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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Dear Reader,

On a cloudy day in November 2023, I stood in a museum, crying. Yet another rejection had rolled into my inbox that morning, and the truth was becoming clear: The latest book I had written, a story that I had poured my heart into, had also failed to find a literary agent.

That week, I happened to be in New York, staying at a hotel in the Garment District. In my hotel room one evening, I felt drained, defeated, mired in decades’ worth of painful memories. Getting rejected by nearly all the colleges I’d applied to. The embarrassment of wearing donated clothes and eating free lunch at school. Being the only person at work who never got promoted. Not being believed after an assault. By this point, I was no stranger to disappointment and failure—so why did it hurt so much, still?

An idea came to me that same night.

In my head, I saw two women sitting in the lobby of a hotel at midnight, engaged in a raw, strange, almost dreamlike conversation. One was in her thirties, hiding a tortured past behind the thin façade of a perfect wife and perfect mother. The other was younger, desperate and hopeless, her once promising life having just gone up in flames. What might these two women say to each other? United by a shared trauma, pushed over the edge by the pressures of family and society, just how far would they go to unleash their pent-up rage?

At its heart, The Plans I Have for You is a book about rejection. It asks painful questions like: What does it mean to be rejected as a child? A friend? A lover? A daughter in a culture that favors sons? A young person trying to get past the gates of an elitist, nepotistic institution? And what the hell are you supposed to do when you are rejected by a whole career?

I am still pinching myself that this book found its advocate in my agent and its home in my editor. And now, incredibly, it has found its way to you. This story is angry. It’s uncomfortable. Many times while writing, I’d cringe, thinking, What will my family think of me when they read this? What about my coworkers? That was when I knew I was doing something meaningful. I hope you will find within these pages recognition, catharsis, and perhaps even a bit of healing.

Thank you so much for reading,

Lai
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Part One NIGHT SHIFT






SHELLEY

December 2016

“I don’t want to lie to you,” she said. “I know who you are.”

We sat across from each other at one of the small tables in the lobby. The whole place looked like a sunken pirate ship, and that was on purpose. The walls were aquamarine. The chairs were round, plastic, and clumsily painted in strokes of colors that gave the rough suggestion of wine barrels. And the pièce de résistance: The front desk where I worked, with its wooden wheel and glow-in-the-dark fish tank, was the stern of the ship. Glittering gold doubloons hung in strings. I was in a bright salmon shirt and a balding plastic lei, the same ones I always put on when I showed up for the night shift. I had drawn the line at wearing an eye patch.

It was two in the morning and the lobby was empty. Her eyes were moist, almost glistening. I didn’t know what to say to her. I took a sip of my coffee instead.

She had checked into the motel two nights before, arriving just minutes after I took over reception at ten thirty. Her husband was circling the parking lot in what I imagined was a minivan, looking for a spot. She’d led her kid inside by the hand and come up to me and said in one breath, “I’m so sorry to trouble you, but would it be all right if he uses your bathroom before we check in? We’ve been in the car for hours.”

It was one of those questions that instantly flipped my brain to autopilot. I jabbed a thumb behind me. “It’s right through this door.”

Before she shepherded the kid around the corner, she’d looked into my eyes and said, “I appreciate you so much.”

I could tell right away they were Korean. She had a small, pale, oval-shaped face and frizzy black hair pulled back into a loose bun. She was wrapped in a light-colored coat that made her look not rich but comfortable, like an ad for Everlane. When they finally checked in, she picked up a pen and I saw an audience of rings, cheap, dainty little things, across all five fingers. Stars and moons and obviously fake gemstones.

As for the dad: There was less to say about him. He was lanky. He wore a baggy gray sweatshirt that said CORNELL. And he had that energy a lot of men had, where if he came into the same room as you and stood there quietly, you wouldn’t even hear him breathe.



Not long after I moved back to Florida, my mom became convinced that we were being punished by a jinn.

It’s angry at us for some reason, she’d say, pacing the length of the kitchen table. I can feel it. It’s in the air.

I didn’t ask her any questions. In those first days back, I had pretty much stopped talking. In the mornings, after we ate breakfast and my mom left for her shift at the motel, I’d pile the dirty dishes in the sink, slip back under the covers, and let the daylight hours waste away like sand. In the afternoons, when I finally talked myself into getting up to pee, I’d catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror on the armoire, gray and hunched over the edge of the bed, the collar on my T-shirt greasy with sweat. Another day.

Also: The jinn stuff was old news to me. It had been there all along.

