multimillion-dollar condominiums, neighboring bodega owners screaming at each other in different accents, trash bags filled with oat milk cartons and takeout containers piled up on the sidewalks.

			When I first arrived freshman year, everything in the city felt inaccessible to me. I remember walking along Madison Avenue while waiting for my appointment at the Apple Store for them to fix a problem with my keyboard, demoralized that I would never be able to afford the luxe jewelry, clothing, skincare displayed in the windows of these stores that I had never even heard of before. But then, I would remember that I would one day afford them. As long as I worked hard and got into law school, everything that previously seemed inaccessible would be at the touch of my fingers. I was already halfway there; already at the Ivy League school that would enable me to achieve my dreams. Was I simply materialistic? That characterization wouldn’t be wrong, but it would also be too simplistic. I didn’t want the luxuries themselves; I wanted the feeling of being able to afford them. I wanted to know that they weren’t out of my reach, that this city wasn’t out of my reach.

			“This is actually pretty nice,” I said. “I feel a little bad for making fun of you for wanting to come.”

			“I told you. Part of maturing is admitting that you like things other people like.”

			“Hey, I like things other people like. I like reality TV.”

			“That’s true. And clearly you also like the Edge. Judging from how many pictures you’ve posted to Instagram so far.”

			“I didn’t say that I wouldn’t like it. I just said I thought it was overpriced. A tourist trap.”

			“Eh, that’s true. But if people are willing to pay, doesn’t it mean that it’s priced correctly?”

			“How very capitalist of you.”

			Eunjin shrugged. I could tell she wanted to say something, that it was just on the tip of her tongue, but she held back.

			“What is it?”

			“I’ve always wanted to come here, to the Edge. I like feeling like I’m higher than everything else. In a way, it makes me feel safe, because I can see all my surroundings. Maybe it’s because I grew up around cats. It’s very catlike behavior.”

			“That is very catlike behavior.”

			“But anyway, I wanted to come as a celebration for something. Because otherwise, I wouldn’t want to pay for the ticket.”

			“Oh, I see. Like I said, it’s overpriced.”

			I looked over at her. She was staring west, at the Hudson River, away from me.

			“So are you going to tell me what you’re celebrating?”

			She turned to look at me. Her eyes were glassy. Was she about to cry? No, it was probably just the wind.

			“I got into MDW.” She brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “It’s okay if you don’t remember what it is. I mentioned it a long, long time ago and never brought it up again. But it’s a conservatory in Austria. In Vienna.”

			“Oh. Wow.” This time, I averted my eyes. “I mean, wow. Congratulations.”

			“And I accepted the offer.”

			I hugged her; and not one of the half-assed hugs I gave when a friend I saw frequently approached me with their arms spread out, but a real hug that lasted more than three seconds and included a squeeze and everything.

			“Wow. Congratulations.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I knew you were destined for greatness. So I can say I’m happy for you, but I’m not at all surprised.”

			“Thank you.”

			I didn’t know what else to say. My cheeks tickled from the breeze hitting my face. The sun had come out from behind a cloud and I lifted a palm to shield my eyes.

			“I thought you were going to Juilliard.”

			“I was. And I thought about it, but I don’t know. I’m just feeling a little tired of New York these days. Everything here just feels so…commercialized. Even the things that aren’t supposed to be commercial. I don’t blame the artists themselves. The city is so expensive that of course you have to care about money. But I think four years for me here was enough.”

			During freshman year, we liked to look up apartments on StreetEasy together, arguing whether the East Village or Brooklyn was better for a new graduate. The plan was always that Eunjin would go to Juilliard and I would be at Harvard, so I could visit her on the weekends and sublet the other bedroom when her roommate, another Juilliard student, would go home for the summer. I couldn’t help it now. The tears fell down my eyes and onto my sweater. A couple even made it to my shoes.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, wiping my nose with my sleeve. “I’m really not trying to make this about me, I promise. I am so, so, so happy for you. I want you to have everything you could possibly ever want. I’m just sad I’m not going to be able to see you all the time anymore.”

			“I know, I know.” She looked down at her feet. “I’m sad about that too.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I mean, I’m not mad or anything. It’s just, I’m surprised you didn’t mention it.”

			“I just, I didn’t even know if it was going to be a thing, if I was even going to go. I applied under the assumption that I’d still choose Juilliard. But whenever I thought about potentially moving to Austria, I’d get this feeling of fear but also excitement. And I realized I couldn’t let fear be the reason behind my decision. So I did another exercise. If I took fear out of the equation, what option would I choose? And the answer was obvious at that point.”

			“But still, why didn’t you tell me? I mean, you were there with me through all my grad school stuff. I wish I could’ve been there to celebrate your grad school stuff.”

			“I know, and I really wanted to tell you, I did. You were the first person I wanted to tell. But I got the acceptance letter around the same time you were hearing back from law schools and I didn’t want to rub it in your face and be like, ‘Oh hey, I got into this awesome program’ while I knew you were still figuring stuff out.’ ”

			“I know I’m crazy jealous and insane, but only about other people. Never about you. You know that.”

			“I know. But still, I didn’t want to be insensitive.”

			We walked back into the lobby. I offered to buy us two glasses of champagne to celebrate, but she said no. We took the elevator back down to the mall and walked outside.

			“Do you have anything to do this afternoon?” she asked. “Maybe we could take a walk on the High Line.”

			“Sure,” I said. If I didn’t go home now, I’d need to stay up all night to finish an essay that was due the next day. But it didn’t matter. I would go to the High Line with my best friend.

			We headed south on the High Line for a few blocks but found ourselves sandwiched between crowds of slow-walking tourists and their crying children. So we exited the trail on 23rd Street and started walking on Tenth Avenue instead, stopping by a bookstore, and then an art gallery. The time passed comfortably, like we were floating along a lazy river, and it was nice to not be going somewhere for once, like the library or class or a club meeting, and instead float through the streets of Chelsea, stopping inside storefronts whenever we wanted to, not because we had to.

			I wondered with a deep, aching melancholy how many of these afternoons together we had left. Eunjin would move to Austria, and we would no longer live next door to each other. She would make new friends, maybe start dressing or acting differently, and of course the first few months we would talk every day and video chat every week but eventually, our diverging experiences would lead to diverging identities so that we were no longer the two Asian girls from the Dakotas who made it to Columbia University, but a famous world-traveling violinist and a corporate lawyer living in New York City who had overlapped during a four-year stint of their lives. It was funny how you could go from seeing someone every day to not seeing them at all. That this friendship, even if it existed in the future, would never exist again in this same form. That it would just be a single thread among a disparate assortment of embroidery in the comprehensive picture of our lives. Just a tiny part of a much larger picture. A part so small and insignificant that when you look at the picture from afar, you may not notice it at all.

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN
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			I avoided Eunjin for a couple of days after she told me she was moving to Austria. I spent more time with Leah and Alex, intentionally asking them to hang out when I knew Eunjin was busy.

			But I couldn’t avoid Eunjin entirely. We still lived next door to each other, after all. Every time I passed by her in the hallway, all I could think about was that she was going to abandon me. Why hadn’t she told me she was applying to MDW? She said she had mentioned it to me long ago, but I didn’t believe her. And even if she had, why didn’t she bring it up again when she knew the results would be coming out soon? Why hadn’t she mentioned the possibility that we would no longer be following the plan that we had both agreed upon?

			A frightening possibility entered my mind: Maybe I didn’t mean as much to her as she meant to me. Maybe she had known all along that I was just a college friend, not her lifelong friend. Or a lifelong friend, but based on a friendship that would have peaked in college. That our relationship, for the most part, would be fossilized based on this four-year period, that we wouldn’t continue to grow together for the next few years, for the next few decades, side by side as we found our life partners, got married, became real adults. I was starting to think I had gotten it all wrong.

			The terror of losing Eunjin led to another development in my life that I wouldn’t have expected. For the first time since learning about the pregnancy, I actually found myself feeling grateful for it, and not just because it’d help me get into law school. Now that Eunjin was abandoning me, maybe the baby could be my new companion, someone to take the place of the hole that Eunjin would leave. Maybe the baby could ground me the same way Eunjin always had. Maybe the universe was giving me the baby because it was taking away Eunjin. The nice part was, the baby was stuck in here, inside me, no matter where I went. It wouldn’t be able to move to Austria even after telling me that it’d stay in New York. And the baby would have so many similarities to Eunjin, it would basically be Eunjin 2.0. The baby would also be half-Asian. I guess that was about it in terms of similarities, but the baby could also go to Columbia. The baby could also start learning violin at a young age. Maybe the baby could also be called Eunjin. That would be nice. One Eunjin in my life replaced by another.

			

			—

			Now that I was pregnant, I was also starting to feel more tired than usual. I’d get breathy just from walking the half mile from 110th to 122nd, so I started taking the subway instead. On a particular Tuesday, the train was still seven minutes away, so I scrolled through photos of Eunjin and me from freshman year on my phone. My favorite was one from the first week of college, when our orientation group went to a Mets game at Citi Field. There we were standing next to our seats in the very back of the stadium, smiling with our arms around each other as though we’d been friends for years, when in reality, it had been two days. I hadn’t realized it before but we looked so much younger back then. More baby fat on our cheeks and that glimmer of naivete in our eyes that all freshmen seem to have. It usually disappears by year two. I could feel myself starting to tear up, so I closed the tab on my phone. When I looked up briefly to check how much longer until the subway would arrive, I felt something spray my face.

			“Holy shit,” someone behind me said. “That guy just spit on you.”

			I was too surprised to react. A few people asked me if I needed help, but I told them I was fine. I tried to take a picture of the perpetrator, but he was already walking away, disappearing through the crowds of commuters who hadn’t seen what happened. I took out a tissue from my backpack and wiped the saliva off my face. A small part of me wanted to cry, but the greater part of me was furious. How dare he do this to me? I wished I had fought back, pushed him onto the tracks. I hated feeling weak, feeling like I couldn’t defend myself.

			I immediately looked up places that sold pepper spray. The nearest store I could find was in Hell’s Kitchen. I decided to skip the recitation I was headed to, which had been optional anyway, and went straight to the store to purchase three bottles: one for my jacket pocket, one for my backpack, and one for my handbag. Besides, it wasn’t just me that I was trying to protect. There was a literal human being growing inside of me. If an attacker ever tried to pull something on me again, he should be worried about what I was capable of.

			

			—

			It was now the third week of March, a week after Eunjin and I had visited the High Line, and to distract myself from the spitting incident and from the sorrow over Eunjin moving away, I decided to go to a party. I typically went to parties with my friends, almost always with Eunjin, but I needed to follow through with my plan to wean myself off my dependence on Eunjin and instead practice going to places with only Eunjin 2.0. Of course, no one else at the party would know that I was arriving with a guest, as I was around ten weeks pregnant, so my belly was still relatively flat. They would all think I had shown up alone. However, I was willing to stomach that small social embarrassment. The baby was my secret for now.

			Gina had invited me to some get-together she was throwing in her dorm. Over a hundred people had RSVP’d, mostly the finance crowd, but that meant they’d have good alcohol. When I got there, barely anyone had arrived, and Gina looked a little too eager to see me. “Oh my god, Elizabeth!” she cried. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She was wearing a sparkly two-piece set and holding a red Solo cup with something that looked like orange juice but smelled much stronger. A plastic tarp covered the wooden dining table in the living room shared by her and five other suitemates. There was an assortment of vodka, rum, and spiked seltzers and cartons of juice that were suspiciously the same brands as the ones from the dining hall.

			“Yo, Elizabeth. Want some coke?” I turned around and saw Ethan, one of Gina’s suitemates, leaning against the doorway to the bedrooms with his arms crossed and a smirk on his face.

			“Bro, shut up,” another guy said as he walked out of one of the bedrooms. He looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t remember his name. He was bulky, with a square face and jaw, and he looked like he could be a football player—the Ivy Leagues, however, were the only places in America where that didn’t make you cool, so I wasn’t intimidated. He grabbed a can of spiked seltzer and plopped on an oversized bean bag chair next to the couch where I was sitting.

			“I’m Elizabeth,” I said.

			He feigned shock by pressing his hand against his chest. “I know you’re Elizabeth. We’ve met before. You don’t remember my name?”

			“Forgive me, but I don’t.”

			“It’s Rory. We were in the same LitHum. You don’t remember my incredibly insightful contributions to class?”

			“I really don’t. I must’ve blocked them out because they made me feel bad about how not insightful I was in comparison.”

			“Oh, no. You were great in that class. Great contributions. I’m sure you got an A.” I knew it was just banter but felt shy anyway. I did get an A. He asked me if I wanted a drink.

			I nodded, and Rory poured the equivalent of three shots of rum in a plastic cup, filling up the rest with Diet Coke. I pretended to take a sip.

			“This is disgusting.”

			“It’s efficient.” He flashed me a crooked smile.

			Ethan challenged Rory to a game of beer pong on the dining table. The window opened to the courtyard in the dorm building, and high-pitched shrieks of laughter penetrated the optimistic hits from the early 2000s they were playing from the speakers. Someone turned on the disco lights. A few more people had arrived and the room filled with chatter and the clinking of liquor bottles. I didn’t know any of the newcomers well, so I invested myself in Ethan and Rory’s game, cheering and making sarcastic comments whenever someone’s ball just barely made it or just barely missed. Ethan had scored another point; Rory scooped out the Ping-Pong ball from the plastic cup and gulped down the beer, a few drops spilling down his chin to his flannel shirt.

			I went to the kitchen to dump out half my drink, then returned to watch the game of beer pong. Rory’s ball made it into the last cup on Ethan’s side, and everyone cheered.

			Ten minutes later, Rory found me in the line to the bathroom. “Where’d you disappear to?” he asked. “I tried to message you to see if you left, but I realized I don’t have your Instagram.”

			He wasn’t smooth and we both knew it. I asked for his handle and followed him, upon which I immediately received his request to follow me back.

			“By the way, I keep trying to talk to you, but it’s so loud here that I’m finding it super difficult. Do you want to come to my room?”

			I said yes, not because I was attracted to him, but because I saw at that moment that Rory was wearing a Columbia Moot Court T-shirt. Harrison, the guy I had seen Laura flirting with at the library, was also on the Columbia Moot Court team. Moot Court only had a few members and was notorious for everyone on the team hooking up with the same people, so Rory and Harrison must’ve hooked up with the same girl at least once. That meant that if I hooked up with Rory, I would be closer to Laura in the giant web of everyone at Columbia who hooked up with each other. I kind of liked being closer to Laura in that small but biologically meaningful way.

			Rory was grinning at me. I realized I was smiling. Oh. He thought I was smiling at him. I definitely was not, but I didn’t correct him. I followed him to his room. He had those crusty navy blue sheets that were in every guy’s bedroom. I tried not to think about how long it’d been since they were washed. The door was closed; the lights were off except for the lamp on his desk. Then there was wet slobber on my face and warm hands on my back, and I realized he was kissing me. I thought I was going to throw up, possibly in his mouth. I pushed him away. Before he had a chance to react, I threw myself out the door and squeezed past drunk bodies until I reached the fluorescently lit halls outside of the suite.

			The door closed behind me, and suddenly it was quiet with the exception of the vague thumping of bass from inside the dorm. The nausea subsided. A couple of women walked past me laughing. They looked like they were on their way out, maybe heading to some club downtown. It would take ten minutes or so to walk back to my dorm. I checked my bag to make sure that I still had my pepper spray. I headed down the hallway toward the elevators and pressed the button to go down. I could hear the ping as it stopped at a floor close to me, but I waited five more minutes and it still didn’t arrive. I was only on the seventh floor, so I guessed I could just walk down the stairs. I pushed open the emergency exit. By the time I reached the fifth floor, I thought that I heard a familiar voice. A few seconds later, Laura was walking up past me with Madison, the same friend I had seen her eating breakfast with at Community. They were at least a few drinks in. Laura’s face had flushed to a rosy shade of pink. Madison tripped on a step, then Laura tripped and almost fell into Madison, and the two of them couldn’t stop giggling.

			“Did the elevator not come for you either?” Laura asked as we crossed paths. I waited just a second too long to answer, as I was too distracted admiring her makeup, the crisp line of her winged eyeliner and the dewy highlighter on her cheekbones that caught the fluorescent light. And the smell was so lovely too—was that Laura’s perfume or Madison’s? Or perhaps they were both wearing perfume and I was actually smelling a pleasant amalgamation of both. It was floral and fruity, perhaps a hint of gardenia and peach.

			“Yeah,” I said. “I waited so long and it didn’t arrive.”

			“Ugh. That’s so annoying,” Laura said. “Well, good luck.”

			I wondered if Laura was going to Gina’s party. How had I not thought of that earlier? I hadn’t seen them together recently, but I knew that they were good friends. I waited in the stairwell between the fourth and fifth floors to hear whether they’d open the door at the seventh. Their voices grew fainter with each second; as I listened closely the thump of their sneakers approached the sixth floor, then the seventh, and indeed, the door swung open and their voices disappeared out of earshot.

			My first thought was to return to Gina’s party so I could observe Laura in an environment I was usually not able to observe her in. What would she drink? How quickly would she drink? How would she react to someone hitting on her? Would she hit on anyone? Did she dance or did she prefer to socialize? Would she try to meet new people or would she just talk to the friend she went to the party with? None of this information would necessarily be useful to me in a vacuum, but maybe it could lead to something useful. She could drink too much and confess that she had cheated on an essay sophomore year. Or maybe I’d snap a picture of her snorting coke and send it to the Harvard Law School admissions committee—but who was I kidding, I bet lawyers did a ton of coke.

			The proximity to Laura made my body buzz with adrenaline. I spent so much time looking at photos of her online that when I saw her in person, it was like seeing a celebrity. She always looked smaller in stature than I expected and slightly less polished, but that didn’t mean she looked less pretty. In fact, I thought she even looked prettier in person, standing next to all of the others who looked average. I headed back up the stairs to the party.

			“I thought you left!” Gina yelled in my ear. We were standing in the kitchen. She grabbed a cup from the counter, dumped out its contents into the sink, and poured straight vodka into it.

			“We’re out of cups, but don’t worry, alcohol is sanitizing!” she yelled again, handing me the cup.

			I pretended to take a sip, then stood on my tippy toes to scan the crowd for Laura.

			“Who are you looking for?!” Gina asked.

			I figured she would be too drunk to remember this conversation anyway, so it couldn’t hurt to get her help.

			“Laura Kim.”

			“Laura Kim?! She’s not here.”

			“I saw her walk in when I left.”

			“That can’t be. That cunt is here? You saw her?”

			I nodded. I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her correctly. Did she call Laura the c-word? I hadn’t met anyone who disliked Laura as much as I did. I was about to clarify that I only saw Laura headed to this floor, so I was going to ask whether there was another party nearby, but Gina was already starting to make her way through the crowd. I followed her but couldn’t keep up. She was far better at pushing people out of her way than I was. A few seconds later, I spotted the two of them talking by the door. Laura looked worried, almost like she was going to cry. At least, that’s what I thought during the second when the disco lights hit her face. Gina’s back was to me but she seemed to be in the middle of a passionate speech, judging by how her arms were moving. I started pushing myself in their direction, but by the time I reached the door, Laura was walking out. I was about to follow her but Gina grabbed my arm. “Hey, not so fast,” she said. “You can’t leave just yet.”

			

			—

			I tried asking Gina what she had been arguing about with Laura, but someone had turned the music even louder. Gina kept mishearing my question and shouting “what” in my ear. The vodka smell of her breath made my stomach churn. Finally, I gave up and managed to slip out ten minutes later when Gina told me she was going to the bathroom. On the way home, I checked social media for any clue to Laura’s whereabouts. Just five minutes ago she had posted a story to her Instagram of a neon sign at a bar. I checked the tagged location. It was downtown, in the East Village. The next post was a blurry image of six shot glasses. “Suitemate night,” the caption read.

			Suitemate night. Six shot glasses for six people in her suite. There had been six name tags on the door. That meant all of them were out, all of them were at that East Village bar. Right now, the suite was empty.

			It was like the universe was giving me a sign. A brilliant idea had come to me at the exact right time for me to execute said brilliant idea. I started walking back to EC. There was no time to think, only time to act. I called the number for housing services.

			“Hi there, I’m calling because I’ve been locked out of my room,” I said.

			“First and last name?”

			“Laura Kim.”

			“Okay, Laura, just need to confirm your ID, your date of birth, and your room number.”

			Easy. The ID was just the handle for your email, which anyone could look up. Birthday I already knew as well: I just looked on her Instagram profile for the most recent picture of her blowing out candles. And room number—well, I was standing right in front of it.

			“Great. Someone will be there shortly.”

			

			—

			The security guard pulled up Laura’s ID photo from his phone, then looked at me. For a second I was worried he would deny my request, but after a moment he simply took out a blue key card and swiped me into the door.

			“Here you go,” he said, pushing it open to let me in.

			There was always a chance that one of her suitemates would come home early, in which case I’d just pretend that I lived in one of the other town houses and happened to drunkenly walk into the wrong one, and I had gotten in without a key because there had been a pebble stuck in the door. But I didn’t mind the chance that some random suitemates of Laura’s would find me weird, not when I had a broader mission to complete.

			None of the bedrooms were marked with a name tag. All of the doors had been left ajar. The first one I walked into had a bed with navy blue sheets that could’ve been the exact same ones as Rory’s. I closed the door. The second room I walked into had the kind of baby blue gingham bedding that I could associate with Laura, but the shelf connected to the desk was filled with anthropology textbooks. The third room had scarcely any decorations. On the bed, there was a simple green duvet and matching pillow, and on the desk there was a MacBook Air and a stack of notebooks. It didn’t seem like it’d be Laura’s room but I needed to double-check. Laura’s computer had a few stickers, if I recalled correctly, but there was always a chance she had gotten a new laptop or had just taken the stickers off. I flipped through one of the notebooks. Chicken scratch handwriting inside. I had sat behind Laura for enough History of the Modern Middle East classes to know that couldn’t be hers. The fourth room stank of cheap men’s cologne, so I also ruled that out. Finally, I went to the top floor. Two rooms left. I opened the door on the left first.

			As soon as I walked in, I knew that this was it. A row of French candles on the windowsill. Fig tree, coffee, jasmine, lavender leaf, sandalwood. I held each one up to my nose and breathed deeply, imagining the fragrance traveling through my nostrils to my throat, my lungs, my chest, my heart, my stomach. I imagined the fragrance also traveling down Laura’s nostrils to her throat, her lungs, her chest, her heart, her stomach. The laptop on the desk with its stickers: Columbia Economics Society, Columbia Women in Business, the drawing of Aristotle with his fluffy beard and tortured eyes. The drawers under her bed were overflowing with shirts, sweaters, and pants, a few pieces sprawled on and by the bed. Inside her closet, more clothes, mostly coats, jackets, and some ski gear. I took out the puffer coat that she always liked to wear. The Hermès scarf was sticking out of the pocket, neatly folded into a square. It felt precarious to leave such a nice scarf in the pocket of this coat, a pocket that was not very deep and did not have a zipper or a button to prevent it from falling out. Who was to say that it hadn’t fallen out? I took out the scarf and tucked it into the front pocket of my crossbody bag, which did have a zipper, and felt a rush of adrenaline as I fastened the zipper all the way closed.

			On top of her mini fridge were a shower caddy with organic shampoo and conditioner, a container of eucalyptus body wash, and a separate caddy for what appeared to be just face products. Three types of Korean sunscreen, two different moisturizers, prescription tretinoin, and little bottles of serums—multi-peptide, hyaluronic acid, vitamin C, niacinamide—with droppers that reminded me of the medicine my mother used to give me when I had pneumonia. I nearly tripped on something when I walked back to her desk. I looked down. It was an electronic scale. The paint was chipping off the sides, and there was the outline of two feet on its shiny black surface.

			But none of this was helpful. The purpose of this excursion was to find out ways to get Laura rescinded from Harvard. I needed to move more thoughtfully. I flipped through the designer agenda on her desk, but it just contained test dates and deadlines for assignments. I looked at the shelf on top of her desk. Core Curriculum textbooks, piles of PDF printouts, college-lined notebooks, and a stack of LSAT prep books. I counted ten in total, more than twice the number that I owned. But of course she hadn’t gone through all of them, that would be unreasonable. It took me an entire summer just to get through four. I took out one at random and flipped to the practice tests in the back. Each page was filled with not just answers, but detailed notes on the margin justifying why the answer was correct or incorrect. I shoved it back where I found it and took out another one. It was the same: each page covered with annotations in that neat handwriting that I had grown so accustomed to seeing in front of me in class every Monday and Wednesday.

			I did not like looking at her notes. I did not like that objectively speaking, they were better than mine. But these marked-up LSAT books didn’t mean anything. Everyone had to study for the LSAT, and taking neater or more meticulous notes didn’t mean that you absorbed more information or did better on the test. I just used a different and better way of studying that didn’t require taking so many notes. And even if my way wasn’t better, my aptitude more than made up for it.

			Just as I was grabbing another LSAT book from the shelf, the door opened. The scent of jasmine, sandalwood, and booze. Mostly booze. Laura stumbled in.

			

			—

			Her brows furrowed in confusion.

			“Hey…what’re you doing here?”

			She did not appear frightened or angry, just amused, as though I were a child who had accidentally stumbled upon her room when I meant to go to the bathroom.

			“I…I don’t know.”

			“What’s your name again? I keep forgetting, but it feels like I see you around everywhere.”

			I tried thinking of a convincing fake name to give her, but fortunately, she moved on from the subject rather quickly.

			“Like, it’s a small campus, so obviously there are some people you just see all the time, but I feel like I see you all the time. Like, all the time.”

			“Mhm.” I nodded. How was I going to get myself out of this situation? She was still standing near the door, one hand holding on to the handle for balance.

			“And it’s like you’re always glaring at me. Like, what’s the deal with that? I couldn’t tell if maybe you just had a resting bitch face or something, or if you were intentionally glaring at me. Like whatever the fuck did I do to you?” She threw her head back and laughed. A strand of hair, sticky from sweat, remained stuck to her forehead. She sniffed a couple of times and rubbed her free hand against her nostrils.

			I moved toward the door but she blocked it with her body.

			“Wait, no. You can’t leave yet. I want you to tell me why you’re here. Why are you in my room?”

			“Uh…”

			“Oh! Wait a second, are you hooking up with one of the guys—did you accidentally come to my room instead of theirs? But both of them have girlfriends. That’s why you’re acting so weird.” I nearly cried out from relief. Of course! Why hadn’t I thought of that? That was the perfect reason for why I was here. Laura was coming up with excuses for me. Maybe she really was smarter than I was.

			Her eyes narrowed. “So, which one? Who are you hooking up with?”

			I tried to recall the letters on the name tags posted to their suite door, but my mind was hitting a blank.

			“I…uh…”

			“Okay. So you’re lying to me.”

			“No, I just…”

			“Ugh!” she said, pulling her hair. She sat down on the rug by her bed. It had a beige background with different-sized rectangles of different shades of pink. I wondered if it felt as soft as it looked. I wished I could take off my shoes and my socks to rub my feet against its surface. I realized I was getting distracted.

			“This has been such a weird fucking semester,” Laura said. “I literally looked up last week if Mercury could be in retrograde for many months at a time. It’s like someone is sabotaging me. But I can’t even say that out loud, because I’d sound like a lunatic. Has it been a weird semester for you?”

			“Uh…I mean, kind of. I guess.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Like, first I have this scammer pretending to be my friend’s sister, and I was thinking I must’ve been chosen at random, but the scam was weirdly involved. They actually sent me a fucking essay to correct and everything. And then there was that insane thing with the blog post. Like, some people actually thought I wrote it. Me! And now you’re here in my room, and I have literally no idea why.”

			I attempted to keep my voice level, like pressing a helium balloon to the ground. “It must be hard for you to go through these struggles when your life has been so wonderful up until this point,” I said.

			“Oh my god,” she said, as though I had just told her that I thought she was an alien. “That was…wow. Very rude. Is this your thing? You break into people’s dorm rooms to, I assume, steal stuff? Here, you want this?” She picked up a T-shirt crumpled on the floor and threw it toward me. It hit my face before dropping back onto the floor.

			I didn’t react. For once, I felt like I held power over her. Sure, I was intruding on her space, but she was the one acting dramatic. I was the one staying calm. She was the one who was drunk. My mind had never been clearer. I would win by continuing to keep my cool, by using my neutrality to make her appear even more hysterical. Later, I would replay this situation over and over in my mind, savoring the memory of the time I had bested Laura Kim. I thought of the perfect question to ask, the perfect question to cement my superiority.

			“Have you ever thought that not everyone was born into a perfect life where they get everything they’ve ever wanted without even working that hard for it?”

			“Oh, honey.” I couldn’t stomach what I heard in her voice. Amusement, disgust, but worst of all: pity. How could she pity me when I was so much better than her at this moment? When I was quite literally standing over her?

			“You don’t even know me,” she said, shaking her head. “You have no idea what I’ve been through, trust me.”

			“Uh. Look around. I’m pretty sure I do.”

			“At what?” Laura swiveled her head around haphazardly. She stood up, nearly losing her balance before steadying herself with a hand placed on the corner of her desk. “At my normal room decor? If you think this is the epitome of the high life, you are…so sheltered.” She laughed. “You know what, I don’t need to justify myself to you. Just because I don’t share every detail about my struggles to the world doesn’t mean they aren’t real. But still, I’m glad you’re here. Now I know I was right to believe someone was out to get me. It was you, wasn’t it? It was you the entire time.”

			I wanted to ask what she meant by the accusation that someone was out to get her. How much did she know? She probably suspected me of concocting the Suzie Ehrlich plan, but what about the blog post? That part could’ve just been a coincidence. My heart thumped in my chest and I swallowed, holding myself back from asking her directly.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Um, I think you do. That’s why you’re here, huh? To poison my water bottle or something? Because I represent everything you hate about the school, or maybe even about the world? All because of some false narrative that you’ve formed about my life based on having had literally zero real conversations with me.”

			“No.” I started to grow hot. I could feel my cheeks burning. I was sure Laura could see my entire face turning red, which just increased the feeling of agitation.

			“So why are you here, then?” Her demeanor had shifted. She wasn’t just teasing me anymore, and the steadiness of her voice made me wonder if she wasn’t as drunk as I had thought. Just like how she lowered her voice to sound smarter, maybe this was another strategy she used to portray a certain image of herself, to get what she wanted out of the people around her. She looked at her open closet, the pieces of clothing that had dropped onto the floor.

			“Were you looking through my things?” Her gaze shifted to the agenda open on her desk. “And my planner? Wait, what the actual fuck?”

			I couldn’t think of a good explanation, or even any explanation.

			“I want you out of here. Now.” Her voice had grown louder, and the intensity of her stare was like a heat lamp directed inches from my face. She pointed a finger at the door. “Leave, or I’m going to scream. Or call the police, and they’ll drag you out. Your fucking choice.”

			Laura was standing closer to me now, saying something about how she’d drag me out of her room if she had to. Or maybe she wasn’t standing closer, it was just that the walls appeared to be shrinking, enclosing me as though I were about to be trapped in a box. My body felt out of my control, and I was reminded of the incident on the subway platform when the loser spit on me and I couldn’t even do anything about it, I couldn’t even react in time to chase him down and push him onto the tracks like he deserved. And as we stood across from each other, face-to-face, I realized, with a brilliant and blinding clarity, that there was no way to explain myself out of this one. She really was moving toward me now, and with her left hand she took out the phone from her purse. What was she going to do? Call security to escort this unhinged person out of her room? Snap a photo of this crazy girl so she could send it to all of her friends? Maybe she’d even post it on her social media with some caption about how she had been victimized by this crazy stalker, how this crazy stalker had impersonated a high school student, then impersonated her, all to try to ruin her life. Maybe she’d even try to crowdsource help. “Does anyone know who this person is?” Because of course, she still didn’t know my name.

			I had to stop her. I had to stop her before it was too late, before she’d forever ruin my reputation—what if she took a video and sent it to Harvard? Then all of this would’ve been for nothing. I had come so far; I couldn’t let her ruin everything now. Maybe I could record her in return. I could record her hysterically accusing me of stalking her. At minimum, the video would embarrass her, and possibly be enough leverage to convince her not to ruin my reputation and my life. Mutually assured destruction, that’s what I needed, and I only had a few seconds left to put a plan in motion. I shuffled through my bag for my phone. I knew I had to do something, anything, even if my mind was blanking on a more coherent plan. Otherwise, I’d be completely and utterly fucked. Suddenly, my fingers wrapped around something cylindrical. Before I realized what I was doing, I had grabbed the pepper spray from my bag and pushed the button as hard as I could, aiming it directly at Laura’s face. I breathed a sigh of relief as the phone dropped from her hand, then choked from inadvertently breathing in some of the chemicals I had just released. She cried out and pressed both hands to her eyes, then on her chest, gasping for air, as she crumpled down to her knees. She was saying something that I couldn’t understand. I was frozen from fear: I had never seen someone writhing in pain the way that she was now; I didn’t realize that pepper spray could elicit this effect. Laura was crawling toward me now, and before she could reach my feet, I stepped over her body and ran out.

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			
				[image: ]
			

			The next morning, I woke up with shame and mortification burning under my skin like a fever. What story was I going to spin to justify my behavior last night? How would I explain to Laura why I had pulled out the pepper spray? Or why I was in her room in the first place?

			But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I had fucked up even more than I had imagined. Laura could come after me, could sue me for pepper spraying her, and there was a chance I’d get kicked out of school. What would my mom say? What would my friends say? What if the facts of the situation were made public and the school newspaper covered it? Or the New York Times covered it? Then everyone would remember my name, and not in the way that I wanted them to.

			I would need to apologize to Laura. I would need to find her and apologize like my life depended on it. I would give her whatever she wanted. I would tell her that I was drunk, too drunk, and walked into their suite by accident. Maybe I’d tell her that I had taken some hallucinogen and had thought that she was someone else. I could even tell her about the subway incident, make it out to be worse than it was, and frame my reaction as a symptom of post-traumatic stress disorder. Maybe she would empathize with my plight if it came from a place of trauma. And of course, I’d get down on my knees and beg for forgiveness if I had to. I would do anything. Then hopefully, she wouldn’t try to ruin my life, wouldn’t press charges, would just forever think of me as the weird but harmless psycho who ruined her night. Her friends would hear about it, but that would be a minor inconvenience compared to what could happen otherwise.

			And of course, I would need to give up my scheme to get her rescinded from Harvard. I had already fucked up too much. I shouldn’t give myself the opportunity to fuck up even more. From now on, I would stop messing with Laura. I didn’t need to get her rescinded from Harvard. She could keep her Boring Asian Female slot, and I’d just apply again next year. I had told my friends that I had gotten in already, but that was an easy fix. I’d just tell them that I wanted to take a gap year. They wouldn’t question it. Messing with Laura had only caused more stress and headache, so it was time to focus on myself, the baby, and our future together. I had learned my lesson.

			

			—

			I was eager to find Laura on campus, simply to beg for forgiveness. On Monday, I showed up to History of the Modern Middle East fifteen minutes early and stared at the door. She usually showed up two minutes before class started, so I wasn’t too worried when I waited five minutes, then ten, and she still didn’t appear. But then, it was 10:10 a.m. on the dot, and the professor began his lecture. My neck hurt from staring at the door. There were already a few people looking at me curiously, and it would be even weirder if I continued to turn toward the back of the room when class had started. Reluctantly, I turned to face the stage. I was sitting in the very back row, so I would see if Laura walked in, unless she spent the entirety of class standing behind the back row, but I had never seen anyone do that before.

			Lecture ended with no sight of Laura. This wasn’t like her; I never missed class, which was how I knew that she also never missed class. I looked up the symptoms of getting pepper sprayed again. The effects were only supposed to last an hour or two. The police used it all the time to temporarily subdue a subject. There was no way that she would have to miss class because of the incident. Maybe she was taking a mental health break? Maybe I had traumatized her? In which case I needed to be careful how I approached her to apologize, as I did not want to trigger her and make her think I was an even bigger threat than she already thought I was.

			The next few days, still no sightings of Laura. No new posts on social media either. I considered messaging her but decided against it. It would be better to approach her in person so I could gauge her reaction in real time, gauge how much I needed to worry about potential retribution.

			

			—

			In the meantime, I tried to focus on my own future. My top priority was dealing with the Laura situation, but I also couldn’t forget that I was literally “with child.” The phrase grossed me out, but it was true, nonetheless. I called the free clinic and set up recurring appointments with Dr. Jordan. I ordered a bottle of prenatal multivitamins and a bottle of magnesium tablets. I emptied the magnesium tablets into the floor common room’s trash can and dumped the prenatal vitamins inside the empty container so no one would suspect I was pregnant. I placed the bottle on my desk to remind myself to take them every day.

			I considered where I would go when the school year ended. I wanted to stay in New York, but I was pretty sure child support didn’t start until the child was actually born. Would I move back to South Dakota, have the baby there while living under my mother’s roof? I dreaded the moment I would have to confront her with the news, that her only daughter, unmarried and only twenty-one, was having a baby.

			A memory returned of ninth-grade health class—specifically, the unit on teenage pregnancy. Our homework assignment was to ask our parents how they’d react if we got pregnant in high school (or if you were a boy, if you got someone else pregnant in high school). By then, my father had not been in the picture for a few years. When I handed my mother the orange slip of paper with the “imagine this” scenario written at the top, she frowned and I felt for a moment as though I were actually telling her that I was pregnant. I wiped my palms against my jeans.

			“I would be deeply, deeply ashamed of you,” she said when she was finished reading the slip of paper. “Very ashamed.”

			I nodded. I wrote down “My mother said she would feel ashamed” on the piece of paper.

			“But obviously this isn’t going to happen, because I raised you to be a respectable girl.”

			I wrote down, “She says it won’t happen because I am respectable.”

			Then she sighed and rubbed her forehead. “But of course, I would not disown you. You would still be my daughter. And I would help you and do whatever you needed to do.”

			I wrote down, “But she would still be my mom and would help me do what I needed to do.”

			I never asked her what she meant by the last line. I always assumed that she meant an abortion. But perhaps that was too presumptuous. I hoped that it was too presumptuous. I hoped that helping me do what I “needed to do” also meant holding my hair back when I needed to puke in the bathroom, taking me to doctors’ appointments, forgiving me for doing whatever it took to achieve my dream, even if it meant sacrificing the “respectable girl” that she wanted me to be.

		

	
		
			NINETEEN
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			We all received the email at the same time. Friday, March 20, at 7:06 p.m.

			
				It is with great sadness that I am writing to share the tragic news that Laura Kim, a Columbia College senior, has passed away.

				Laura was an exceptional student double majoring in economics and history. Originally from Greenwich, CT, Laura planned to attend law school after graduation to work in the public health sector. A passionate scholar, she had been working on a thesis about disparities in health outcomes between different socioeconomic groups in New York City. Her friends and family have stated that there was nothing Laura wanted more than to improve the lives of others.

				Outside of her classes, Laura was passionate about mentoring younger students and spent the past two years as a tutor for the Columbia Writing center, where students who worked with her described her as “gracious” and “kind,” always willing to help answer questions even outside of her shifts.

				My deepest condolences go out to Laura’s parents, James and Nina, as well as the rest of her family and friends. A vigil will be held at Morningside Park on April 8th to commemorate Laura’s life of academic diligence and unwavering generosity.

				We are not releasing any additional details at this time as a police investigation is currently underway. If you have any information about the circumstances surrounding Laura’s death, we ask that you please contact the police at the number below.

			

			Eunjin burst into my room crying. Alex and Leah blew up the group chat. All over social media, people were posting heartfelt messages on Laura’s feed.

			I can’t believe it was just two days ago when we were sitting in Ferris…

			Laura, we never knew each other well, but I always wanted to tell you how smart and insightful you were…

			The world has lost a brilliant human…

			I wondered what people would post if I died. I wondered how many people would come to my vigil. I wondered what the official Columbia email would say about me. But most of all, I wondered:

			Did I kill Laura?

			

			—

			I read the last paragraph of the email announcing Laura’s death as though it were a convoluted line from an academic paper. My eyes were dry and itchy, and I rubbed them until my contact lenses popped out. Then, I put on my glasses and continued reading.

			My first thought was that with Laura out of the picture, my path to Harvard was finally clear. Harvard was down one Asian Female, so now they had the space to accept another—especially one who was a single mother and therefore not at all boring.

			The only problem: I couldn’t exactly go to Harvard if I was getting charged with murder. The email from the dean didn’t mention anything about the cause of death, which wasn’t unusual based on previous emails announcing the passing of a student. But the email had also included a tip line for the police, which suggested that they suspected a crime. I thought of Laura’s body after I pressed the button on the pepper spray, the helpless, desperate expression as she wriggled on the floor. What were the chances that someone would’ve attacked Laura twice in one week?

			I needed to find information about the fatality of pepper spray. Then, I would research whether anyone had been convicted of murder for pepper spraying someone. But the more logical side of my brain stepped in and forced me to sit in silence before I did anything that I would regret. Anything I searched with my phone or computer would leave a digital trail. The safest course of action right now was to keep all of my thoughts inside my head where no one could access them. In the worst-case scenario, if someone was looking into me as a murder suspect, it wouldn’t help if they saw an internet search history full of questions that happened to be relevant to the crime. If I were going to leave a digital trail showing I knew about the pepper spray, which the dean had never mentioned in her email, I might as well hand myself over to the police right now.

			But I was getting ahead of myself. I still didn’t know whether Laura had died from the pepper spray or if she had died from something else. I couldn’t rule out the possibility that her death had nothing to do with me. Almost a week had passed since the party, and something else could’ve happened that caused her to die.

			Everything hinged on the pepper spray, on whether it was even possible for Laura to die from that one incident. My hands were shaking; all I wanted to do was open the laptop and look up the information that would determine whether I had played a role in Laura’s death. I considered going to the library to look for a book on pepper spray, but even that was too risky. I was worried that my searches in the online catalog would leave a footprint and that asking a librarian for help could appear suspicious.

			There were too many unknowns, too many dark clouds shaped like question marks floating inside my head. I tried to organize my thoughts by boiling what I knew down to a few key principles. The first principle was that I could not change the events of the past. Understanding the possible complications from pepper spray could only provide hints as to whether I was responsible for Laura’s death; it could not change the fact that I had pepper sprayed her. The second principle was that I needed to focus on what I could control. I did not know that I was guilty. As far as I could tell, no one thought that I was guilty. But if I started acting suspicious, if I started to let the guilt or worry visibly eat away at me, then I would increase the chances that someone would think that I was guilty.

			This led me to the only reasonable conclusion: I needed to act as normal as possible. I needed to act how any innocent student would act if they found out a classmate had died. I had always been good at compartmentalizing. My entire life I had trained myself to focus on goals that were bigger than today, bigger than this week, bigger than this year, to repress present urges in favor of the future I wanted. And the future I wanted involved me not being in prison.

			

			—

			After twenty-four hours of mourning, the student body collectively seemed to decide that it was socially acceptable to speculate about the cause of Laura’s death.

			Common theories in the rumor mill were the following: a suicide that her family refused to accept, hence the ongoing police investigation. A drug overdose alone in her dorm. A fatal alcohol-induced fall. Her dorm was sectioned off with yellow police tape. Her suitemates were all moved to a different dorm.