I was six years old when my grandmother first told me about the jinn, not long after my dad died and she and my grandfather had moved in with me and my mom. It usually visited her at the tail end of her long afternoon naps, emerging from the shadows in the walls and crouching over her body: a dark, silent, faceless figure that took its rest directly on her beating heart. I couldn’t see the jinn, but I could see the force of its weight. I’d see the tiny tremors in her fingers and toes, the way her chest quivered with shallow breaths. I’d see my grandmother’s eyes, glassy with terror, her tears carving a glistening trail down her papery face.

Over time, we’d learned the best way to deal with it. I’d lay my head over her chest, my ear to her heart, and count out loud for her. One. Two. Three. Four. By thirty, her heartbeat would start to slow. By sixty, she could move her fingers, wriggle her toes. By two hundred, sometimes three hundred, she could find her voice again. I’m okay, she would say, straining to raise her arm so that she could stroke my hair, her palm damp with sweat. It’s gone. It’s gone.

Count yourself lucky that you can’t see it, she would say once she was back on her feet. These things make themselves best known to those who have experienced the greatest despair.

My grandmother was right, it turned out.

Because here I was eighteen years later, back in the ratty little apartment I’d grown up in, no job, no Columbia Law, no friends, no reputation, no future. Nothing left in my life but my mom and the vast, bitter disappointment that she hid behind a flimsy veil.

The day after I returned to Kissimmee, lying in the bed where my grandmother had once slept, I saw the jinn peel away from the shadows and slither onto my bed. This time, it had come for me.

And this time, there was no one who could make it leave.



A month after she picked me up from the Orlando airport, my mom burst into my room with a red plastic pail. “Look what I got for you,” she said.

It was filled with water and about a dozen small dark-green turtles; some were paddling wildly across the surface, while others were motionless at the bottom, either resting or dead. “Manuel from maintenance got these from his brother-in-law at the pet store for a discount,” my mom said. “Twelve turtles for less than two hundred dollars.”

“I don’t want twelve pet turtles, Ma.”

“They’re not pets,” my mom said. Her face was shining with an animation I hadn’t seen since the day I told her that I’d landed a coveted internship at one of the biggest law firms in New York City. “Get up and get dressed. We’re going to do a life release ceremony.”

At Lake Toho, we found a quiet dock overlooking a marshy mass of lily pads and bulrushes and yellow-tinged water. In the distance was a gray bark-like thing that was either driftwood or a snoozing alligator. I looked down at the pail in my hands, where the turtles were stirring uneasily, and back at my mom. “So what am I supposed to do?”

There was a pause, and that was when I realized she hadn’t thought this far ahead. “I don’t know,” my mom said. “Just pour them into the water gently, I guess.”

“Should we even be doing this? We don’t even know if they can survive in this habitat. They could get eaten by a gator.”

“They’re not going to die,” she said. “We’re giving them a new life. That’s why it’s called a life release.”

She stepped forward to stand next to me. “Put them in the water, and I’ll say something. A prayer.”

As I tipped the bucket, my mom clasped her hands together. “Dear Buddha,” she began, her voice tentative. “Dear Guanyin bodhisattva, my daughter has saved these turtles from a pet store, and she is now giving them back to nature. So please… please bless my daughter. Please give her good fortune and protect her from evil things. Thank you.”

The last turtle fell into the lake with a plomp. My mom and I looked at each other. “You lied, Ma,” I said.

“What?”

“You lied to the bodhisattva. You told her I was the one who got the turtles when really, it was Manuel. So now the karma’s going to him instead.”

For a moment, I saw my mom’s brows come together, a deep ridge forming in her forehead; then she relaxed. “Oh, what does it matter who got them?” she said. “You were the one who let them go. The karma belongs to you.”

In the car, as we put on our seat belts, my mom became pensive again. I watched her absentmindedly rub the car keys between her fingers, and after a while she said, “If this doesn’t get rid of the jinn, maybe next week we should go to a mosque and ask for the imam’s guidance.”

I couldn’t help it, then. I let my head fall back against the headrest and exhaled. “Jesus, Ma, are you for real?”

“Don’t say that. And I’m serious. There’s a big masjid in Orlando that has a Chinese person on staff, a Hui like us. I saw a flyer on the bulletin board in the Chinese supermarket.”

“When was the last time you even stepped foot in a mosque?”

“Three years ago,” she said. “I went to one with your little aunt when I was visiting her in Henan. You know she’s become very devout in the last few years. She’s even applied to the Chinese government for permission to go to Mecca. And she prays five times a day, like clockwork.”

“Yeah, only because she found out she has cancer.”