			I went to an electronics store and bought in all cash the cheapest laptop that they sold. I spent an afternoon at the McDonald’s on 110th looking up all the questions I had stopped myself from researching the day before. Pepper spray could be lethal in rare cases, usually when the victim had a preexisting condition. But as far as I could tell, no one had ever been convicted for murder or manslaughter for pepper spraying someone. This information did not make me feel better or worse. Even if I were not convicted for murder, it still wouldn’t look great if the police found out I had assaulted someone with pepper spray, leading to complications that caused their death. There were plenty of terrible things between no one finding out what I had done and getting sent to prison for life on a murder charge.

			When it started getting dark outside I dumped the laptop in the McDonald’s trash can and poured the entire contents of my large Diet Coke on top. I walked back to my dorm and scrubbed each of the three cans of pepper spray with a sanitary wipe. I wrapped the bottles with a cloth bag so they wouldn’t make any noise as I was walking, then stuffed them into a large trash bag. I put the trash bag into my backpack and took the subway to 72nd, tossing it in one of the public garbage cans on the side of the street.

			I wondered whether the police would bring me in for questioning. I thought back to the night of Laura’s death. Had I left fingerprints? Probably from opening the various doors to the individual rooms, but it was a six-person suite, and there were different people’s fingerprints all over the place from parties and hangouts. I did touch Laura’s LSAT books, but the detectives probably wouldn’t think to check them. I mean, why would a killer want to study for the LSAT? I went over the worst-case scenario: the police would find out that I had impersonated Laura to get into her dorm room around the same time that she passed away. But I did not think that they could prove anything beyond that. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew my rights. When they questioned me, I wouldn’t say a single thing. The police might suspect it was me, but they wouldn’t be able to prove it.

			

			—

			I took a calculated risk and bought some Klonopin off a friend of Leah’s. My reasoning was that illegally purchasing prescription benzos from a peer was well within the actions of an innocent Columbia student. If someone asked, I would say that I was stressed out with classes and needed something to take the edge off. The Klonopin helped me feel relaxed, stopped the dark possibilities from consuming me. And I needed to act normal right now. I needed to ensure no one would think that I was guilty.

			I read some studies online about whether Klonopin would affect your pregnancy, and the results seemed mixed. Technically, taking a higher dosage increased the chance your baby could get side effects, but I just wouldn’t take a high dosage. I’d take half the recommended dosage for a standard prescription. Besides, being stressed all the time probably also affected the pregnancy, and the Klonopin made the stress much more manageable. You could make the argument that the benefits outweighed the risks.

			Two nights after the email came out about Laura’s death I lay in bed, feeling the 0.25 milligrams cushion the dark edges of my anxiety like a thick quilt. I had focused most of my mental energy on the practical task of protecting myself from legal danger. Only now was I starting to consider a moral one. Even if nothing bad happened to me, was it possible that I was still a bad person? Or at the very least, had done something bad, maybe even unforgivable?

			Based on the campus gossip, I was starting to think I knew what had happened, what had killed Laura. According to the rumor mill, multiple people that night had seen her snorting a line at Gina’s party. I was no doctor, but it seemed likely that cocaine could aggravate the effects of pepper spray. If my hypothesis were true, then the answer to whether I killed Laura depended on the definition of “kill.” Someone could make the argument Laura would be alive if it weren’t for my actions, if it weren’t for the fact that I had dispersed pepper spray directly in her face. But someone could also say the same thing about her use of cocaine. If she hadn’t done the coke, then she wouldn’t have died from the pepper spray. My logic was foolproof, a digital circuit that would always spit out a true or false based on a set of binary inputs—and in this case, the answer was true. If I was guilty of killing Laura, then Laura was equally guilty of killing herself.

			

			—

			Most people on campus now believed the theory that Laura had taken a bad batch of cocaine. They wore their certainty like a badge of honor, proof that they didn’t fall for the type of sensationalism that a less smart person might be susceptible to. Their confidence brought me some ease. I still had not been questioned by the police, and I too began to suspect that it would be only a matter of time before they attributed her death to drug use. Still, I didn’t want to think about it, any of it. It only reminded me of Laura’s body writhing on the floor. It only reminded me that I was probably the last person to see her alive.

			Months ago, my friends and I had decided to go to Leah’s parents’ beach house in Ocean City for spring break. I was in no mood for a beach trip, but I had promised myself that I would act as normal as possible. Who knew which actions that would appear minor today might end up significant later? So on the last Saturday of March, I slung a duffel bag containing a few changes of clothes and toiletries over my shoulder and waited with Eunjin in the lobby of our dorm. I was no longer avoiding her, and not just because it would help me appear more normal in case I became a suspect. I felt genuinely grateful for her company and realized I had been an idiot to avoid her after she told me about MDW. If I knew she was leaving, didn’t that mean I should try to spend as much time with her as possible? Make the most of the time we had left while we were still living just two feet away from each other?

			A few minutes later, Leah pulled up in front of our building in a rental car. Alex was already sitting in the passenger seat, adding songs to a playlist. Eunjin and I threw our bags into the trunk and shuffled in the back.

			As Leah drove us through Harlem to get to the bridge, she reminded us that Ocean City was a dry town, and I pretended to be disappointed. In actuality, I was relieved. I was running out of excuses for why I wasn’t drinking. Without noticing, I pressed my left hand against my abdomen to feel the baby’s presence.

			“Are you feeling okay?” Eunjin asked.

			“Just a little nauseous,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. The constant stopping and starting on the George Washington Bridge made my stomach churn, so I closed my eyes and pressed my head against the window, feeling the condensation cool my skin. By the time I opened my eyes again, two hours had passed and we were turning into a driveway.

			“We’re here!” Leah announced.

			I had never been to Leah’s parents’ beach house before. My first impression was that it looked like it belonged in a PG-rated movie, a film for which I could already imagine the opening scene: a white kid running barefoot down the street, who wouldn’t stop running until he reached the two blocks to the beach. A film that you could tell would have a happy ending just by the trailer. I imagined someday raising my own baby in a house like this one, just somewhere nicer, like the Hamptons. We’d drive there every summer to eat lobster rolls and take bike rides along the beach. The house would also look like it belonged in a movie, just a more aspirational one.

			“Are you coming?” Leah asked. I was still out in the cold, staring at the white porches that wrapped around each of the three floors. I nodded and joined my friends in the foyer, leaving my shoes at the door. Grains of sand tickled my feet as I walked over the ceramic floors. I followed Leah up the carpeted stairs and set my duffel bag in one of the spare bedrooms.

			Eunjin and I offered to cook dinner. In the freezer there was an unopened bag of broccoli that she sautéed with some lemon juice and olive oil. I boiled water for the pasta and heated up the alfredo sauce I had found in the pantry. The smell of cream and garlic wafted through the house like wandering ghosts. I tried to see the ocean through the sliding glass door next to the kitchen, but my reflection obstructed the outline of the waves, and they blended in with the indigo sky.

			

			—

			During dinner, I tried bringing up topics that I knew would keep the conversation flowing: the latest column written by the token conservative writer for the school newspaper, progress on their senior theses, the job search. But no matter how much I tried to steer the conversation, it always came back to Laura.

			“The room is still roped off and everything,” Leah said. “And I heard the police are still bringing in people for interviews.”

			“Still? But aren’t people saying that it was a drug overdose?” Eunjin asked.

			Alex shrugged. “Maybe they just need to cover all their bases.”

			“This girl in one of my seminars said that she was questioned,” Leah said.

			“What?! Like, she’s a suspect?”

			“No, no, at least it didn’t sound like it. The police just asked her a lot of questions straight from TV. Was there anyone out to get her, did she have any enemies, et cetera.”

			“Enemies? Jesus Christ.”

			“I mean…it’s not like Laura was Mother Teresa. All virtual signaling with zero substance. A lot of people didn’t like her. Elizabeth, for instance.” Leah gestured at me. “You hated her.”

			I stifled a cough. “ ‘Hate’ is a strong word. I didn’t hate her. I just found her insufferable.” I threw up my hands. “Come on, all of us here have shit-talked her. She was an easy person to shit-talk.”

			“What do you think, Alex?” Eunjin asked, turning toward them.

			Alex shrugged. “I default to the theory that the simplest explanation is usually closest to the truth.”

			“Occam’s razor!”

			“Yes, that’s the one.”

			“And what would the simplest explanation be?” Leah asked.

			“Something related to the coke, if I had to guess. Maybe it had fentanyl in it.”

			Leah nodded. “More likely than not, but it’s still good they’re covering all their bases. If I were the family, I’d want to know for sure.”

			“Yeah, of course,” Alex said. “I mean, it’s great that the NYPD seems to actually be spending time and energy on this. You just can’t help but wonder if that’d still be the case if she weren’t a privileged light-skinned woman at Columbia.”

			“But if there was fentanyl in the cocaine, how come everyone else is fine?” Eunjin asked. “I wonder if there was something else that happened, even if it doesn’t involve some sexy murder story.”

			“Maybe she had some kind of preexisting condition,” I said. “I mean, I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to do coke if you have health issues, but who knows how responsible she was.”

			Eunjin and Alex nodded, but Leah shot me a look I couldn’t decipher.

			“I mean, no one is supposed to do coke,” she said, taking a sip of her water. “I’m pretty sure anyone who’s been through the American educational system has had that drilled into their brain since the fourth grade. We all know it’s a dangerous drug for anyone, regardless of whether you have a preexisting condition. But despite all of that, everyone at this table has done it, have we not?”

			“I haven’t,” Eunjin said.

			“Okay, you haven’t.” Leah rolled her eyes. “But Liz definitely has.”

			

			—

			After dinner, the four of us watched You’ve Got Mail in the living room. I didn’t pay much attention, too preoccupied with replaying each of our interactions during dinner. Had I come across as too cavalier or crass about Laura’s death? I would need to adjust my demeanor. I would need to appear more empathetic, less victim-blaming. To sell my grief, I could try to muster a few tears. Whenever Laura’s name came up, I would think of something sad, like not getting into Harvard.

			After the movie, when everyone went to bed, I started to spiral. I wasn’t feeling so confident about the investigation anymore. Just because everyone at school believed that Laura had died from a drug overdose didn’t mean that’s what the police believed, and just because the police hadn’t questioned me yet didn’t mean that they wouldn’t question me soon. They had questioned Leah’s friend only two days ago. And I had seen enough true crime documentaries to know that plenty of people had been convicted on circumstantial evidence.

			Even if they didn’t figure out that I had gotten into Laura’s room, my fingerprints were all over the place. What if they subpoenaed my credit card statements and saw that I had purchased three cans of pepper spray? Then they would call me in for questioning, and I wasn’t in the best mental state. Sure, I would keep my mouth shut, but what if the detectives could sense that there was something “off” about me, encouraging them to dig deeper until they eventually found out the truth? If I were convicted, it would make little difference what crime they’d throw me in jail for, whether it was manslaughter or second-degree murder. Either way, my life would be ruined. I wouldn’t care about sentencing. Well, that wasn’t true. I would care because I’d want the death penalty. Too bad it was illegal in New York. Maybe I should’ve killed Laura in Texas instead.

			It was 2:00 a.m. I got out of bed and walked to the bathroom down the hall. The house was eerily silent, and I found that I missed the raucousness of a college dorm, the too-bright fluorescent lights in the hallways.

			I looked at myself in the mirror. My skin was dull and dry. I had taken out my contacts and was wearing my wire-framed glasses, behind which there were dark circles under my eyes. The Stanford T-shirt I was wearing had a hole by the left armpit. My mom had bought it for me five years ago when we went to visit the campus. I pulled my hair into a ponytail, set my glasses on the sink, and splashed water on my face. I put my glasses back on and looked at myself again.

			A smile appeared. I registered it in my reflection before I registered it on myself. I was smiling because my appearance held the truth. It was communicating to my inner self what my outer self already knew. Which was that I had nothing to worry about.

			All you had to do was look at me. No jury would believe that I was capable of killing someone, even by accident. The murderers I read about in all those true crime stories were men. Ex-boyfriends, ex-husbands, casual lovers. Random dudes off the street. If it came to it, I’d go to my trial just the way I was now. Pin-straight black hair, glasses that took up half my face, a T-shirt from a university with at least a 1500 average SAT score.

			It was a truth that I could understand only because of the environment in which I had grown up, a truth that many of the Asian American students I met at Columbia, who I envied for their lack of self-consciousness of their own Asianness, simply couldn’t. Unlike me, they had grown up around other people who looked like them, who came from similar backgrounds as them. Unlike me, they had not learned to bifurcate their identities into who they were around other Asian people and who they were around everyone else. They didn’t feel self-conscious about having friend groups that were mostly Asian. They knew how it felt to be otherized; they had seen it on TV and in the movies and around certain groups of people, but their otherness had never been the default state. They wore their Asianness as just another characteristic of themselves. There were so many other Asians around them that to be Asian was not unique enough to be a defining trait.

			Meanwhile, being Asian had been my sole defining trait. The people I spent the most time around were those in my predominantly white high school, people who saw me as the other, as a foreigner, as someone who would never be quite the same as them. Growing up in this environment, I had learned how to perceive myself the way that they perceived me. Sometimes, it felt as though I had two identities: who I really was, and who others perceived me to be. And as I stared at myself in the mirror, with my tight ponytail and tortoiseshell glasses, my ripped Stanford shirt and baggy sweatpants, I saw not the first but the second, not the me that I knew, but the person that others knew as me. The person that Robert knew as me. The person that Harvard Law School knew as me. Meek, conformist, submissive, obsessed with school. A try-hard, an overachiever, a victim of tiger parenting with no real interests of her own.

			I was a Boring Asian Female—but right now that was okay, because no one would believe that a Boring Asian Female could also be a killer.

			

			—

			The next morning, Leah and Alex biked to a bagel shop and brought us back bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches. We spent the next few hours lounging on the couches while watching more Meg Ryan movies. In the afternoon, the weather had warmed up into the high fifties, and Leah suggested we “stop slothing around” and see the boardwalk. Most of the fried food vendors and souvenir stores were still shuttered for the off-season. A stream of high school students exited an imposing brick building and returned to near-identical houses with American flags jutting out from dormer windows. An empty rocking chair swayed gently in the wind and an overweight calico cat licked its right paw. He stared at us with disdain, like an elderly congregant turning to watch a family arrive late to Sunday service.

			The water was too cold to swim in so we laid out a blanket and sat on the sand. As I watched the waves crash onto the shore, I could understand for the first time why writers made comparisons to the ocean all the time, why they all seemed to get a pass for using such a cliché reference. Some things in life are so magnificent that you can never talk about them enough, that no number of references would make them boring or derivative. I had never spent much time around the ocean, and I knew that this rocky shore in chilly Ocean City was probably not what came to mind when people thought of a breathtaking beach. Still, I found myself mesmerized by the great beauty of the sea, the calming sound of waves crashing onto the shore. Being from the Midwest, I had not spent enough time around the ocean for it to become a frame of reference for me. Instead of comparing things from my life to the ocean, I found myself comparing the ocean to things from my life. The water washing over my feet like the milky foam on a cappuccino from the dining hall espresso machine. The spray of ocean water on my face like the setting mist I used to keep my makeup in place. The waves crashing on the shore strong and relentless like the devastation I felt after getting rejected from law school. The murky depths of the water like my future, still unknown.

			The sun was setting in the distance and a tangerine glow spread across the sky. “Let’s remember this moment,” I wanted to say. I wished I could slow down time and capture all of it: the sound of wet flip-flops on timber boardwalks, closed storefronts glinting in the Cheeto-colored sunset, the dusting of powdered sugar on Leah’s freckled nose. The disdainful expression that the locals at the grocery store made when we told them we were from New York, the decision for us to answer New York even though we all grew up somewhere else. The way Eunjin’s hazel eyes lightened under the sun, the way Alex’s skin turned translucent under the fluorescent streetlights.

			My gratitude was not in complete earnest. Like a photograph with its negative, every moment I wanted to hold on to was one Laura would no longer be able to enjoy. And this gave me a bittersweet feeling: both that I was able to enjoy something that Laura couldn’t, and that someone could take it away from me at any second, the same way that I had taken it from Laura. My gratitude came from the newfound understanding of just how much I stood to lose.

			

			—

			The clarity that the trip provided me faded away once I returned to campus. In place of the gratitude there was a growing void. It started the size of a pinprick. Or maybe it started as the size of an atom, and I only noticed it when it grew to be the size of a pinprick. But its radius compounded with each day, with each breath that I took, until it threatened to swallow me whole. The void was the absence of Laura, not as a person, but as a subject that was always on my mind. What was she doing right now? Which friends was she seeing this weekend? Would I see her at Ferris again? I found myself refreshing her social media feeds even when I remembered she was dead. Some part of me believed that even if the flesh-and-blood Laura was gone, there still existed an online Laura who’d continue to live not through a bodily form but as a ghost in a parallel digital realm, who’d still graduate from college, get married, have kids, and each of these milestones would be marked in the form of stories, photos, captions, shares, and so on and so forth. And I would continue to follow her progress alongside my own.

			Laura’s family made one public statement before retreating from social media to grieve privately. They thanked everyone for their well-wishes and for sharing memories of their daughter. They posted a photo of Laura on her seventh birthday, stuffing her mouth with a slice of chocolate cake, the frosting covering her face like a beard. I couldn’t help but notice that Laura and I looked quite alike at that age. She was wearing a pink T-shirt with a picture of a cartoon monkey making peace signs. It was similar to one that I liked to wear. But I reminded myself that everyone had those types of shirts back then. It wasn’t something I should get too sentimental about.

			The email from Columbia about Laura’s death said that she had planned to attend law school in the fall, but it didn’t specify where. I checked the social media accounts for all the law schools but none of them had posted anything about Laura. A terrible, insensitive thought entered my mind. If Laura had only died a year earlier, if she had never even applied for law school, then maybe I would’ve gotten in. What was the difference between dying at twenty-two and dying at twenty-one? If the gods had just relinquished one year from her lifespan, I would’ve been spared from my own despair.

			To try to fill the void, I obsessed over nuances like these, but they were as effective as tossing a penny into a black hole. I filled my time with school and parties. I went to every professor’s office hours, every optional recitation. I ate my not-pasta bowl in the dining hall while pretending to pay attention to my friends’ conversations. Sometimes I’d see a flash of orange and look up in anticipation of Laura. Then I’d remember that she was dead, and that even if she weren’t dead, she wouldn’t be wearing the scarf because it was at the moment stuffed in the bottom of my lower desk drawer. I knew it was dumb of me to keep the scarf, but I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away. It was a salve for the emptiness I felt. I liked to trace a finger over its sheeny surface, fold it in half, then in half again, guided by the creases in the fabric that Laura must’ve made by doing the same.

		

	
		
			TWENTY

			
				[image: ]
			

			The next Wednesday, when I returned to my dorm at around 4:00 p.m., the moment that I was dreading had finally arrived.

			There were two police officers waiting outside the door. One was short and plump, and the other was tall and skinny, as though they had been plucked straight from a sitcom. I would’ve found it funny had I not felt like I was going to faint.

			“Elizabeth Zhang?” the short and plump one said, holding up his badge. “We’d like to take you to the station to ask you some questions.”

			

			—

			The inside of a police car smelled the same as the inside of a cab, sweat and air freshener with a hint of peppermint. I tried to remember all of the things I was supposed to do when this moment arrived, but it was like someone had wiped them clean from my brain. On our way to the precinct the officers chatted with one another as though I were not there. The tall one complained that his wife wanted to have a third kid, while the short one, who was behind the wheel, listened and grunted every couple of seconds.

			At a red light, the short one turned around to ask if I was okay. I mustered a slight nod.

			“Don’t look so nervous, kid,” he said. “You’re not in trouble.” But I knew not to believe a word he said.

			The drive could’ve been five minutes or fifty, I wasn’t sure. It was a warm day for mid-April and the AC was turned on. I was cold but I also couldn’t stop sweating and could feel the moisture gathering in my armpits and on my bottom, dampening the seat. I imagined the call that I would have to make. You were allowed one call, right? At least in the movies you were. What would I say to my mom? “Hey, Mom, I’ve been arrested because I accidentally killed someone.” And what about the pregnancy? Would I have to give birth in prison? I shook my head. Obviously, if it came to that, I would just have the abortion. Harvard would be out of the question anyway. Ironically, getting charged with murder would make me pretty interesting. But that was probably the wrong kind of interesting. Even in this dire situation, I couldn’t help but smile a little bit at the thought.

			Eventually, we pulled up to the precinct. The officers led me through various hallways and I felt as though we were navigating a maze. I wouldn’t have been able to retrace our steps if someone had held a gun to my head. Finally, the tall cop opened the door to a small room with a desk and three chairs, one on one side and two on the other. It was just like in the movies, except the lights weren’t as dim. They directed me to sit on the side with just one chair. The short officer sat on one of the chairs on the opposite side.

			“Are you thirsty?” the tall officer asked while still standing.

			“Yes,” I croaked. He left and came back with a plastic cup of water while the short officer pulled out a notepad and a pen, setting both on the table in front of him. Then the tall officer left, leaving the two of us in the room.

			“Is your partner coming back?” I asked. I did not pay attention to his answer. I wasn’t even sure why I asked. I assumed he had said no since he didn’t wait for the other guy to return before starting to ask questions.

			“So,” he said. “How long have you been taking Klonopin?”

			“What?”

			He repeated the question. I was confused as to why he was asking me about the Klonopin. Through the fogginess in my head the outline of a possible reason appeared—he was trying to demonstrate that he already knew a lot about my life, even the things that I didn’t want him to know about, or thought that he wouldn’t know about.

			“Or I guess I should say, how long have you been buying Klonopin off the street?”

			I stayed frozen in my seat. I remembered all those times I had told myself that I should not say anything to the police, but I couldn’t remember what I had told myself to do beyond that.

			He sighed. “Listen, we have the Venmo record of you sending money to Emily McCoy. Specifically, the account that she uses for illegal drug transactions. The thing is, we don’t even care about you. We just care about getting Emily, making sure that she’s no longer illegally selling prescription medications to other students. Especially since we have evidence that she did it at a school, which makes it extra illegal.”

			I swallowed and took another sip of water. I waited for his words to register in my head. He wasn’t asking me about Laura; he hadn’t even brought up Laura’s name.

			“Wait, this is about drugs?” I asked.

			“Yes,” he said, looking exasperated. I could tell he wanted to say something like “No shit,” but his professionalism prevented him from doing so. He looked down at his notepad. “How many times have you purchased Klonopin from Emily McCoy?”

			I stared at him as though he were speaking a foreign language.

			“All right, let’s try a different one. How did you find out that Emily McCoy was offering to sell Klonopin?”

			I continued staring at him, waiting for him to say something about Laura.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. And I really didn’t. Why was he asking me about the Klonopin? It was true that I had purchased ten 0.5 milligram pills from Emily, but why would they even care? I only knew one person at Columbia who had never purchased illegal substances, and that was Eunjin.

			“You didn’t know that Emily was selling Klonopin?”

			“I barely know Emily,” I said. “I use Venmo for all kinds of things.” It could’ve been my imagination, but I thought I noticed a flicker of doubt appear on his face.

			“So you didn’t pay Emily for Klonopin?”

			Was it possible that this interaction had nothing to do with Laura at all? Was it possible that this really was just about the benzos I had purchased one time from a random student?

			“What is Klonopin?” I asked.

			The officer didn’t answer right away, just looked down at his notepad and let out a sigh. I noticed for the first time that he was young, that he might’ve been the same age as me. He looked like the guys in my classes, except with a uniform on. They wouldn’t let a twenty-one-year-old interview a murder suspect. I almost started to laugh from relief.

			“Can I go now? Please? I have a ton of homework to do, and I don’t even know Emily very well.” Then I remembered an important detail. I had put a pizza emoji in my Venmo payment to Emily. It had been a little joke to myself, in that both Klonopin and pizza made me instantly feel better. There was no way the cop could know for sure that the Venmo transaction had been for the Klonopin. I would take the calculated risk and call his bluff.

			“I’m pretty sure I just Venmo’d her for a slice of pizza,” I said. “I barely know her, but the other day we were standing in line next to each other for pizza, and I forgot the place only took cash and didn’t have any. So she paid for me and I paid her back. The place is called Koronet. You can even look it up. They’re cash-only.”

			He didn’t say anything to that, just continued asking me questions for the next fifteen minutes. I didn’t answer any of them. Instead, I stared at the wall behind him, occasionally shifting in my chair so my butt wouldn’t get sweaty again. I knew you weren’t supposed to talk to the police when questioned, which meant I’d already said too much. I waited for him to finally reveal what all of this was for, to finally start asking me questions about Laura. The moment never came. Eventually, he led me back to the entrance of the building, a journey that was far less complicated than I remembered. I walked out the door and continued walking until I reached the block around the corner. Then I started walking faster, and eventually I was jogging, then I was running, then I was sprinting as fast as I could down the street. I turned the corner and continued sprinting. Passersby stared at me with concern but I didn’t care. When I finally grew tired I leaned against a tree to catch my breath.

			Anxiety started to eat away at me. What if they were using all the questions about Klonopin as a decoy? What if they were just using that as an excuse to bring me in, to get a sense of my personality, to prevent me from realizing they suspected me for something more serious and lawyering up? The fear and fogginess I felt from being trapped in that closed room made me realize that I did not have the situation under control, that I had severely overestimated my ability to stay cool under pressure. Ironically, a Klonopin could’ve helped. Fortunately or unfortunately, I had already taken all of them. As soon as I returned to my dorm I would need to double-check that I’d thrown away all of the evidence.

			

			—

			The next two days I skipped all my classes. I couldn’t stop imagining myself in a prison cell. I watched documentaries about women’s correctional facilities and read about rehabilitation programs available to former convicts. I still did not know what to make of my interaction with the police, but I had come close enough to my worst fear that I couldn’t excise the images from my mind. I told my friends that I had gotten a bad case of the stomach flu and they should come nowhere near me. But on Saturday, Eunjin came up with the idea of opening the doors of both our rooms. With the thinness of the wall and the open doors, we could converse with each other at a normal volume while sitting at our own desks.

			She made us peppermint tea and left a mug of it outside my door. I cupped the hot beverage in my hands while describing the fictional gastrointestinal symptoms that I was experiencing.

			“Okay,” Eunjin said. “I know I said I have a strong stomach but I actually don’t think I need to hear more.”

			“Fair enough,” I said. “I think I’ll be fine soon though. I just hope you don’t get the same thing.”

			“Maybe you need to eat more carbs. Oh my god, you know what it is? Haven’t you been going to the pasta bar and mostly getting vegetables? I bet your body isn’t used to that much fiber. It’s used to surviving on penne and garlic knots. Too big of a transition.”

			“Wow, okay. Thanks a lot.”

			“Don’t rule it out.”

			“Okay, enough about my digestive system.” I took a sip of my tea and winced as it burned my tongue. “Let’s do a thought experiment.”

			“Okay?”

			“What would you do if you were sent to prison?”

			“Hm, for how long?”

			“I don’t know. Let’s say until you’re thirty. So like eight or nine years.”

			“A typical manslaughter sentence.”

			“Yes, exactly.” I paused. “Wait, how did you know that?”

			“I don’t know. True crime documentaries?”

			“Right. Okay. Yeah, let’s say eight or nine.”

			“Well, I’d probably try to spend a good portion of that time thinking about the people I hurt and how I would want to do better when I was out.”

			I rolled my eyes. “I more meant, what would you do to get your life back together?”

			“Hm,” she said. “Well, I think prisons have programs like theater and stuff, right? So I’d just try to join all the activities that I could. Keep my head low, come out with a clean record. Why are you asking? Are you planning to commit manslaughter?”

			“Commit manslaughter and get caught, you mean.”

			“Ha. Yeah. I mean, if you don’t get caught, then technically you’d just go on living life as usual. Honestly though, if you were ever arrested, I’d still bet on you somehow turning it into an advantage. Like I’d still bet on you being way more successful than the average person, even with a felony under your belt.”

			I laughed. “How so?”

			“I mean, come on, you’re you. You’d probably uncover some secret talent in prison and then come out of it as a huge success story. You’d go on all those daytime talk shows as the famous convict-turned-polyglot and sell your life rights or something. You always said you wanted to learn a bunch of languages but just never had the time, right?”

			“That’s actually really comforting to hear.”

			“So why do you ask? Are you planning to rob a bank or something?”

			“No, I—” I was about to come up with a lie, but I felt like I was collapsing under the weight of all the information I had been withholding from the people I cared about the most. I was exhausted, as though I actually had the stomach flu. I found myself telling Eunjin about the police stopping by my dorm and bringing me in for questioning, the fear and claustrophobia I felt in that small little room. But I held myself back from mentioning anything about Laura. I pretended that I was only worried about getting charged for illegally purchasing Klonopin.

			“Oh my god, Elizabeth,” Eunjin said. “What the fuck? Are you okay? Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

			“Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe because I was ashamed? I’m not sure. But I’m fine now. I’m a little shaken up, but I’m fine.”

			“Should you get a lawyer?”

			I shook my head, then remembered that she couldn’t see me. “Not yet. If they actually charge me, then yes, but not yet.”

			“That’s still terrifying though. Oh my god. I hope you’re okay.”

			Just then, Alex arrived in Eunjin’s room. They were here to pick up some of their things. Alex asked how we were. I considered lying, but I was overcome with the relief of confessing at least a portion of my worries to Eunjin, and I wasn’t ready to let go of that relief. I repeated everything about the questioning from the police and the Klonopin.

			“Jesus, Elizabeth. That’s terrible,” Alex said. “But I agree that it doesn’t seem like they’re trying to charge you or anything. I think they really were just looking for evidence on Emily. And you said that they let you go after you said the Venmo transaction had been for pizza, right?”

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“Yeah, so they were definitely bluffing. I bet that’s the account she uses for those transactions so that’s why they called you in, but there’s no way they can prove that that transaction was for drugs.”

			“I just think it’s weird though,” Eunjin said. “Like, if you aren’t the one who committed the big crime they care about, why would they go through the trouble of stopping by your dorm and literally bringing you into the station?”

			“Exactly,” I said. “I can’t stop thinking about that part. That’s why I lied about being sick to you guys. I’m not actually sick. I’ve just felt like I’ve been dying from anxiety and I didn’t want to see anyone.”

			“Oh, Elizabeth,” Eunjin said. There was a pause, and a couple of seconds later, both of them entered my room, squeezing me while I sat in the chair. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I tried to wipe them away before anyone would notice. I had forgotten what it felt like to be taken care of, to not feel like I was bearing the weight of the world on my own shoulders. I knew the feeling was only temporary, but I tried to savor it like the warmth of the sun shining on my face.

			“I know this is so stressful, but I wouldn’t be too worried yet,” Alex said, their voice muffled because their mouth was pressed to my hair. “Maybe it was just the simplest way to get a hold of you. You don’t live in a house, where they could just come in and sit on the couch and ask you questions. You literally live in a tiny dorm. You’re probably fine.”

			“And what evidence do they have? A silly little Venmo charge?”

			“Exactly,” Alex said. “And I’m sure they don’t care about some kid who bought a few Klonopin. They care about the dealer.”

			Eunjin handed me a tissue and I wiped away the tears from my face. “Let’s just wait to see what happens,” she said. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			

			—

			Even though Alex and Eunjin’s reassurances provided me some small amount of comfort, I knew I wasn’t out of the woods. I had only confided the most minor of my legal worries to them. At any moment I could be pulled into the police station as the prime suspect of a murder case. Even if Alex were right, they didn’t have the most important context: I had actually played a part in Laura’s death.

			There was also the matter of the baby. I promised myself that if the police did charge me with anything, I would get an abortion. There would be no point in having it anymore, since there was no way that I could go to Harvard Law while also being tried for killing someone. After Alex and Eunjin’s visit, I stopped pretending to be sick, but found my mind constantly wandering to the hypothetical prison cell where I could be spending the next decade of my life. I felt like I was dying from the uncertainty of the situation, of the two outcomes that could not be more different from each other: a spot in a prison cell, or a spot at Harvard Law. Both outcomes were ones you could say I deserved, and I found it ironic that there was no middle ground, that there was no outcome that would match the ambiguity of my own deservedness. Sometimes, it felt as though every inch of my body were itching from the anticipation, whether the investment I had made in my worldly achievement would prevail or if the karmic retribution from my role in Laura’s death would. Fate, or probability, or God, whatever you wanted to call it, was presiding over a scale, assessing which side of my deeds she would throw out. I felt like a maiden from a fairy tale waiting in a quaint cottage for her suitor to return. How long would I have to wait by the open window to find out my future?

			It turned out I was just being dramatic. I did not have to wait very long. The following Thursday, Eunjin ran into my room, cheeks pink with excitement and eyes glued to the phone in her hands.

			“Holy shit,” she said, then tossed the phone onto my bed. “Holy shit,” she said again.

			“What? Are you okay?”

			“They charged someone for manslaughter.”

			“They charged who for manslaughter?”

			“Someone at Columbia.”

			“Wait. What? Someone at Columbia killed someone else?”

			“Laura. They charged someone for manslaughter for Laura. We were all wrong, turns out there was foul play.”

			It took me a millisecond to make the connection that there was no way they could’ve charged me for manslaughter without me knowing. I was frozen, staring at Eunjin’s face as I waited for my heartbeat to slow down.

			“Right? I reacted the same way you did when I found out. And wait, I’m pretty sure you know the girl they arrested. We might’ve bumped into them earlier in the school year but I can’t be sure. Here, let me send you the Spec article,” Eunjin said, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

			This is a developing story. Check back for updates.

			A Columbia College senior is facing a voluntary manslaughter charge, accused of assaulting and killing a fellow student during a dispute in a dorm room, the police said.

			The woman, Gina Lam, 22, was charged on April 16 with first-degree manslaughter in connection with the March 14 death of Laura Kim, who was found unconscious in her dorm room by a friend. She was pronounced dead at a nearby hospital.

			Two Columbia College students said they witnessed heated interactions between Kim and Lam. It was common knowledge that the two had “bad blood,” one of them said. The students spoke to Spectator on the condition of anonymity, citing fears of retaliation.

			Lam’s attorney declined to comment.

			Gradually, new details began to emerge, and the public pieced together a story that was so convincing even I started to believe it was true. It started freshman year. Gina and Laura became friends when they both joined Theta. Like richer, cooler versions of Eunjin and me, they had a lot in common. They both were planning to major in economics, and they both were considering going into finance or law. They even spent a summer abroad in Paris together, rooming together in a little flat in the Latin Quarter and flirting with boys from the Sorbonne.

			During the start of senior year, Gina went to a mixer at SigEp and met Harrison. They started seeing each other. Well, Gina said they were seeing each other. Harrison probably would’ve described it as “hooking up.” A few months into their situationship, Harrison suddenly stopped responding to her messages, and Gina spent days crying over him in Laura’s room.

			Gina started skipping mixers at SigEp. But of course, Laura still went, just with other sisters. One night, when they were both on their third or fourth drinks, Harrison made a move, Laura reciprocated, and the entire party saw them making out near the bathroom together. The sorority sisters argued among each other about how to break the news to Gina. Together, they decided to confront Laura in an act of sisterly love. “If you don’t tell her, we will.” So Laura did. That was the week before she died.

			But one thing people were still stuck on: why did Laura go to Gina’s party if they were on bad terms? The rumor was that Gina had pretended to forgive Laura the week before, which was why Laura showed up. In reality, Gina had been plotting her revenge all along. After the party, she had waited for Laura in her room, then attacked her with pepper spray as soon as she arrived.

			This was the first time everyone was hearing about the involvement of pepper spray. Just as the gossip had started to die down a little, the news of the murder weapon only spurred more speculation about Laura’s death. It seemed like I was the only person on campus who didn’t want to think about it. The news just confirmed what I had thought all along—the pepper spray had killed Laura. I had killed Laura. The realization didn’t shock me as much as haunt me, constantly simmering under the surface of my consciousness, sometimes taking the form of a dull headache or a thumping in my chest. I could temporarily ignore it if no one brought it up. But there was no way of avoiding the conversation on campus. It was all anyone wanted to talk about.

			“Pepper spray on its own isn’t likely to cause someone’s death,” I overheard someone saying in the dining hall. “It was probably that with the combination of too much cocaine.”

			“Maybe she was just allergic to pepper spray,” his friend replied. “I mean, I’ve been pepper sprayed before. It sucked, but it didn’t kill me. Seems like just a really, really unlucky situation for everyone involved.”

			I found it jarring how quickly Gina’s friends became convinced that she was culpable.

			The common sentiment was that Gina likely hadn’t meant to kill her; otherwise why would she have chosen to use pepper spray? They believed it had been a tragic accident, but they still believed that she did it. Gina had been furious over Laura’s betrayal, they said. And besides, we all knew what it was like to get ghosted by a guy you really liked. It sucked. It made you crazy.

			“The worst part is, the Harrison guy isn’t even that hot,” Leah complained. She was right, but I couldn’t blame either Laura or Gina for their choice in guys. It was slim pickings for normal-ish heterosexual men at Columbia University, and Harrison was tall, was not a sociopath, and looked like he showered regularly.

			As for my involvement—that, in my humble opinion, was the most interesting part. The police did indeed find the footage of me sneaking into Laura’s town house. They did find out that the person claiming to be Laura was not actually Laura. But here’s what was absolutely hilarious: They thought that it was Gina in the footage! They thought it was Gina pretending to be Laura to the housing employee and getting access to Laura’s room. They thought that I was Gina! I laughed until I cried when I learned about this. To make matters even funnier, the housing employee himself identified Gina as the person to whom he had given the temporary key card. I never thought I’d ever say this in my entire life, but thank the heavens that people think all Asians look alike! Thank the heavens for stereotypes! Thank the heavens for racism!

			Once I got over the relief of not being accused of murder, I found there was even more to be elated about. Clearly, my physical appearance bore some similarity to that of Gina. Gina was quite pretty—not as pretty as Laura, but obviously she was pretty enough to be friends with Laura and get into Theta. And they mistook me for her. That meant I had increased my percentile of attractiveness. Maybe I was getting a pregnancy glow.

			“Have I been looking better than usual?” I asked Eunjin one day.

			“Uh…” She looked bewildered. “I mean, I think you always look great.”

			I rolled my eyes. She saw me almost every day, which was why she didn’t notice the difference.

			After the elation wore off, the guilt began to sink in. Gina would be facing consequences for something that she didn’t do. With the arrest report, we now knew for sure that the pepper spray I used had killed Laura. And Gina would be paying for the crime. It was a counterbalance to the relief of no longer being a suspect, but I was numb to experiencing either sensation to the greatest extent. I was hovering on the edge of a black hole. The black hole sucked in both the guilt and the relief. In the place of these emotions it left an insatiable addiction. My mind kept going back to Laura and those last moments in her room, the fact that I had been witness to her last moments of consciousness. I compulsively checked Laura’s social media accounts to the point that I had memorized every caption, could describe every picture in every post.

			When I ran out of material on Instagram I went to her lesser-used accounts, like Facebook. She had never been very active on the platform, but I went to her profile to look at the groups that she had joined, wondering if any of them would clue me in to which law schools she had been accepted to. No “Harvard Law School Class of 2027” group or “Yale Law School Class of 2027” group, unfortunately, and I found it such a shame that she would’ve missed the opportunity to join an online circle of other 99th percentile people. I felt that familiar pinch of envy. Envy for a dead girl, but envy nonetheless.

			I rubbed my stomach. With the baby, it was practically guaranteed that I would get into Harvard Law School. I had already started working on the letter I’d send about my situation. It’d only be a matter of time before I could join one of these Facebook groups myself. Days, maybe weeks, depending on how quickly the admissions officers made their decision. Still, that was too long. If only I could join now. Oh, I wanted so badly to join now.

			The cursor on my laptop screen moved like it was being controlled by a ghost. Maybe Laura was the one moving it. I looked down. No, it was my hand, but I was disassociated from its movements. Laura was moving through me, I liked to think.

			I created a new Facebook profile. First name Laura, last name Rose. Rose was actually her middle name, but plenty of people used their middle names as their last names on Facebook, and I used it this time to arouse less suspicion. For the profile photo, I uploaded a generic photo of a waterfall. I set my occupation as “student at Columbia University” without specifying which school. The key was to provide enough information for the admins of the Facebook group to believe I was one of their admitted students, but not enough for the Columbia students I was about to add as friends to suspect I was impersonating the dead Laura Kim. I added a hundred people, then added a hundred more the next day and the day after that. Most people rejected or ignored my request, but by the end of the week I had about 200 “friends.” In the meantime, I shared a few more photos of nature on my feed. Then I looked up the official admitted students group for Harvard Law School and requested to join the group.

			All it asked for was my first name, last name, and undergraduate school. Easy-peasy. Laura Kim, Columbia University. A day later, I was in.

			

			—

			How wonderful it was to be with my peers, to be with these like-minded, hardworking future lawyers. It made me almost feel okay that Eunjin was abandoning me to move to Austria. I no longer needed her. I would be surrounded by other future lawyers who would probably be a bore to talk to, but that was a price I was willing to pay. Besides, I would have the baby, my own little Eunjin 2.0.

			The Facebook group was filled with introductions from accepted applicants. I loved reading about their hometowns, their undergraduate schools, their majors, their summer plans, what job they worked before law school or whether they were matriculating straight from college, like me. I commented on each of them as Laura Rose. No one suspected a thing. I hadn’t gotten into Harvard yet, but it was only a matter of time. It was opening a bag of chips while standing in line for the checkout counter. Sure, you hadn’t technically paid for them yet, but you were going to, and no one would arrest you for this harmless act. The order was just a formality. Just semantics.

			I always knew that I was destined to be extraordinary, and that the path to becoming extraordinary was not always linear. Those were the most compelling stories anyway. The people who followed a linear path were just boring or beneficiaries of nepotism. I was neither. I was born and raised in South Dakota, moved to New York City to attend one of the best universities in the world, accidentally killed someone at said university, decided to have a baby while still in college, and would attend one of the best law schools in the world. Someday the baby would tell the story of me to her friends, and they would all feel so nervous and excited to meet me. I would invite them to dinner at my classic six apartment where my private chef would cook us all a delicious and healthy three-course meal. I would let them drink wine even if they were underage, but only a little bit. I would be a “cool mom” in the sophisticated, cultured, evolved way, not the tacky, low-class, irresponsible way. At dinner, while they were all trying hard to use proper table etiquette, they would ask me why I decided to become a lawyer. I’d give them some bullshit answer about how rewarding it felt to be intellectually stimulated every day and how much I just loved the people at my firm. It would be me at the head of the table, mentoring all these wonderful young women who were friends of my daughter. For some reason, I always imagined the baby as a girl.

			In my vision, there was no man. Why would I need a man? It was just me and Eunjin 2.0 against the world. But if I didn’t have a man, others might assume that I just couldn’t get one, that I was a sad, lonely spinster, and they would use my singledom as a reason why I wasn’t that much of a winner after all, why they didn’t need to envy me. But I needed them to envy me! So I would have a husband. An impressive husband, but not more impressive than me. A husband who was successful and doted on me. It would be better for him to meet me after I had already established myself as a successful lawyer so his first and forever impression of me would be of someone strong and successful. He needed to feel that I was born a winner, that I had been a winner all my life, that I was never the college senior who had a panic attack in her room, whose friend had to call the ambulance because she thought she was dying.

			No one in my life would know about that embarrassing incident. Well, Eunjin would know, but by that time it would’ve been years and years since she abandoned me, so she wouldn’t be in my life anymore anyway. I lifted up my shirt until I could see my belly button. “Isn’t that right, Eunjin 2.0? By then, you won’t be Eunjin 2.0. You’ll just be Eunjin 1.0. Scratch that, just Eunjin.”

			I smiled at my belly button. It was an innie, not an outie. It was quite a deep innie, actually. When I was young, I thought that there was no end to the hole, that it was a channel directly to my stomach. I thought that if I slept on my tummy, a little bit of intestine would fall out. Or if I put my finger in far enough, I would touch the food I had eaten for dinner. I would touch the baby. No, I wouldn’t touch the baby, that was a silly thought. I knew how belly buttons worked now.

			“Oh no! I just remembered. I have some unfinished business to take care of,” I said to my belly button. I tugged my shirt back down. I logged in to my admissions portal for Georgetown and confirmed that I would not be attending their school. There was an optional survey asking me what I would be doing instead. I pressed “Committed to a different program.” In the box asking me to provide which program, I typed in “Harvard” and clicked submit.

			

			—

			When I wasn’t scrolling through the Harvard Law School Facebook group, I started working on the note I would write to the admissions committee about why they should accept me to the incoming class. I had spent November and December figuring out why Laura had gotten in. I had spent February trying to get her rescinded. I had spent March and April making sure I wasn’t getting convicted of murder. And now that Laura was dead and no one suspected me of having anything to do with her death, my path was clear. All that was left was drafting the damn email.

			But how could I write the perfect email that would strike the right balance of sincerity and ambition? I could pump out a ten-page essay in the span of a day, but when it came to this three-paragraph explanation, I found myself staring at a blank page on my computer screen for hours at a time. My plan to use the baby to get into Harvard had consumed my headspace for so long that when the time finally came to complete the last step, my mind went blank.

			I researched online for how people typically emailed admissions officers for updates to their application. Usually, they would send a short note and attach an addendum with a description regarding their situation. For instance, they could explain they had received a bad grade that semester because they had been taking care of a sick relative at home. But there were no example addendums available for how to explain your decision to have a baby, subtly but effectively using that to make yourself appear like a more interesting applicant.

			Five hundred words seemed like a good length for the addendum: enough to explain my situation without being too verbose. I set a goal of writing one hundred words a day. By day five I’d have a complete addendum. I told myself not to worry about a bad first draft. It was more important to get words down, and I’d just edit it later. But after the first five-day cycle, when I read through the first draft that I had written, I deleted it all. I tried restarting again and again, with the same result. None of it was good enough, not even a good enough starting point to shape into something better. No matter how hard I tried to brute-force my way into finishing the addendum, I always ended up back where I began: with a blank sheet of paper.

			

			—

			It became harder and harder to feel motivated to work on the addendum, especially when I knew that my future self would likely just delete all my progress anyway. But I couldn’t just not work on it—eventually I would need to turn something in. I needed an external incentive. So after I finished writing the hundred words each day, I allowed myself to scroll through the Harvard Law School Facebook group, liking and commenting on every new post—not just the introductions, but also the questions, like “What is everyone here doing about housing?” and “Best restaurants in the area to take my parents to?” It was quite effective at filling the void. The only problem was that every time it filled the void, the void would appear to expand, like an insatiable monster from a fairy tale whose appetite only increased with every little creature it was fed. I could feel the marginal joy I derived from each new post decreasing every time I checked the group. I would soon need something else to feed the void. I just wasn’t yet sure what that would be.

			I tried to avoid other people. Gina’s arrest had sparked a flurry of gossip on campus. It was all anyone could talk about, including my friends, and I was worried that I would blurt something incriminating if I were involved in one of these conversations. My brain hadn’t been working well recently. Sometimes I’d look in my wardrobe and wonder why my clothes looked so bland, so cheap. I’d look in the mirror and wonder how I had gotten shorter overnight. I’d look at my desk and wonder where all of the economics textbooks had gone, and where was the postcard from that cute little Parisian bookstore that I had gone to with my friend Gina? Did it fall off my wall? Was it under my bed? I quite liked the postcard, even though it served as a reminder that Gina was still upset with me. Upset with me for sleeping with Harrison. I had already apologized a billion times, told her I was just being drunk and stupid that night, that I regretted it more than I regretted anything I had done in my life, but she still hadn’t forgiven me. Maybe I’d try apologizing again. Maybe I’d send her a twelve-pack of those little cupcakes that she liked. Maybe I’d go to that party that she was throwing. She couldn’t avoid me forever; she’d have to forgive me at some point. I took out my Hermès scarf and wrapped it around my neck. I checked Facebook for new posts from my future peers at Harvard Law School. “Omg! I also love skiing,” I commented on one. “My favorite drink is also an espresso martini!” I commented on another.

			Eventually, I’d snap out of it. Usually after five minutes. The longest was half an hour. A deep, aching disappointment always accompanied my returns to reality. I’d remember that I didn’t know how to ski, and that I didn’t drink espresso martinis. I’d remember the strands of hair that stuck to her forehead when she fell down onto the floor. The scent of her perfume that I could smell a little even after I went home.

			The first few weeks after I found out that Laura had gotten into Harvard, I’d sometimes daydream about confronting her about her inferiority. I’d show her her stats, her essays, and ask her point-blank how she managed to get in with such a mediocre profile. She’d surprise me by telling me that she was aware of her own mediocrity. She’d tell me that she didn’t deserve to attend Harvard Law, that her cousin was the admissions officer or something. She’d admit that I was more worthy of the spot. Her acknowledgment wouldn’t have made up for her taking my place, but it would’ve been something.

			

			—

			It was nearing the end of April, and if I had it my way, I’d spend all my time just going to class, working on the addendum, and scrolling through the Harvard Law School Facebook group. But I knew it was important to socialize. Socializing was an important part of my plan to act as normal as possible. In the event that the police figured out that I was the one who tricked my way into Laura’s room and decided to pull my friends in for questioning, I needed them to say that I had been acting completely fine these past few weeks. Not at all like someone who committed manslaughter. It couldn’t have been me.

			Leah invited us to a rave and I said yes. It was the perfect type of social outing in my current state. You couldn’t talk at raves. They were too loud. So if I started blabbering things I shouldn’t be blabbering, no one would be able to hear me anyway.

			She had gotten the tickets from some old hookup who was now a record producer. Eunjin and I met her and Alex in their dorm. We sat on their beds with our feet dangling a few inches from the floor like children on adult-sized chairs. Leah spread glitter over our eyelids. I counted down the minutes until we would be at the concert venue. Whenever someone spoke to me and I felt obligated to respond, I repeated my words twice in my head before speaking them out loud.

			Alex offered us acid. I said no. All three of my friends looked at me in surprise. “You’re going to go stone-cold sober?” they said. My palms began to sweat. I had already said no to alcohol. It was quite suspicious to also say no to drugs. Who went to a rave stone-cold sober? Eunjin had said no to the acid, but she was on her third drink. I could feel myself spiraling, and I pictured a mini figurine of myself screaming for help as I was getting flushed down the toilet, around and around until I disappeared out of sight into some gross sewage system that I would never escape from. But I thought of the baby, and I knew I had to stick with my answer. “I’m just not in the best mental state right now,” I said, and to my surprise and relief, they didn’t say anything else about it.

			We shared a car to the venue. Inside, it stank of sweat and weed. Beams of light flashed like sensors out of a spy movie. The music was so loud it felt like my heart was thumping along with the bass. I wondered if the baby could feel it too; I wondered if the baby was doing its own little dance inside the womb. Leah stood behind Alex with both hands on their waist. Their eyes were closed, and they swayed their hips to the beat. They reminded me of the congregants at an evangelical church. If those people were worshipping God, what were we worshipping? Whatever it was, we were devoted to it.

			Eunjin grabbed my hand and yelled into my ear.

			“Are you okay?”

			I nodded. “Are you?”

			“Yes.”

			A warm hand touched my waist. A couple of guys, grinning and pumping their fists, were trying to dance with Eunjin and me. One of them was wearing a mesh top, and the other had on a fanny pack that glowed in the dark. They asked for our names. Eunjin started to tell them we had boyfriends, but before she finished, one of them grabbed her waist to try to pull her toward him. I froze, but Leah and Alex instantly started to yell and push them away.

			“You fucking bitch,” one of them said. Leah held up her phone and turned on flash. “Say that again to the camera,” she said. They gave her the middle finger and disappeared into the crowd.

			The concert ended with confetti, as these things always did. I tried to spot the two guys from before, but there were too many mesh tops and glow-in-the-dark fanny packs. It was too bad I didn’t have my pepper spray anymore. We walked a couple blocks south of the venue to catch a taxi back to campus. Eunjin went to bed, and I went to the bathroom. The glitter had stayed loyal to my eyelids. I quite liked the look. Black and silver. Like the color scheme of a bachelor pad. Or a satellite picture of outer space.

			I returned to my room and crawled under my duvet. I was suddenly very cold; I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t have an extra blanket so I took out all the towels from my closet and layered them on my bed. I curled up into a fetal position, tucking my head in between my legs. I imagined the baby inside my stomach doing the same. I needed to go to sleep. I hopped out of bed and dug through my drawers until I found the melatonin. I took twice the recommended dose. Soon, I entered that twilight state where I wasn’t totally conscious and I wasn’t totally unconscious, and I remained in that limbo for minutes, hours, I wasn’t totally sure—until suddenly I jolted awake.

			It was still dark in the room. When I opened my eyes, I had the vague sense that my body had woken me up out of discomfort, like when you realize that you urgently need to use the restroom. There was a sharp pain originating two inches below my belly button. I was used to suffering through these unpleasant waves, biting the edges of a pillow and willing the episode to end. But unlike those other times, there was a stream of liquid trickling onto my underwear and down the side of my leg. The smell of iron told me everything that I needed to know.

			I did not move from my fetal position. The blood was soaking through my pants. I could tell that it was getting on the sheets. But still, I lay there, envisioning the life draining from my body. Not really a life, but the potential of a life. Briefly, I considered trying to shove it all back up my body, all the blood and tissue, as though that would make a difference, like rewinding a video, like these discharged elements could once again become a fetus.

			I let out a sob, and suddenly there were more, and I physically could not will my chest to keep still as it just kept on heaving and heaving, as though the despair inside me had already filled up the entire container of my body and now was threatening to spill out into the open air, and soon it would fill up the room as well and would smash through the windows, billowing through the streets of New York. I could not tell you what I was sobbing about. It was a more general despair. All I could do was let it pass on its own.

			Twenty minutes later, I mustered up the courage to peek under the covers. A crimson cloud had spread across the sheets. When I stood up, I felt more blood falling from me, pooling in my underwear, trickling down my thighs. A hint of dawn was seeping through my closed blinds, or maybe it was moonlight, or maybe my eyes had just gotten used to the darkness.

			My room looked hopelessly bland, hopelessly normal. You would not know anything had changed unless you peeked under the covers, noticed the pool of blood. But why should my room, the physical realm I resided in, not mirror my internal state? Why should my room look so orderly, so normal, when inside I did not know what I was feeling, I just knew what I wasn’t: I was not feeling orderly, I was not feeling normal. I remembered painting the walls with my mom, choosing the colors at Home Depot to match the moods we wished to evoke for each space. Sky blue, contemplative, for the office. Lavender, feminine, for the bathroom. Pewter, unthreatening, for the living room. What about red? Did anyone paint their walls red, or did that evoke the wrong moods, which would be what? Anger? Sexuality? Bloodthirst? I pushed my face into the pillow and screamed.

			

			—

			I woke up the next morning in a pool of my own blood. I stripped off the clothes from my body and the sheets from my bed. I called the free clinic, told them I had just had a miscarriage and that I needed to see the doctor as soon as possible. Fortunately, they told me that Dr. Jordan was available. There had been a last-minute cancellation, and if I could get myself to the clinic in twenty minutes, she could see me right away.

			Dr. Jordan’s office smelled like antiseptic. Or maybe that was just me, having just used half a container of disinfecting wipes to clean some of the blood off my floor. I told her about what had happened, and she conducted a short exam to confirm the miscarriage. Afterward, she said that she was very sorry for my loss. I told her that I was also sorry for my loss. She said that each woman reacted to the process differently, but that it was important to have a support system in place. Did I have a support system in place? she asked. I nodded. Fortunately, she said, my body was doing a “good job” of taking care of things naturally.

			“Is there anything else that I can do for you?” she asked.

			There wasn’t, but I found myself racking my brain for reasons to stay in this room with her. I asked her questions that I already knew the answers to. Would the miscarriage affect any future pregnancies? Should I be worried about how much blood I had lost? It was only then that I realized how attached to Dr. Jordan I had become. Even though I had only met her a few weeks ago, it felt like we had known each other for much longer. I would miss her coffee breath, her wrinkled white lab coats, her brown hair that was parted just slightly to the left of the middle of her forehead. I wondered whether that was intentional, or whether she meant to part it in the middle. I wanted to ask but held my tongue. That felt out-of-bounds for a doctor-patient relationship. Wasn’t that strange? You could tell someone your biggest secret, the secret that not even your mom or your best friend knew about, but you could also not feel comfortable asking the same person about how they did their hair.

			

			—

			After my appointment with Dr. Jordan I returned to my dorm, searching the building’s storage closets until I found a bucket large enough for my purpose. I brought it to the bathroom and filled it up with warm water and soap. It was too heavy to carry, so I scooted it inch by inch along the carpeted hallway until I made it back to my room, careful not to splash too much onto the floor. I dumped in half a container of stain remover, then gently placed my sheets inside the bucket, watching the soapy water darken the streaks of blood, which had faded to a dull brown overnight. After a couple of hours, I scooted the bucket back to the bathroom and I dumped out the murky water. Then I brought the sheets in a garbage bag to the laundry room, washing them on the strongest cycle. It helped that the sheets were purple to begin with, so when I took them out of the dryer, I couldn’t spot the stains.

			But seeing the sheets restored to their prior state brought me a profound sense of loss. Like most things in my life, the baby to me was just a means to an end. But I couldn’t bear that I would continue on with my life as though the baby had never existed at all. I tried to comfort myself with scientific facts. Dr. Jordan explained that I had miscarried at fourteen weeks, meaning I had just barely passed the first trimester. The fetus had been barely the size of a nectarine. I was stupid to even think of the pregnancy as a baby. But if anything, these numbers and facts, so abstract and sanitized from the individual experiences of real life, just made me feel more alone.

			At the end of our appointment, Dr. Jordan told me that it was normal to grieve, and that some of her patients found solace in memorializing the pregnancy. It wasn’t until I was already on my way home that I realized I had no idea what “memorializing the pregnancy” meant. I had no ashes to toss in the Hudson River, no artifact to represent the baby’s short existence in my body. I dug out the ultrasound photo from underneath the stack of papers in my drawers. There the baby was, in black and white, just a small, barely visible dot.

			But dots could be beautiful too. My favorite flowers were never the ones with demurely wrapped petals like roses and tulips or the ones that bloomed invitingly like orchids and chrysanthemums. Instead, I always preferred baby’s breath, each little flower a self-sufficient cluster of white, just like a dot, if I was really thinking about it. I walked to the nearest florist and asked for one bunch of baby’s breath. Then I walked along the street until I found an empty bench. I sat there for a few minutes, gently tearing the petals off each flower and placing them in my pocket.

			During move-in freshman year, I overheard a parent saying that the campus reminded them of Paris, not because of the style of the architecture, but because it was beautiful no matter from which angle you looked. So I decided that I’d sprinkle the petals for the baby in all different areas of campus, so that the baby could enjoy the view from different angles too. A couple in front of the bushes at Hamilton, a few in between the trees on College Walk. A piece on top of the lion sculpture on the northwest corner of Low, a few on the sundial for good measure. A few in the left, uplifted palm of Alma, the hand that was not holding the scepter.

			When there were no more petals to discard, I returned to my dorm. The guilt had lifted; instead, the ache in my chest settled into something both more permanent and more bearable. Grief. Perhaps that was the real memorialization of the baby. Perhaps that was the real artifact that the baby would leave.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-ONE
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			I knew that I was going through something. Probably something serious. I knew I had been through a lot this year. First, my dream of going to Harvard Law School had been crushed. Then, I more or less killed someone. Then, I had a miscarriage. And now, with the baby out of the picture, I would have to come up with another way to get into Harvard. Plus, I wasn’t talking to anyone about any of it. But I didn’t need help. I was no victim; I would not wait for someone else to save me. I was a strong believer that there was a solution to every problem, and that most of the time you could find the solution on the internet.

			I looked up what you should do when you’re going through something. The self-help influencers offered me a solution that I quite liked: To be kinder to myself. To love myself. To forgive myself. To pursue activities that made me happy, to hang out with people who brought me joy. To be mindful about how I was spending my time.

			I knew what brought me joy, what helped fill the void. It was hanging out online with all of the other future students of Harvard Law School. Previously, I only let myself experience this pleasure once I finished drafting one hundred words toward my law school addendum. But I decided to no longer withhold this pleasure from myself. There was nothing that satisfied me more than seeing someone “like” one of my clever comments, or say “thank you” for one of my thoughtful suggestions. Some even began tagging me in posts that they thought I would enjoy, or for which I could contribute something insightful. For instance, almost immediately after one girl posted that she was looking for French conversational partners, I received a notification from Jason Applebaum, another very active member of the Facebook group who had added me as a friend on Facebook even before I added him.

			“@Laura Rose, didn’t you say that you were fluent in French?”

			I immediately liked and replied to the comment. “Oui! Always down to meet more Francophiles.”

			During my Facebook sessions, I enjoyed tying Laura’s scarf around my neck so that I felt like I really embodied her essence. There was an inscription on the end of the silk fabric that I had not noticed until after it came into my possession. “LRK.” It sounded like “lurk.” I found that quite amusing. Maybe the scarf really was meant for me after all.

			

			—

			Jason and I had never talked to each other directly before, only interacted in the comments section of Facebook posts, so I was thrilled when I saw a private message from him in my inbox. It’d be great to make a new friend before law school even started. We made small talk, and I told him facts about myself that I had already posted about in my introductory post in the Facebook group. (Of course, I knew that not everyone was as diligent about following other people’s social media presences as I was, so I didn’t mind repeating them.) He said that he was currently working as a paralegal at a firm in New York but would be quitting soon to backpack around South America before the start of school.

			“So many people in our class are in the city, it seems!” he said. “I was actually wondering if it might be nice to host a meet-up.”

			“That’s a great idea!!!!” I replied. “I’d love to help organize!”

			After sending the message, I remembered my mistake. He knew me as Laura, and I wasn’t actually Laura. I was Elizabeth. Briefly, I considered pretending to be Laura (or at least someone named Laura, it didn’t have to be Laura Kim) at the meet-up, but I dismissed the idea as outrageous. I would just RSVP and attend the meet-up as myself. I was already working on a follow- up email about my application to Harvard Law School, about how I planned to break barriers by attending law school as a single mother. They didn’t have to know about the miscarriage; if they asked about it afterward, I’d just tell them that the miscarriage occurred after I had already been accepted. Laura’s death meant there was an extra spot in Harvard Law School’s incoming class for Boring Asian Females, so it was only a matter of time before I got in, especially with my new compelling narrative. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong; I mean, I really had been planning to keep the baby, and it wasn’t my fault that I had miscarried before I sent the email to Harvard about my plans. I would just be lying a bit about the timeline.

			I finally managed to pull together a five-hundred-word draft of the addendum that was merely bad and not abysmal. Time was running out. It was already April, and from what I’d heard, they only considered applications until May. I would edit and finalize the addendum in the next few days, but first, I would go to the meet-up. It couldn’t hurt to spend time with the people who had accomplished the very thing that I was trying to accomplish. Maybe some of their sparkle would rub off on me, catalyze my brain into coming up with the most compelling way to frame my addendum. All the pieces of my story were there, floating around my brain, I just needed to put them all together to form the perfect representation of who I was. I wouldn’t turn in an addendum that was anything short of perfect. I had gotten this far in my plan; I wouldn’t fuck it up now.

			“So, selfishly, I would love for this meet-up to happen before I fly to Argentina,” Jason said. “But I leave in just a few days, so it sucks that I didn’t think of this idea earlier. Do you think this Saturday would be too short notice to get a good group of people to show up at a bar?”

			“Not at all!” I said. “Saturday is perfect.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-TWO
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			Jason and I would be cohosting the event at a bar in the East Village. Over thirty people were planning to attend, an impressive number for such short notice. Someone was even taking the train from Philadelphia to come to our event. I had never felt more popular in my life.

			I looked up everyone who RSVP’d. One was an NYU Tisch grad who spent the past year making short films. I tried watching one but it was too artsy and esoteric for my taste. Another was an undergraduate tennis player at Harvard College who had gone to Choate. She would have two Harvard degrees on her résumé, a fact I tried not to feel too jealous of.

			I was getting ready for the event when Eunjin knocked on my door. I let her in, then went back to putting on makeup.

			“You look nice,” she said. “Are you going somewhere?”

			“I am.” I beamed. I had purchased an outfit just for tonight. The meet-up marked a milestone in my journey to becoming someone important, so I splurged on the same dress that I’d seen Laura wearing from a photo a year ago.

			“And you’re glowing.”

			“Thank you,” I said, and glanced at myself in my vanity mirror. I was glowing.

			“Are you going to tell me where you’re going?”

			“Oh, yes.” I had gotten distracted by my own glow and forgotten about Eunjin’s question. “It’s all very exciting. I’m going to a meet-up for people who are starting Harvard Law in the fall.”

			“Do you have a cold or something?”

			I had been practicing lowering my voice and talking a bit faster, but I guess I hadn’t mastered the art of it yet.

			“Hm, not sure,” I said. I forced myself to cough a little bit. “I guess I am. Just a little though, nothing too serious.”

			“And did you get highlights?”

			“Yes! Well, technically it’s called a balayage, not highlights.” I stared at my reflection again. I had gone to a high-end salon using the money left from not getting an abortion. When the colorist asked me what I wanted, I showed them the last picture Laura had posted of herself before she died.

			“Oh. It looks nice.”

			“Thank you! I think so too.”

			She walked over and picked something off my desk.

			“Oh. I’m wearing that tonight. Can you give that to me?” It was Laura’s scarf. I was annoyed that Eunjin had not asked for permission before picking it up. Who knew what was on her fingers? What if she had just been practicing violin and now was getting sticky bow resin all over my beautiful scarf? This scarf meant a lot to me. My favorite uncle had given it to me. I mean, Laura’s uncle had given it to her. But it was now mine, and I wanted it back.

			Eunjin handed it to me, but she didn’t stop looking at it, even after I draped it around my neck. In the mirror, I examined my foundation and eyeshadow. They looked good, so I started to carefully trace my left lash line with brown eyeliner.

			“Didn’t Laura Kim have the same scarf?”

			Eunjin’s question sent a shiver up my spine. My hand spasmed, smudging brown ink all over my eyelid. I set the eyeliner down and picked up a cotton pad, dabbing it with a bit of micellar water.

			“Hm? Did she?” I rubbed the cotton pad across my eyelid, wondering if Eunjin noticed that my entire body was trembling.

			“She has it on in some of the photos her parents posted of her on the memorial page,” Eunjin said. She was fiddling with her hands.

			“That’s weird. It’s probably just a coincidence. It’s probably just a really similar one.”

			“I don’t think so.” She stepped closer to me and picked up the corner of the scarf with her thumb and index finger. “I mean, it has her initials on it.”

			I continued rubbing my face with micellar water, throwing the cotton pads one by one into the trash can as I dirtied them with makeup. I didn’t mean to remove all of my makeup, but it was too late, and I needed to do something with my hands, to do anything that would allow me to avoid looking at Eunjin.

			“Why do you have this, Elizabeth?”

			“It’s just a coincidence.” I didn’t know what else to say.

			“It’s an odd coincidence, don’t you think?”

			There was silence, and I could feel that Eunjin was waiting for me to look at her. When I finally did, I saw that the color had drained from her face. When she spoke, her voice was shaky, as though she were holding back tears. But her eyes were dry and clear, and they were focused completely on me.

			“Elizabeth. What did you do?”

			“I didn’t do anything,” I said, pretending to look for something in my makeup bag. I could feel the confession creeping up my throat like bile. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to tell her everything: the images that had been haunting my mind ever since that night in Laura’s room, the crippling anxiety I felt over the police investigation, the wash of relief when they had arrested Gina and not me. But I pushed it down with all my strength.

			“Elizabeth. This is serious,” she said. “A girl is dead. And you happen to have her scarf. One that she had been wearing pretty frequently. That’s weird. And you should stop wearing it. Otherwise, people may think…I don’t know. People might think things about you.”

			“I don’t know what to tell you. You’ve known me for almost four years. And now you’re accusing me of being, what? What are you even accusing me of?”

			“I’m not accusing you of anything. I just think this is really creepy. That’s why I’m just asking you to explain.”

			“I don’t have to explain anything to you.”

			“Okay, if not that, then can you just tell me if you’re okay? You’ve been acting really weird lately. You’re acting really weird right now. Is something going on? Are you okay?”

			I wanted to tell her no. I wanted to tell her that I wasn’t okay. But I knew I couldn’t. In avoiding any real-life consequences for what I did to Laura, I felt as though I had made a deal with the devil: in exchange for getting everything I wanted, I alone would have to bear the burden of what I did, and I would bear it for the rest of my life. The problem was, Eunjin was capable of breaking down my willpower. If she knew I was hiding something, she would push further, and I didn’t know whether I could stop a confession from spilling out of me. To spare her, I decided I would disguise my turmoil with irritation. Then, maybe she would go away.

			I dropped my makeup brush and looked up. “What do you fucking mean have I been okay? Of course I haven’t been okay. First, I got rejected by Harvard. Then, I got rejected by Stanford. Then Yale. Then Columbia. The only school I got into was Georgetown. And then when it turned out I actually got into Harvard, all of my friends thought I was lying. And it obviously didn’t help that the police practically detained me for buying Klonopin, the only thing that could make me feel better. You know all of this. Why are you still asking?”

			Her expression softened. “I know that was really hard on you. I’m just asking how you’ve been coping with it, if you had maybe done anything that wasn’t in character for you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s just…you had been talking about Laura for a while. She got into Harvard and you didn’t, and I knew that really upset you. And then you found out you did get in, which is obviously awesome, but that’s a lot of ups and downs for one person in a short period of time. I’m just wondering if you…did anything about it. Like maybe you stole the scarf? Or, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m just asking you to explain.”

			I scoffed and shook my head. I walked over to the door and opened it. “You don’t just get to come in here and accuse me of things, Eunjin. Besides, I have an event to go to, and now I think it’s time for you to leave.”

			

			—

			Once I was alone in my room again, I thought about my conversation with Eunjin. She knew about the scarf; did that mean she also suspected me of killing Laura? Maybe deep down she did, but the truth would be so devastating that she wouldn’t be able to admit it to herself. I didn’t think Eunjin would turn me in, even if she did think that I was guilty. And even if she did turn me in, the only evidence she could provide was that I was wearing Laura’s scarf. The scarf didn’t prove anything. Maybe Laura just lost it one day, and I happened to be the one to find it.

			I took two swigs from a bottle of vodka that I kept in my mini fridge. My hands were no longer trembling. I turned back to the mirror and started to redo my makeup. I had a meet-up to go to.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-THREE

			
				[image: ]
			

			I arrived right at 8:00 p.m., the official start time for the event. Jason had called ahead to reserve tables near the back of the dive bar. There were a few people chatting on the stools by the bar and more congregating by the four-tops near the entrance, but none of them appeared to be the future Harvard lawyers I was here to meet. None of them appeared to be 99th percentile people.

			Earlier, I had messaged Jason from Laura’s account to say that I wouldn’t be able to make it tonight because I wasn’t feeling well. When I approached the back of the bar, I recognized Jason right away, but I reminded myself to pretend like I didn’t know who he was. I still couldn’t help but beam at the sight of him, another 99th percentile person to save me from a bar filled with mediocrity. Of course, I meant 99th percentile in terms of worldly potential and success, not necessarily looks. He was shorter than I had imagined but had a better face than what I’d seen in the photos. Otherwise, he was exactly what I expected—that signature sharp, eager look in his eyes that was a key feature of every overachiever. I knew I had it too.

			I walked up to him and introduced myself.

			“It’s awesome to meet you!” he said. He told me that I was the first to arrive. There was the hint of a lisp in his voice. Maybe that’s what he wrote about in his law school application. Maybe that’s what made him interesting.

			Jason had convinced Harvard Law School to send over some merch for the get-together. He set out the goodies on the table. There were T-shirts, all extra-large, some mini notebooks, markers, and name tags. I stuffed one of the T-shirts in my bag. I was about to write “Laura” on my name tag before I remembered that I wasn’t impersonating Laura anymore. I was Elizabeth. I had already written the “L,” so I added two horizontal lines to turn it into an “E.”

			It was a bit awkward with just Jason and me at the table, so I excused myself to the bathroom. I took out Laura’s scarf from my tote bag and wrapped it around my neck. I closed my eyes to silently manifest all of my plans seamlessly coming into fruition. I didn’t really believe in manifesting but I believed that I needed all the help that I could get. I, Elizabeth, did not intrinsically have the confidence and grace that others did, but maybe I could channel Laura and borrow some of hers. My manifestation seemed to work. When I opened my eyes, I found myself naturally emulating her mannerisms—the gentle flip of her hair, the readjusting of her scarf, the way she lowered the pitch of her voice when speaking about a topic she deemed important. I found myself also starting to think like Laura. Who at the event would be someone important for me to know?

			By the time I returned from the bathroom, more people had arrived. My social mannerisms were more graceful, more polished than they had ever been in my entire life. I remembered everyone’s names even without looking at their name tags, I came up with a personal connection to each person’s hometown, I made jokes and laughed at other people’s jokes. An hour into the event, while nursing my second espresso martini, I was blanketed by a heartening realization: They liked me. They all really liked me. It must’ve been the effect of Laura’s essence guiding me through my motions. I wondered if this was what it’d be like to live like Laura all the time.

			At around 9:00 p.m., a young woman with sharply layered blonde hair and long, wispy eyelashes walked in. We collectively turned our heads to watch as she strolled toward our table. I recognized her as the Harvard undergraduate I had looked up earlier. Her name was Antigone, like the daughter of Oedipus from those Sophocles tragedies I had to read freshman year. It was one of the names that you’d only give your kid if you had at least studied a bit of Greek, if you were cultured. You don’t see anyone in South Dakota naming their kid Antigone.

			Unlike Jason, she looked even better in person. She told us that she would be taking a gap year to work for an NGO in Southeast Asia, but came to our meet-up because she happened to be in the city this weekend. A varsity tennis player, Antigone was one of those people who was so much better than me that I wasn’t bothered by it at all. It was just a fact of life. It would be like envying an A-list celebrity—a waste of energy in a world where there would literally always be someone better than you. I took my rightful place as an admirer. I reminded myself to look up more information about her later. But then again, maybe if I continued channeling Laura, I stood a chance at being her friend. Not someone she would treat as an equal, but perhaps she’d offer me the opportunity to at least be a hanger-on, a fan she was willing to keep close by.

			Jason and a few other people introduced themselves to Antigone. She nodded and smiled with her movie-star teeth. Jason suggested that we take turns introducing ourselves and sharing a fun fact. Unsurprisingly, his fun fact was that he was going backpacking in South America. Antigone shared that she was named after a lost play by Euripides (not the Sophocles one) and that usually she just went by Anni. When it was my turn, I said that I went to Mallorca the past summer break. As we continued going around the circle, I caught Antigone eyeing me from time to time. I was flattered by her attention. Maybe I was doing such a good job of embodying Laura’s privilege and confidence that she had clocked me as a potential member of her posse.

			After we finished our fun facts, the conversation shifted to the professors we wanted to impress for clerkships and the drama that took place with the board of last year’s review. Then there was a lull in the conversation, and I noticed Antigone hesitating before she finally asked the question that was on her mind.

			“Hey, Elizabeth,” she said. I raised my eyebrows and smiled. “You said you’re currently at Columbia, right?”

			I nodded. “That’s right.”

			“Sorry, maybe this is weird, but my blockmate works at Harvard Law’s admin office part-time.” She took a sip of her drink with a self-deprecating smile, as though she had just committed a minor faux pas that she would brush over by acknowledging outright. “Oops, ‘blockmate’ is what we at Harvard call roommates—I forget sometimes that not everyone knows that.” She set her drink down. “Anyway, my blockmate mentioned to me last night that there was only one person from Columbia attending the law school this year.”

			“Well, then I guess you’ve met the one!” Jason said.

			“Well, no,” Antigone said, clearing her throat. “Because the one person who was accepted was someone named Laura Kim.”

			“Oh.” Jason furrowed his eyebrows. “That’s weird. You’re right. I’ve been talking to Laura for a while now and she did mention she’s a senior at Columbia.”

			“Well,” Antigone said. I knew what she was going to say before she said it. I felt like she had trapped me in a cellar and I could hear the door closing and the clink of the key as she threw it away. “What’s even stranger is that Laura Kim actually died a few weeks ago.”

			Everyone was looking at Antigone now, uttering things like “That’s so fucking creepy” and “What the fuck?” She nonchalantly ran a hand through her hair, then folded her arms.

			“She was murdered by one of her classmates. In her dorm.”

			“Oh my god, yes! I heard about this.”

			“Holy shit, I never made the connection.”

			Jason looked petrified, as though he had just witnessed the murder firsthand. “But…who was I talking to the entire time, then?”

			“We were wondering the same thing,” Antigone said. “My friend told me that their office didn’t know one of their prospective students had died until today, when Laura’s parents sent an email telling them she had passed away and wouldn’t be attending in the fall. When my friend told me about it, I thought the name sounded familiar, so I looked it up and found all of these posts from after she died.”

			“Maybe it’s her ghost!” someone joked. Antigone ignored them.

			“Anyway, the whole thing isn’t a huge deal—probably just an online troll. But since we were meeting up today, and this meet-up originated from the same Facebook group, I asked my friend to quickly check all the names of people who RSVP’d with the names of people who have actually been accepted to Harvard Law. And everyone checked out.” Antigone turned to me, pointing a perfectly manicured finger in my face. “Except for you.”

			Everyone in the circle was looking at me now. Some of them looked confused, while others looked like they had just seen a ghost. Maybe that’s what they thought they were seeing: Laura’s ghost. Jason was typing rapidly into his phone while Antigone was eyeing me as though assessing an art piece at an auction.

			“Wait, so are you the troll?”

			“Were you the one impersonating a dead girl?”

			“Who are you? Why are you here?”

			“I…I…” There were a million things I should’ve said. For starters, I should’ve vehemently denied that I was the troll. I should’ve said that it obviously would’ve been Gina, the prime suspect of her murder. I should’ve accused all of them of racism for assuming that I was the impersonator just because I was Asian. I should’ve admitted that I hadn’t been accepted to Harvard Law yet, but that I came to the event out of curiosity. I should’ve turned the accusations back onto Antigone, argue that it was fucked up for her to make a scene like this. She could’ve just pulled me aside and I would’ve given her a perfectly reasonable explanation, but clearly she just wanted the attention. Despite the defense I had built up in my head, my mouth wasn’t able to catch up to my brain. Instead, tears welled up in my eyes. When I finally managed to put together a sentence, the voice coming out of my mouth was barely a whisper.

			“What?” Jason said. “We can’t hear you.”

			I realized that I had been whispering to myself.

			“She…she had everything. I just wanted this one thing.” My pitch had risen to a quiet wail. A sob erupted from my chest. “Just this one thing.”

			Jason placed a hand on my shoulder. “Um…how about I call you a car? What’s your address?”

			The pity in his voice sent a red-hot shock of anger through my body. I pushed his hand off.

			“I did everything right. Every single thing. She didn’t deserve it more than me. None of you deserved it more than me.” I picked up the nearest cocktail napkin and rubbed the snot from my nose. A couple of people from nearby tables were looking at me now, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care that I was raising my voice. I didn’t care that I was making a scene. My anger surpassed the shame; and besides, I had nothing to lose. This was all over anyway.

			The fury rolled inside me like waves. “You guys think you’re so much better than me, don’t you?” I was shouting now. “Especially you.” I pointed at Antigone, who raised her eyebrows but looked otherwise unperturbed. It made me disproportionately angrier. “All I’ve wanted my entire life was to have the things you take for granted every single day. And you don’t even care! People like you and Laura are the problem. You don’t even care that you have everything. You don’t even care that you were born at the top of the world.”

			I couldn’t help but laugh. I laughed so loud that I snorted. Then I cried some more, while still laughing like a madwoman. Am I making the type of decisions that I’m going to regret in the morning? Oh well, it’s too late now. I was thirsty. My voice was cracking. I picked up the pint of beer in front of me and drank it as fast as I could. As I was setting it down, I knocked over another glass. It crashed on the floor.

			“Hey, hey, hey.” The bartender, a scraggly man with a beard, approached our table. “Everything okay here?”

			What a ridiculous question. Was everything okay here? Of course it wasn’t. No! I screamed in my head. But then I realized by the expressions on everyone’s faces that I hadn’t screamed it in my head. I had shrieked it out loud.

			“All right, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

			The entire bar was staring at me now. They wore their expressions naked on their faces. Pity, fright, curiosity. Let them, I thought. Let them look at me. I flashed them all a dazzling smile. I felt like a celebrity. No, I was a celebrity. The sticky linoleum floors were my red carpet. The curious, drunk strangers were my paparazzi. I loved their attention. I loved their shock, their discomfort, and I loved my own vulnerability. My emotional state splayed out like organs for everyone to see. My motives, my insecurities, my anger, my jealousy. This was not how I would’ve liked to be recognized, but at least I was recognized. So this was what it felt like to be somebody. It was as great as I expected. No, it was better than I expected.

			The bartender escorted me outside. A cool chill hit my face, but my body felt like a furnace, like every inch of it was emanating heat, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to look down and find that my skin was glowing red. Was it all the martinis and the beer? No, I knew it wasn’t the alcohol. I had experienced this sensation before. It was a sweet, familiar sensation. The sensation of hitting rock bottom.

			It was all quite funny, wasn’t it? I had already “hit rock bottom” many times now. I thought I hit rock bottom when I got rejected from Harvard. I thought I hit rock bottom when I accidentally killed Laura. But now I knew that rock bottom was only something humans made up to convince themselves that life could only get better. But the secret was that rock bottom didn’t exist. Each time you thought you had reached the lowest point you could go, the floor would fall out from under you, and you’d simply be demoted to an even lower level of failure and despair. It was oddly comforting, the inverse of climbing a mountain. Just like how there were no limits to how high you could go, there were no limits to how low you could fall. Maybe I should embrace the fall, dive headfirst into the abyss, see where it’d take me. Maybe it’d be somewhere warm. Maybe it’d be somewhere safe. Maybe it’d be somewhere percentiles didn’t exist, Harvard didn’t exist, and failure didn’t exist. Maybe Laura would be there. I laughed so loud that my voice hurt my ears. I bet she’d remember me now.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FOUR
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			I don’t remember blacking out. But I do remember waking up. Everything hurt, like I had been hit by a bus. That was because I had actually been hit by a bus. The doctors informed me when I woke up. My mother was sleeping on the couch next to the hospital bed. Everyone—the doctors, the nurses, my mother—looked at me with that same expression, furrowed eyebrows, pursed lips. It wasn’t until week two, when the psychiatrist arrived, that I realized they thought I had jumped in front of the bus.

			Two broken ribs, a concussion, a fractured arm, a torn knee, an ankle strain, and a bit of internal bleeding, but apparently not the super serious kind—only the pretty serious kind.

			My recovery was…rough. Everything was rough. The physical pain actually wasn’t too bad. I found I was quite good at disassociating. I’d just close my eyes and imagine that I was in my happy place, Harvard Law School. Plus, they gave me the good painkillers.

			The worst part about recovery was the nonphysical parts. I hated the way everyone talked to me as though I were a delicate little flower that would collapse and die if someone used a voice that was slightly too menacing or slightly too loud. And I hated being stuck in bed, scrolling through social media with all its reminders of the senior-year rituals I was missing: the boat cruise, the senior gala, the various other traditions involving drinking, and the many, many parties. That was before I deleted all of my social media. I didn’t want to, but my mom made me.

			My body was a wreck, but I’d make a full recovery. The physical injuries were the least of everyone’s worries. Apparently I had suffered a “psychotic break.” No one used this term in front of me. I only found out when I overheard Leah talking with Eunjin outside the hospital door.

			“I think she’ll be happy to see us,” Eunjin said. “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous.”

			Leah snorted. “Yeah, there’s not exactly a manual for what to do when your close friend has a psychotic break.”

			“Even on our way here I kept thinking through if there were any signs that we missed. I saw her almost every day. How is it possible that I didn’t see her mental state deteriorating?”

			I wondered why she didn’t mention the scarf. Was she protecting me?

			“I don’t know. I feel the same way. I mean, she said weird stuff sometimes. You know how she gets about her percentiles.”

			“Oh my god. The percentiles.”

			“Like, girl, stop telling me I’m in the ninetieth percentile of attractiveness or whatever. I get it’s supposed to be a compliment but it’s weird. But she’s always said that. It hasn’t been a recent thing.”

			“Oh, you got ninety? She always told me that I was eighty.” They both laughed. Even I couldn’t help but smile.

			“And what was Alex?”

			“Not sure. She never gave a percentile for Alex.”

			“God, such a weirdo. I always thought she was a weirdo. But not clinically psychotic.”

			“The Harvard thing was a bit suspicious.”

			“Right…right. Did you ever find out if she actually got in?”

			Eunjin whispered something that I couldn’t hear.

			“Yeah…I see.”

			“Maybe there was more we could’ve done. I mean, looking back now, there were definitely signs.”

			“Maybe. But it could just be something with her brain chemistry, who knows.”

			“Yeah. Maybe biologically she was already in a vulnerable state, and then the law school rejections really fucked her up. Set something off.”

			“That’s true.”

			“I mean, Harvard was all she talked about for four years.”

			“That’s true.”

			“Like, literally all she talked about.”

			“Poor girl.”

			I would’ve liked to keep eavesdropping but the “poor girl” comment was too much to take.

			“You know I can hear you, right?” I croaked from the hospital bed. A few seconds of furious whispers, then the door opened and the two of them walked in. Leah was holding two balloons and Eunjin was carrying a little pink box that I knew even before peeking inside would be apricot linzer cookies from the Hungarian Pastry Shop.

			“Sorry, these were all they had.” Leah tugged the balloons down so I could see. One of them was baby blue and said, “It’s a boy!” And the other had “Happy 40th Birthday!” written in bright magenta lettering.

			“We thought you’d find it funny,” she added sheepishly.

			“I do find it funny. I just can’t laugh because I’ve broken two ribs.” I gave her the closest thing I could get to a laugh, which was something between a cough and a snicker.

			“You do look pretty horrible,” Leah said.

			Eunjin slapped her arm. “I mean, she’s not wrong,” she said. “You do. But I, for one, wasn’t going to say that to your face.”

			

			—

			I learned about the details in bits and pieces. Shortly after I left the bar, I walked around the East Village with a dreamy smile. Witnesses said that I had been talking to myself. Most of them just thought I was drunk or high. I didn’t hesitate when walking onto the road. I didn’t brace for impact. I didn’t seem to see the cars or hear their honks. It was as though I were a ghost, as though I believed I existed in a separate dimension and was thus immune to the physical objects around me, as though I were singularly focused on reaching my destination on the opposite side of the street. But alcohol and drugs couldn’t explain my behavior. For one, I hadn’t taken any drugs. For two, my blood alcohol level was barely above the limit for driving. So the explanation that both the medical professionals and my friends and family all accepted was that I had experienced a psychotic break.

			Yes, I probably had. For weeks I had intentionally isolated myself and allowed the depression and anxiety to fester like an infected wound until it spread to all my major organs. But there were other facts in contention. For instance, no one, not even my mother, believed me when I said that I wasn’t trying to kill myself. To me, it was obvious. I couldn’t inflict that kind of pain on my mother, who had always loved me unconditionally. I could not bear the thought of imposing upon her that kind of infinite grief.

			During my stay at the hospital, I asked the doctors many questions on my physical condition, my treatment plan, and my recovery time. I wanted to know the scientific names of the bones that were broken, the exact kind of physical therapy I would need, the reason they were giving me one type of drug instead of another. They joked that it felt like they were in residency all over again, and asked me why I wanted to know so many details. I said that I was just curious. Of course, I was lying. Because I was Asian, everyone generally was predisposed to thinking that I was a nerd, so it became quite simple to play the part of the intellectually curious inquirer. In reality, I was storing these facts in my brain one by one for future use: for when I reapplied to Harvard in the fall. These complex medical terms would add excellent color to my new essays. It was just unfortunate that I hadn’t discovered this sooner, that I hadn’t discovered sooner that I didn’t need a pregnancy to make me interesting. Getting hit by a bus was plenty interesting. Even better, I wouldn’t have to deal with a kid for the rest of my life. It was so much cleaner, so much easier. I only wished I had thought of getting hit by a bus sooner. Then I actually would’ve jumped in front of one on purpose.

			

			—

			The bus apparently had not been moving quickly, which was the only reason why I hadn’t sustained worse injuries. It had just picked up a few passengers at a station and was slowly building up speed when the driver saw me crossing the street. He hit the brakes as soon as it appeared I was not bluffing in my willingness to walk into oncoming traffic.

			The university contacted my mother. They decided it’d be best for me to take medical leave and finish my courses over the summer. I would still be able to walk at graduation in May with my friends, but I wouldn’t receive my diploma until the fall.

			After coming to terms with the initial shock of my situation, I began to wonder if I had incriminated myself in Laura’s death. There were at least a dozen people at the meet-up who suspected I had been impersonating Laura online. I had even been wearing her scarf. What if one of them reported me to the police, suspecting that I may have been involved, or what if I was already on the police’s radar and they had heard about my outburst? Each day at the hospital, I waited for the police to show up. I waited for someone to ask me whether I had anything to do with Laura’s death. The dread made a home for itself in my psyche, a constant presence no matter what I was doing. I almost wished that the police would just show up, just question me, so at least I would know more about my own plight. I still believed that they did not have enough evidence to convict me. I had gone over the details one by one. But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t try, that there wouldn’t be more trouble for me in the future.

			Still, no one around me brought up Laura. I had no idea how much other people, including my friends and my family, knew about the night of the accident or any of my other plans. When I checked my phone I noticed that the fake Laura account had been flagged and deleted by Facebook just a couple of hours after the meet-up. But the passwords to my computer and my phone were still intact, and it didn’t seem like anyone had gotten into my accounts or connected me to any of my other plans. I wondered if anyone knew I had attended the meet-up pretending I was an admitted student, but no one brought that up to me either. When the psychiatrist asked me why I had been walking around late at night, I told her that I didn’t know. I told her that I didn’t remember much of that night. I wasn’t sure if blacking out was a common symptom of psychosis, but she didn’t push me too hard on my claims. The fact that everyone seemed to believe me so easily made me suspect that they didn’t actually believe me; they were just trying not to cause me further distress.

			My twenty-second birthday loomed like a midterm I was woefully unprepared for. At least it wasn’t a particularly special birthday. Not like the year before, twenty-one, when I was serenaded down a catwalk by a drag queen at the gay bar near campus, drunk on ’80s music and vodka sodas that were mostly vodka. After all, wasn’t it true that adults didn’t care that much about birthdays? Maybe this was the first birthday that I wouldn’t care much about either. I guess it meant I was finally an adult.

			But Eunjin insisted that we still do something. The past three years I had celebrated by downing carbs at Pisticci, an Italian restaurant on La Salle Street. My friends brought pasta from Pisticci in takeout containers to my room in Mount Sinai Hospital. My penne was lukewarm but I hadn’t had non-hospital food in days, so I enjoyed it even more than I had enjoyed it in the past in person.

			“By the way,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant, as though digging for a piece of gossip far removed from my own reality, “whatever happened with Gina and Laura? Have there been any updates?”

			Eunjin finished swallowing her bite of pasta. She glanced down so I couldn’t make out her expression. “Rumor is that they dropped the charges.”

			I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. They must’ve figured out that Gina wasn’t the one who snuck into Laura’s room. It would only be a matter of time before they found out it was me.

			“Her parents requested a second autopsy. It turns out that the official cause of death is inconclusive. My friend who’s in medical school said that he would bet a million dollars on the pepper spray being the actual cause of death. But when you look at it from a legal perspective, there were too many compounding factors for them to charge someone,” Alex said with a helpless shrug.

			“What? What compounding factors? The cocaine?”

			Eunjin shook her head. “Her parents actually released the results of the drug test because they were so upset about the rumors. She tested clean for everything, including cocaine. People remembered wrong, or maybe she was just pretending to do it.”

			“So if it wasn’t cocaine, what was it, then?”

			“It turned out she had a congenital heart defect. She had been in and out of hospitals her entire life. Her parents said she wasn’t even supposed to live past the age of three.”

			The last time I ever saw Laura, when she had caught me in her room, she had said that I knew nothing about her life, that I had no idea what she had been through. At the time, I had brushed it off. I knew a lot of people who acted like their lives had been harder than they actually were. With this information, I could no longer deny I had been wrong about Laura. She was right. I really didn’t know anything about her life. But I couldn’t say this out loud, so all I said was “Wow.”

			“I’m just glad that they put an end to all of this,” Leah said. “There were so many theories floating around. Remember for a couple days the rumor was that it was a suicide? They found a note in her pocket that almost made it sound like she knew she was going to die. It was like, ‘I love you, Mom and Dad. Don’t worry about me.’ But her parents said that she’s been carrying around notes like that her entire life. A habit from when she was in the hospital a lot.”

			I shuddered at the thought. Did she write these notes in the same neat little handwriting she used for class? And in her last moments, when she was suffocating from the pepper spray, had her mind returned to whether anyone would find them? I had never known this morbid side of Laura’s personality, but perhaps she didn’t see it as morbid. Her health issues as a child had forced her to face head-on the truth of her own mortality, a truth that most people did not acknowledge or accept until much later in life, if at all. She may not have seen her actions as morbid, but simply pragmatic. I could not fathom the bravery that must’ve taken. It was yet another reminder of all the things I hadn’t known about Laura.

			“Why isn’t any of this in the news?” I asked. I had set alerts for anything related to Laura’s case but didn’t hear about any of this.

			“The stuff about the second autopsy was all just confirmed like two hours ago, but rumors have been circling for a while,” Leah said.

			I pulled up my phone. Sure enough, there was an article from a local news outlet about the charges getting dropped.

			“It’s still terrible that Laura died,” Eunjin said. “But to be honest, I’m a bit relieved that Gina has been cleared. Even if Laura did die as a result of the pepper spray, we don’t know what really happened in that room.”

			Leah and Alex nodded. We moved on to a different subject.

			

			—

			A few weeks after the bus accident, I was cleared to go home. My mother rolled me in a wheelchair to our terminal at JFK, and we headed to South Dakota. I didn’t like that I thought of South Dakota as home, but where else would “home” be? It certainly wasn’t my dorm room, which was now just four blank walls and standard-issue furniture that was slightly more worn down than when I first moved in. My mother had hired packers to ship all of my possessions to South Dakota. I didn’t even get to say goodbye. I would return in a month to walk on the stage for graduation, but I would need to stay in a hotel, and I wouldn’t receive my diploma until I had finished all of my summer classes.

			My mother and I came to a compromise that allowed me to narrowly avoid institutionalization. Instead of an inpatient clinic, I’d attend three online therapy sessions each week and avoid anything related to law school. It was a precarious situation; my mother made it clear that at any point she could change her mind and ship me off to a psychiatric center. I managed to convince her that I was not suicidal, but she thought that I still suffered from some extreme case of anxiety and depression. If I were being totally honest, I’d say that she was probably right. In addition to the painkillers for my physical wounds, I was prescribed 10 milligrams of Lexapro per day and rest. Lots of rest. But secretly, I was already starting to work on my law school application. I’d change my screen to a show or a movie every time she walked into my room, but as soon as she left, I’d be working on my essays once again.

			But my mother was sneakier than I expected. There was a spot on our living room couch that I particularly liked to work from, curled up in the corner with my laptop perched on my legs. She installed a mirror on the wall behind the couch under the guise of making the room appear larger. I didn’t think much of it until one day she confronted me about my online activity. Each time she had approached me with a bowl of sliced fruit was actually an excuse to spy on my online activity in the mirror. I tried to deny it but the evidence was indisputable. She had photos of the mirror reflection that, upon zooming in, showed the exact words that I was typing. “I’d be a good fit for Harvard because…”

			I tried to reason with her. “Mom, I can’t put my life on hold forever,” I said. “Besides, I’m better now. My injuries are healing nicely and I’m medicated. It’s okay. You know I don’t do well being idle all the time. I need something to work on, something to hope for. Isn’t a feeling of hopelessness like the number one symptom of depression?”

			She brushed a strand of hair behind my ear.

			“Elizabeth…”

			“I know, I know. But we’ve been over this a million times.”

			“You’re not going to get into Harvard.”

			This was not what I had expected. A lecture about mental health, yes. A lecture about how there were plenty of fantastic law schools besides Harvard, yes. But discouragement? This was new.

			“I spoke to your psychiatrist and we weren’t sure the right time to tell you, but given that you’ve started to go down this rabbit hole again, I think it’s in your best interest to know.”

			“Know what?”

			“Someone at that bar recorded a video of you during your…episode.”

			“What?!”

			“That’s why we made you delete your social media accounts.”

			“And…people have seen it?”

			She nodded. “Not a lot…a few thousand. We were able to get it taken down afterward.”

			“But those could be just bots! We don’t know that Harvard has seen it. And how would they prove it wasn’t AI?”

			“That’s true,” she said carefully, “but after everything, Harvard just doesn’t seem like the best place for you right now.”

			“But…I…maybe I can spin this. Maybe I can spin it so that it makes me interesting. It makes me an interesting candidate.”

			She shook her head. “Elizabeth, I think it’s time to close this chapter in your life. Think of all that it’s led to. Your depression, your anxiety. And don’t forget, you nearly died.”

			“That had nothing to do with it. Nothing, I swear. That was separate.”

			“You hold such little regard for your own well-being. Maybe if you’re not willing to let go of all of this nonsense for yourself, you should let go of it for me. What would I do if you were gone? And your friends. Think of Eunjin. Think of Leah. Think of Alex. Do you know how worried all of us were when you were in the hospital?”

			My eyes welled up with tears. “I…I’m sorry.”

			“And apart from all that, you should be grateful that the new autopsy results for Laura came out shortly after your incident. Otherwise, I might’ve had to hire a defense attorney.” She raised her eyebrows. “Can you imagine? They would think that you killed her.”

			

			—

			I spent the next seventy-two hours holed up in my room like an invalid. Day one was spent scheming, thinking of ways that I could work the embarrassing video in my favor. First, I needed to inspect the damage. But even I, with my extensive experience in online stalking, was not able to find the full video. I imagined my mother must’ve had to pay an expensive service to get it taken down. I promised myself that I’d pay her back once I graduated from law school. I’d take her on a vacation. International. Not just international, but somewhere expensive, like Switzerland. We’d fly first-class.

			Of course, all of that still required that I first get into Harvard Law School. I was finally able to obtain a ten-second clip from an obscure website. It was even worse than I thought. The clip was captioned “Hysterical Asian woman throws fit at bar in New York.” The ten seconds felt like they dragged on for a millennium. I looked like I had been possessed by a demon. Mascara was running down my cheeks, and there was a tear in my right shoulder, exposing the corner of my bra, which also had a tear. I was bent over and shouting, waving my arms around frantically. Why did I not remember any of this? My only consolation was that I looked quite thin. It must’ve been all the not-pasta bowls I had been eating. The smeared mascara gave me kind of a grungy look that was not entirely unflattering. I was confident that, if you didn’t take into account any of my behavior, I had reached the 75th percentile of attractiveness in the video. That was an all-time high for me.

			Unfortunately, that initial elation did not last. After replaying the video with the sound muted a few dozen times in order to bask in my own lovely appearance, I realized that even I wasn’t delusional enough to think that I could spin this video in my favor. Best-case scenario was that they didn’t even see it, but I couldn’t just ask them about it—I would essentially just be doxxing myself. If they did see it, I would be able to make the case that I had recovered from a severe psychological disorder, but I would need to prove that I had made a full recovery, and I doubted that they would believe my condition had sufficiently ameliorated in the span of a few months to ensure no future incidents would occur.

			And now that I was thinking about it, they were probably right. Could I be sure that I wouldn’t have another episode? Now that I was home, it appeared clearer to me that my brain was not working the way that it was supposed to, like a fog had descended over all the things that my frontal lobe was in charge of. I read over the essays that I had turned in for class shortly before the “incident,” and I didn’t really remember writing them. The arguments in them weren’t incoherent, but I could tell that I had been operating on autopilot. Then I read the addendum I had drafted to send to the law school admissions office. That one was so incoherent that I had to delete it completely. It made me cringe too much.

			I looked up Antigone, the woman who had exposed me at the Harvard Law School meet-up, on Instagram. Her most recent post was a picture of her smiling while crouched in front of a group of kids. Limited access to internet for the next 3 months and have deleted all social media apps from my phone! she said in the caption. Working on living in the moment in a world full of distractions. According to her location tag, she was staying in a small village in Malaysia. On the bright side, she was probably too preoccupied with collecting worldly anecdotes to think about me, the unhinged girl from that event in the East Village.

			Day two was spent coming up with alternative plans. Maybe law school was never for me, after all! Maybe this was a sign from the universe that I was meant to choose a different prestigious path that would still allow me to obtain the life I had always dreamed of. I could pivot to finance or consulting. Goldman Sachs or McKinsey. If that didn’t work out, Morgan Stanley or BCG. But almost as soon as I found temporary solace in this plan B, I learned that obtaining these jobs required you to start preparing as early as I had started preparing for law school. I didn’t have the right internships on my résumé or the technical interview skills needed. At best, I could get a job at a boutique consulting firm no one had ever heard of, and that sounded even worse than going to Georgetown.

			Day three was spent numb. I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling like the one time in freshman year that I had taken acid, except this time nothing was slithering. My mother knocked on my door just after noon. I figured it was, as usual, to bring me lunch and try to convince me to go outside, the former of which I dutifully accepted, as eating was required to stay alive, and staying alive was required to accomplish all of my goals, and the latter of which I always declined. Almost as soon as she opened the door, though, I noticed the energy was different. For one, she was speaking to me completely in English. For two, she was wearing that type of wide smile that moms put on only when other people are around.

			And just like that, Gigi walked in. Georgiana Van Aartsen, high school prom queen, varsity volleyball player, natural blonde, heiress to the Van Aartsen Midwestern distribution company. Gigi Van Aartsen, the precise archetype of person for whom I had escaped South Dakota to prove my superiority. Yet here she was, looking as blonde and bubbly as ever in her floral sundress, and here I was, looking like an invalid in my childhood bedroom wearing the same pajamas for the third day in a row. The floral sundress would not have been considered fashionable in New York, but Gigi was blissfully unaware of her own basicness. Only I knew. So I guess you could say it only mattered to me. It didn’t matter at all to her.

			She plopped next to me on the bed.

			“I saw your mom’s post in the BHS alumni Facebook group about how you had gotten into an accident, and I knew I had to come to visit,” she said. She set down a Tupperware container on my desk. “I made scotcheroos. I bet they don’t have those on the East Coast.”

			She was right. My mouth was watering.

			“Do you mind if I try one now?”

			“Sure thing!” she said. “Just give me one moment. I’m going to ask your mom for a plate and napkin.”

			As soon as she left I opened the camera on my phone and tried to do something with my hair. I considered tying it in a ponytail but that just brought more attention to the pimple on my forehead. I kept it down instead. I wished I could conjure my appearance from the clip, like those video games that let you choose the makeup and clothes for your avatar. I couldn’t believe my mother had posted about my condition, going as far as inviting my high school archnemesis over. Especially in the state that I was in now. Talk about kicking someone while they’re down. Georgiana must be so happy to see me like this, I thought. She’s going to tell everyone about how Elizabeth Zhang came back from New York an absolute mess.

			A couple of minutes later, Gigi returned with two plates, each with a scotcheroo.

			“I hope you don’t mind if I have one too,” she said, giggling. “My excuse is that I thought it’d be rude to just watch you eat.”

			I tried to maintain my emotional distance from Georgiana. I remembered how she watched in silence as her friends from the football team asked me if my family ate dog. I remembered how she played the lead in the all-white school play in which two students dressed up as Chinese railroad workers, putting on black wigs and black winged eyeliner, using exaggerated accents as the butt of each joke. But even as I tried to hold on to these reasons why I should dislike her presence, I hadn’t spoken to anyone in person for so long, with the exception of my mom, and I couldn’t help but feel intrigued by her presence. She shared the gossip about people we went to high school with, the best entertainment I had gotten in weeks. Shauna O’Connor was having twins with a real estate agent ten years older than her. Michelle Nelson’s home had just gotten foreclosed on. Jack Murphy cheated on his high school sweetheart, Liza, with some girl who was underage. “The dad beat him up and reported him to the cops. He’s now out on bail,” she said. “You can still spot him at Hy-Vee from time to time, but he won’t say hi. He’ll just avert his eyes.”

			She told me about her trip to Hawaii with her boyfriend, Sam, who she had met during college. She showed me a picture of Sam. “You’re out of his league,” I wanted to tell her, but I didn’t. She asked me if I was dating anyone, and I didn’t want to say “no,” so I said “kind of” and showed her a picture of David.

			“Oh, he looks sweet,” she said. Then she looked at me with a sly smile. “You’re out of his league though.”

			“Oh my god,” I said, pressing my palm against my forehead. “I was going to say the same thing about your guy, Sam.”

			We laughed so hard that my mom came in to check that we were okay.

			“You know, we weren’t sure if we’d ever see you again,” she said.

			“Who’s ‘we’?”

			“You know, all the people from BHS.”

			“Oh. I mean, it’s not like you guys would want to see me again.”

			“That’s not true! When we saw your mom’s post, everyone wanted to come. But my mom said it’d be better for one person at a time.”

			“Wait, really?”

			“We didn’t think you’d want to see us.”

			“What? Why?”

			She shrugged. “I mean, we know you didn’t have a good time in high school, which is totally fair. And we remember how excited you were to leave the Great Plains.”

			I snorted. “I guess.”

			“Everyone was so intimidated of you in high school. You were so intense. I mean, in a good way. You were so ambitious. Everyone knew you were going to do great things.”

			“Intimidated?”

			“Yeah. I remember you raised your hand for like every single question in class. You must’ve thought the rest of us were idiots.” She laughed.

			“No, wait, it wasn’t that. I thought you guys didn’t like me.”

			“What? You can’t be serious. We all liked you, but honestly you were kind of scary.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “Joshua Sanders. You remember him, right? He told me to say hi.”

			“Joshua Sanders used to call me a chink.”

			Gigi winced. “Okay, that’s terrible. And you’re right, I do remember that. He was such an asshole, my god. I totally understand why you would never want to hear from him again. But if it’s any consolation, I promise that he’s gotten a lot better since high school. I think we all have. I mean, are you the same person you were when you were sixteen?” She grabbed her bag from the ground. “Anyway, I guess this is as good a time as any to give you the card.”

			“Get well soon” was printed on the front. It was made out of heavy card stock, the kind you bought from a gift shop or boutique. Inside there were signatures from over a dozen people, all classmates from high school who I hadn’t spoken to in years.

			“More people wanted to sign, but I wasn’t able to get to everyone on time,” she said. “Anyway, welcome back to South Dakota. We’re happy to have you here again. There’s no place like home, right?”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE
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			I started therapy the following week. I still couldn’t believe I had agreed to it, but anything was better than my mom sending me to an inpatient center. The idea of counseling repulsed me a bit. Therapy as a concept was fine, but it felt so cliché now. It had been commoditized to the point where everyone now went to therapy. Leo, Alex’s insufferable friend who I had hooked up with, had made therapy his entire personality, but he didn’t seem to be getting any less toxic.

			It took my mom and me a while to find someone who was both covered by insurance and based in New York. Covered by insurance because otherwise we wouldn’t be able to afford it. Based in New York because I needed someone used to working with high-achieving neurotics. So that’s how we found Nora.

			Nora was a postdoctoral fellow at NYU. If I had unlimited money, I would’ve chosen someone who went to a better school and had more patient reviews, but given the circumstances, Nora was the best I could get. During our sessions, I tried answering her questions as honestly as possible, not because I believed she could help me, but because I didn’t like the idea of wasting time or my co-pay.

			My first impression of Nora was that she was a 60th percentile in looks who could easily become a 70th percentile with just a little effort. My second impression was that she liked to use terms like “anxious attachment style” and “generalized anxiety” and “panic disorder” and “mild substance abuse tendencies” to describe me. If I had been her manager, I would’ve recommended she use fewer words from the DSM-5, as it seemed like a real amateur move that would hurt her credibility with patients like myself who’d taken an introductory psychology class and knew she was basically quoting a textbook.

			As a postdoctoral fellow, Nora didn’t have much counseling experience, which meant she still hadn’t mastered the art of hiding the judgment and surprise from her face when her patient said something along the lines of “Until a few weeks ago, I planned to have a baby so I could get into my dream law school.” (I did not tell her about how I became obsessed with Laura, as I read online that she could break patient-doctor confidentiality in the case of a court order or a belief that I posed an imminent threat.) I could tell that my confession caught her off guard. However, she still did a decent job compared to how I imagined the rest of the population would react. I would say she was in the 90th percentile of hiding her reaction to such a statement. She only widened her eyes a little, she only blinked a little faster, and she even managed to mostly hide these two physical cues by scribbling a sentence on her notepad.

			For the first few sessions, Nora and I dug into why I wanted to go to Harvard Law School so much. According to Nora, it was normal for my insecurities to trace back to high school, but it was not normal for these insecurities to have a sizable impact on major life decisions I made as a twenty-one-year-old. Actually, she didn’t use words like “normal.” She said that one person can’t be objectively better than another and that I needed to stop seeing people through the lens of categorically “better” and “worse” based on my unhealthy and superficial ranking system of smart and hot. I told her I also based my rankings off niceness, but we both knew that I was lying.

			At first, I didn’t take what she said too seriously. I liked ranking people in percentiles, despite Nora telling me that this was an extremely fucked-up habit (or, in her words, “unhealthy thought pattern”). But after our first few sessions, I decided to take her advice, mostly because I had nothing to lose and could go back to thinking about percentiles at any time. To try out this new way of thinking, every time I started to put a percentile on someone, I stopped myself and thought of one characteristic that I liked about them. After a week of banning percentile-type thinking, I found that I did feel better. I noticed that if I stopped judging others so harshly, then I judged myself less harshly as well. I decided Nora might be right, but only about this one thing, and I’d continue to evaluate her advice going forward on a case-by-case basis.

			

			—

			The problem with planning out your entire life is that you never think that you’ll need a plan B. For the first time ever, I harbored no vision for what the next year would look like. Suddenly, I was the person in my friend group who had no idea what she was doing. Me: the person who helped her friends plan for their course requirements, who went to office hours every week for all her classes, who submitted her law school applications just a couple of days after they opened up. All my friends had figured out their futures. Eunjin was going to Austria. Alex would be a copywriter at a health startup in SoHo. Even Leah, always the most bohemian out of all of us, had committed to a teaching fellowship at a school in the South Bronx.

			After each of my sessions with Nora, I lay in bed and closed my eyes. The future looked like a dark abyss, simultaneously opaque and tumultuous like ocean waves colliding against each other on a moonless night. I recalled Nora’s tip of trying to channel my anxiety into anticipation. I could see how this strategy might work for others, but it didn’t for me. All I could think about was the endless terror lying below the surface of my directionless and unknowable future.

			“You might not like what I’m about to say, but I have a feeling that someday you’re going to look back and think this is the best thing that ever happened to you.”

			I rolled my eyes. She couldn’t have been more wrong. In fact, I found this comment quite insensitive. I hoped for the sake of her future patients that she would stop with the gaslighting.

			“Hard to feel that way when so far my ‘someday’ just looks like unemployment,” I said.

			“It’s hard to see now, but this experience has started to give you a certain perspective that didn’t exist before. And it’s better that it’s happening when you’re still so young, when your entire life is still so malleable.”

			“Young?” I snorted. “I’m twenty-two now, not exactly sixteen.”

			“Oh, honey.” She took a sip of her coffee. “You think you’re old?”

			“I’m not old, but I don’t think I’m young either.”

			She tilted her head back and laughed. If I were her boss, I probably would’ve told her this was unprofessional.

			“If I didn’t know you, I would think you were fifty years old. You’re twenty-two. You didn’t get into law school. You’re graduating three months later than you originally planned. So what? Your plan A didn’t work. That’s how it is for most people. Plan A doesn’t work out, so you go to plan B, plan C, so on and so forth.”

			“But I’m not most people.”

			“You aren’t most people. That doesn’t mean you can never fail. Everyone fails. This isn’t the last time you’re going to make a mistake that feels like the end of the world. But you’re alive, aren’t you? You’re still going to graduate, aren’t you? The important thing is that you learned from this experience and that you’re growing from it.”

			“You’re telling me that throwing away my future will be good for my future?”

			“That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

			“I have no job, no plans, and I’m still a Boring Asian Female, as Robert basically told me, just in a more politically correct way. And almost everyone I know has seen a video of me having a meltdown in a very public place. It seems like a pretty big price to pay for a couple of life lessons.”

			“You’ll figure it out. I believe in you,” she said.

			I looked at the clock. Our time was up. “I’ll see you next week,” I said. I clicked the red button and shut my laptop.

			

			—

			The fog gradually began to lift from my mind. I didn’t like how happy Nora looked when I told her this. I held back the urge to say that I did not attribute this to our therapy sessions but to the medication and a break from campus life. But once the fog did start to lift, I missed the way that it obscured the worst truths of my plight. The fog obscured more than just the fact that I was probably never going to go to Harvard. It obscured the shape of the void, obscured the fact that it wasn’t a void at all. The outline of its figure came into view, the source of the pull that I felt almost every day for the past few weeks. The source of the black hole. Guilt. It was impressive the twisted logic I was capable of weaponizing to hold it off, the clever, insidious reasoning that led me to believe I held no fault in Laura’s death. I could not stop the fog from dissipating, and once it was gone, I could see, with painful, glaring visibility, the tragedy that I had caused.

			If I closed my eyes, I could still see Laura’s body writhing on the floor, hear her gasps as I rushed out of the room. I knew now that these were the signs that you should call 911 right away. I knew now that these were the signs that the reaction to pepper spray was turning lethal. If the police knew these details, they’d have more than enough evidence to charge me. They would know that the timing matched up between the pepper spray attack and Laura’s death, and that Laura started suffocating only after breathing it in.

			A better person than me would’ve turned herself in. Regardless of whether I would be found legally at fault, it was the right thing to do. But ruining my life would not bring back Laura’s. Perhaps this was just as cruel of a logic as I had used before, but at least it was less twisted. At least I was no longer lying to myself. I knew that I was a bad person. This, I would spend the rest of my life trying to atone for.

			I knew I wasn’t likable. I knew that anyone who could hear my inner thoughts would root against me. Nora had not heard it all, but she had heard enough to know what kind of person I was. Still, she seemed to care about me, or at least about helping me become better. Perhaps she was motivated by gaining professional experience from our sessions. The idea that this was a quid pro quo comforted me; it was something that I could understand. The alternative I could not reconcile with my worldview.

			But another possibility came to mind. Gigi’s visit had brought to light an alternative worldview that I began to consider more and more as the days dragged on. The world shaped me, but I also shaped the world. The latter would have an exponentially smaller impact than the former, but still an impact. The simplest example being this: perhaps part of the reason I had felt underappreciated and ignored in high school was because I underappreciated and ignored high school. Maybe it would be better for society as a whole if I became a better person. Maybe a less status-obsessed version of myself would help to shape a less status-obsessed world, or at least push it in a minutely kinder direction. But would this minute impact even matter? Wasn’t it better to focus on exploiting the present systems for the maximum benefit to myself rather than feel shaped by some abstract idea of morality? The former would at least have a much more tangible payoff.

			But then I remembered my current state: sent home from college on the brink of psychological collapse. My status-obsessed perspective had both worsened the world and worsened my own life. Maybe the impact wasn’t minute. Maybe the impact was meaningful. If I hadn’t been a percentiles-obsessed person from the start, Laura might not be dead. And I probably also wouldn’t have gotten into Harvard, but I wouldn’t have cared, because I’d be the type of person for whom Georgetown was enough. Maybe I’d be the type of person for whom everything was enough because my self-worth was not predicated on external, percentile-based distinctions. Besides, it’s not like being a percentiles-obsessed person had gotten me what I wanted in the first place. If anything, it had ruined my life—and ended another.

			

			—

			I returned to New York in late May for my graduation ceremony. Because I was taking medical leave, I no longer had access to the dorms. Eunjin had to sign me in as a guest. The door to the room I had occupied for almost a year was locked. I followed Eunjin to her room, which still looked exactly the same.

			Eunjin was playing music from her laptop, songs that had been popular during our first year of college, the hits that screeched out of cheap speakers at crowded parties in the freshman dorm, Carman, and it was like I could suddenly smell the anxious sweat of eighteen-year-olds who had left home for the first time, the cheap vodka that we mixed with cranberry juice stolen from the dining hall, the grinding and the awkward eye contact and the piles of black puffer jackets strewn on the couch and the sticky floors.

			A few minutes before our call time, we met Leah and Alex in front of Lerner Hall. Together, we walked into the building and lined up against the diagonal railings. The air buzzed with anticipation, and crowds of parents held out their phones to take pictures of us through the glass walls. The weather was warm and sticky and the smell of sweat permeated the air.

			During the ceremony, I clapped for any person whose name I recognized, ignoring that my palms were tingling and my fingers were sore. Three hours later, it was finally my row’s turn to line up by the stage. A third of the audience had already snuck out, but I knew that the people I cared about were out there, watching me—my mom, Eunjin, Eunjin’s mom, Leah, Alex. I imagined my freshman-year self out there in the crowd, standing on the sidelines like a ghost, wearing her Henley, skinny jeans, and Converse, clothes that I had thrown out by the time sophomore year came around because I thought they didn’t look cool enough.

			I wondered how that younger version of Elizabeth would feel if she could see me now. Would she feel surprised that I had ended up at this point? Maybe, or maybe not. Maybe this was the exact trajectory that I had been on all along. Maybe destruction had been inevitable from the start.

			The dean called the name of the person standing in front of me, then called mine, sending the ghost of my eighteen-year-old self away from my thoughts. The breeze rippled through my dress as I walked across the stage. I shook a couple hands. It was over before I knew it.

			The ceremony ended with another couple of speeches, and my friends and I met with our families in front of Butler Library. Leah had snuck in a bottle of champagne and passed around plastic fluted cups. Our parents toasted the new graduates, and we each took a sip. For the first time in months, I felt at peace. For the first time in months, I did not feel like I was trapped in an abyss, grasping onto anything to prevent myself from passing the event horizon, the point of no return. I knew the freedom wouldn’t last, that I was on borrowed time and soon I’d fall right back into the abyss.

			I thought of what Nora would say. She’d tell me that the freedom could last. I could make it last. The key was right in front of me, but it would mean throwing away everything my freshman-year self thought she knew. It would mean telling her: “Fuck comparing yourself to others. Fuck placing too much value on what everyone else thinks. Fuck always caring about what comes next and not caring about what’s happening right now. Fuck percentiles. Fuck Harvard Law School.”

			I stood with my eyes closed and my head tilted toward the cerulean sky, the May breeze playing with my hair and flapping the robe against my skin, the eager calls of parents echoing distantly in my ears, the sun shining on my forehead. Through the darkness I caught a glimpse of the person who I could become: A person who loved and let herself be loved, a person who defined herself as a person rather than a list of qualifications. A person who was still a work in progress. A person who was okay. But when I opened my eyes, Nora’s voice faded away, and this alternate image of myself disappeared like a vivid dream that you forget as soon as you wake up.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-SIX

			
				[image: ]
			

			After a few weeks of physical and mental recovery in South Dakota, I returned to New York in June for the summer semester. It was strange to live in the dorms again, to attend classes again, even though I had already walked across the graduation stage. I was only enrolled in two three-credit courses, the minimum I needed to graduate, so I had a lot of free time on my hands. More free time than I had ever had before. It was unnerving. My brain wasn’t sure what to latch on to, what to obsess over, especially now that I was trying to stop thinking about law school, Laura, and percentiles. I still let my mind wander down that path from time to time, but it wasn’t as satisfying with Nora’s voice in my head telling me that it was unhealthy, that I should stop those thoughts in their tracks, blah blah blah.

			Eunjin visited me in July. We spent the long summer days wandering around New York City, going to a community yoga class in the Village, strolling along the promenade in Brooklyn Heights, eating dumplings in Flushing and pierogi in Greenpoint. Our conversation had seemed normal at the hospital, and I wasn’t sure if that was because she no longer suspected me of having something to do with Laura’s death, because she no longer cared that I had stolen her scarf, or because there were other people around. Now that we were alone, it seemed that it had been the last possibility. Our conversation felt stilted, leading to a loneliness that burrowed in my chest, especially at night when we were back in my dorm, me on the bed, her in a sleeping bag on the floor, after we turned off the lights and said good night.

			I knew what underlay the awkwardness but I didn’t know how to release it. I wished one of us would bring it up but I knew it was better if we didn’t. It was too much of a liability to tell her the truth about what happened the night Laura died. I did not want to make her choose between protecting me and doing the right thing. At the same time, I didn’t want to lie to her, even though it would be easier than ever to explain away the scarf and clear my name. I wasn’t sure where my conviction came from. I had lied plenty of times already. Maybe some part of me believed that I shouldn’t get off scot-free, believed that the bus accident hadn’t been sufficient punishment, that I deserved to lose something important for everything I had done. So I stayed silent, let myself be okay with the small talk. And at night, I stared at the ceiling until the sound of the air-conditioning lulled me to sleep.

			

			—

			I was a bit relieved when the day for Eunjin to leave arrived. There was too much baggage in our conversations now, and it weighed me down, drained me the way it would if I were hosting an acquaintance rather than an old friend. My best friend.

			She was packing to return to North Dakota, where she’d spend a few weeks before moving to Austria for school. I watched silently as she rolled up her clothes and tucked them in neat little rows in her suitcase.

			“Oh. I almost forgot something,” she said, right before she zipped up her bag. She pulled out two identical wooden objects, first tearing apart the many layers of tissue paper protecting them. It took me a second to recognize what the wooden objects were.

			“Two metronomes,” I said. “My piano teacher from first grade had one. I would’ve thought these were obsolete.”

			“They kind of are. Now everyone just downloads an app. But I have this one because my mom bought it for me a long time ago.” She held up the one in her left hand. The wood was chipping on its side. She released the pendulum from the hook and it began to tick.

			“Listen closely,” she said. “What do you hear?”

			I closed my eyes and concentrated.

			“The sounds are uneven.”

			“That’s right. One day, I was frustrated, and I threw it so hard that it messed up the weights.”

			“Were your parents mad that you broke it?”

			“I didn’t tell them. I saved up some babysitting money and bought myself a new one. This one, right here.”

			She released the pendulum on the second metronome. This time, it ticked with a steady beat.

			“I want you to have it though. The messed-up one.” She handed the metronome with the chipped paint to me. “As a souvenir for all those times you had to listen to me practicing.”

			“Are you sure?”

			She shrugged. “I mean, I have no use for it.”

			“Thank you,” I said. I set it carefully on the bookshelf above my desk. It had gotten a bit chilly in the room, so I turned off the AC and opened the window a couple of inches.

			“Why are you giving this to me?”

			“I told you. A souvenir. Of when you listened to me practicing. Something to remember me by.”

			“You make it sound like you’re dying,” I joked.

			She scoffed. “I am moving across the world though.”

			“That’s true,” I said. “But I mean, I can always visit. Or I could drive up to Fargo during the holidays.”

			Eunjin didn’t say anything. Maybe she was distracted because she was doing a final sweep of the room. I asked if a couple of the chargers plugged into the wall were hers, and she said no. I sat on the chair in front of the desk and waited for her to finish. She zipped up her backpack and placed it on top of her suitcase. Then, she sat facing me on the bed. We stared at each other for a few seconds. I wondered if this was the moment she would bring up the scarf. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded odd, a bit high-pitched, but I wasn’t sure if it was just me.

			“You probably don’t remember this, but…”

			“Don’t remember what?”

			“You mentioned to me once, a few months ago, that you had purchased pepper spray.”

			“I did?” I was afraid to look at her, afraid of what my expression might reveal.

			“I almost forgot about it, then after graduation I went back to our text messages and checked.”

			“Oh.”

			“After you were spit on in the subway. You asked me if I wanted one and I said no.”

			“I forgot about that.”

			“I don’t think you offered it to Leah or Alex. At least, they never mentioned it.”

			“I see.”

			“I don’t think you mentioned it to anyone else either.” She looked out the window. “I didn’t mention it to anyone. I won’t mention it to anyone.”

			“I…appreciate that. I threw all of them away a while ago.” I wasn’t sure if I had revealed too much.

			“That’s probably a good idea.”

			Finally, I met her eyes. And as soon as I did, she looked away.

			“Eunjin, I—”

			But she stopped me before I could finish my thought. Which was good, because I didn’t know what that thought would be.

			“I know you’re not evil. You are a lot of things, but not evil. So maybe it’d be better for both of us if we just left it at that?”

			I nodded. She unzipped her backpack again, checked that she had her ID, laptop, and wallet. Together we took the elevator down to the lobby, then walked a couple of blocks to the station. I walked with her all the way to the turnstiles. She tapped her phone on the screen, rolled the suitcase under the metal bar, and walked through to the other side. For a moment, I worried she wouldn’t turn around, that this was it, and she would just leave me here to watch as she walked away. But finally, she swiveled her head and looked at me.

			“Goodbye, Eunjin,” I said. “I’m going to miss you.”

			“Goodbye, Elizabeth.” The train was arriving and she adjusted the backpack on her shoulders. I pretended not to hear the finality in her voice, pretended not to know what the metronome represented. The last words she said to me were “Take care of yourself.” Then she headed down to the platform and left.

			

			—

			I sold Laura’s scarf to a consignment store on the Upper East Side. Keeping it didn’t seem like a good idea, and throwing it away seemed disrespectful. I donated all the money from the sale to the American Heart Association, the charity her parents had linked on her memorial page.

			Is that what Laura would’ve wanted? The truth was, I didn’t know. I never knew her very well, even though I thought I did, even though I thought that obsession and stalking could replace actually getting close to someone. You could say I knew her in the same way that Harvard Law School knew me. Only the shape of her life, none of the substance. I believed that Harvard had reached the wrong conclusion about me, so was it fair to say that I could’ve reached the wrong conclusion about Laura?

			In mid-July, her family released the essay that she had written for Harvard Law School. In it, Laura revealed that she had been born with a rare, genetic heart defect called Ebstein anomaly. Growing up, she had been in and out of hospitals, and now, as a young adult, lived with the knowledge that at any second, her heart could stop working. She was only able to access excellent treatment and care because of her father’s employer-based health insurance, but she knew many other people who didn’t have the same privilege. She wanted to be a lawyer because she was interested in the law but also because she wanted to improve the lives of others. After getting a few years of experience at a firm, she wanted to work in public policy, creating laws that would help low-income families obtain access to the same quality of healthcare that she had.

			The toxic part of me wanted to roll my eyes. Every law student said that they wanted to pursue public interest law after a “few years of experience at a firm.” But by the time they paid off the loans and built their nest egg, they’d have grown too accustomed to the fancy dinners and nice apartment to give up the big law paycheck. I mean, I also liked the idea of working in public interest law. The difference was, I was self-aware enough to know that it probably wouldn’t happen.

			But the nontoxic, post-accident version of me decided that I’d believe her. I’d believe her words about herself over my own preconceptions about the shittiness of other people. For all I knew, she really would have worked in public policy after a few years in big law. Besides, it was pointless asking myself what Laura would’ve wanted. She would’ve wanted me to not assault her with pepper spray. She would’ve wanted to not die.

			

			—

			On a Thursday in August, I dropped by the halal cart on 115th and Broadway after my morning classes.

			“Hey, Amir. Could I have a lamb over rice?”

			“Extra white sauce, a little bit of hot sauce?” I nodded. “No iced coffee?”

			“Not today. Already had one.”

			I brought the Styrofoam container back to my dorm and ate it while scrolling through my phone. George, the guy who was blamed for the right-wing blog post I wrote, showed up on my feed. A few weeks after he left for school, he decided to take full ownership of the blog post and had now become an up-and-coming right-wing influencer. I was still getting used to seeing him as a talking head on all those conservative talk shows. We were living in weird times.

			As I scrolled past his clip, an unknown number was calling me, a Massachusetts area code. There was a good chance it was spam, but there was also a tiny chance it was someone offering me a job interview. I had been applying to dozens of open positions recently but with no luck. I answered the phone, hoping for good news but not expecting much.

			“Hi, is this Elizabeth?” a woman’s voice asked.

			“Yep. This is she,” I said, in between bites of lamb.

			“Hi, Elizabeth, my name is Lilly. I work for Harvard’s JD Admissions Team.” I dropped my fork. A few grains of rice fell out of my mouth. “Is now a good time to talk?”

			“Hi, Lilly. Yes, now is a good time.”

			“Great. I’m calling because you had applied to our program a few months ago, and you received a rejection letter, is that right?”

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“Recently, it’s come to our attention that the Law School Admission Council, which administers the LSAT, sent us the wrong score report for your application. The score report they sent was for a much lower score than what you received. We’re still conducting an investigation as to what happened, but we’re confident the mistake was on their end. Also, it looks like it wasn’t just us, but that they made the same mistake with other schools on your list.”

			She asked if I was still on the line. I realized I’d been holding my breath.

			“Yes, I’m still here,” I said.

			“Great. Fortunately, we’ve received your correct score now, and our team was able to review your application again without you needing to reapply. So I guess I’ll just get right to it.” I stood up. My entire body was trembling. “On behalf of the entire admissions team, we were incredibly impressed by your entire application, and we’d love for you to join our incoming law school class starting this fall.”

			I wondered if I had entered a new stage of psychosis, one that involved audio and visual hallucinations. Or maybe it was simpler than that—maybe I was just dreaming. Pinching did not seem sufficient for the gravity of the situation so I picked up Eunjin’s metronome from my desk and smashed it against my arm. I looked at my phone screen. Yes, I was awake. Yes, Lilly was still on the line. Then I wondered if someone could be playing a practical joke on me, so I asked Lilly to give me a second while I logged in to the application portal. They had already updated it with my acceptance letter. My arm was throbbing and I’d kept Lilly on hold for way too long, but at least now I knew that this was all real.

			“Hi, Lilly, I’m back. Sorry about that.”

			“No worries. I know this is a lot at once. The bottom line is, we think you’d make an excellent addition to the law school. You don’t have to provide me with an answer now, but we’d love to hear about your decision soon. Do you have any other questions for me?”

			I said that I didn’t. I told her that I was grateful for the offer. Also, I would like to accept. “Obviously,” I wanted to add. After all, this was fucking Harvard Law School. What was I supposed to say?
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