My mom winced. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s true, though,” I said. “Didn’t you guys stop being Muslim during the Cultural Revolution because you were afraid of getting beat up by the Red Guards or something? That’s what Laolao and Laoye told me. And then Dad died, so you were born-again Christian for, like, five minutes because you thought that would help him get into heaven, and now you’re tossing turtles in a lake and praying to Buddha because you think that’s going to get me out of the shit I’m in. But it doesn’t work like that. Religion isn’t a buffet. You can’t diversify your portfolio by investing in multiple gods. You can’t be…”

There was no other word for it. “You can’t be so fucking Chinese about it, Ma.”

The car was silent. My mom was no longer looking at me; she was staring into the bushes at the end of the parking lot.

When she finally spoke, she said, “You know what’s going to get you out of the shit you’re in? A job.”



In the lobby, the Asian mom smiled at me. “I was hoping to get your advice on something.”

It was the first time I’d seen her since they checked in. She was wearing this formfitting lavender jacket, the sporty kind you go jogging in. “I’m thinking about going out for a walk.”

The clock on my desk said 02:27. I said, “Out by yourself?”

“I can’t sleep. My son and husband, they sleep like logs. But lucky me—I’m a lifelong insomniac.”

Then she said, “It looked like a busy block when we were driving around in the daytime. There’s that pizza place nearby. Lots of hotels and souvenir shops. But I just wanted to ask—do you find it safe, personally? You know, for people like us?”

There was a pause.

I said, “I would probably stay on the premises if I were you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t think you’d necessarily get mugged if you went out. This is a pretty safe area. It’s just—”

She finished the sentence for me. “It’s late.”

“It’s late.”

The mom nodded slowly. “I guess I’ll stay put, then. Thanks for the advice.”

She half turned, glancing at the brochure stand by the front desk, and that was when she noticed the pot of coffee sitting out. “Oh, look at that! Just what I was looking for.”

As she reached for a paper cup, I said, “That’s not decaf. Just a heads-up.”

“Oh, that’s sweet of you. But I’m way past that. Caffeine, decaf, melatonin, even prescription stuff—none of it makes a difference. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep for decades.”

She turned to face me. “I’m Korean. Well, Korean American, but also Korean Korean. My parents and I moved from Seoul to Massachusetts when I was eleven. We had this family joke that I never got over the jet lag. I nap during the day. At night, that’s when I’m wide awake. All of my best work, I’ve done at night.”

When she brought the cup to her lips and took a sip, I saw that her fingers were long, thin, and bare. No rings.

She said, “I know this might be strange, but would it be all right if I gave you a hug?”

“Um,” I said.

She didn’t wait for permission. She picked her way around the desk, stepping gingerly over a box of opened brochures, and wrapped her arms around me. My limbs froze; my brain went wheels up. I considered wriggling out of her grip. Clearing my throat and saying, Okay, thanks for that.

But I didn’t. She kept hugging me, the soft fleece of her lavender jacket pressed against my skin. Time seemed to move differently. Everything slowed down. She smelled faintly of pine trees and snow; the gurgling sound in the fish tank behind us was like a lullaby. When she finally let go of me and we looked into each other’s faces, something about her was different.

She was crying.

“Oh,” I said. My mind was still reeling. “Oh, um… are you okay?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m wonderful, actually. I’m just really happy right now.”

I passed her a tissue and watched as she blew her nose quietly and folded the used tissue neatly, into a square.

She said, “The reason I’m so happy is because I finally got to meet you. It wasn’t easy to track you down after you had deleted all of your social media accounts. I had to call a lot of hotels in Kissimmee before I found you at this one.”

It took a few seconds for the words to sink in.

“You were looking for me?”

“I was.”

“Are you a journalist?”

She shook her head.

“I’m not a journalist. I’m an artist. But more importantly, I’m a friend. To you. Because I have… I have been exactly where you’ve been, you know.”

I blinked at her.

“It’s why I came all the way to Florida, in fact. I came here to tell you that everything you’ve gone through, I have gone through. Every emotion you have experienced, every fear, every moment of despair—I’ve felt it. Because what happened to you? It also happened to me.”

She smiled at me, and I felt the hairs on my back stand up.

She knew. Fuck, she knew.

Everything about her was suddenly too close. Her hair, her breath, the warmth of her body through her lavender jacket. I got up from my chair and shoved it against the pigeonhole behind me; a stack of letters fell out with a clatter. She was still, quiet, watching me.

I said, “You also had a mental breakdown on the 6 Train, exposed yourself, and had the whole thing filmed by a reporter from the New York Gazette?”

Her voice got a little quiet. “No, I didn’t.”

“Then excuse my language, but how the fuck would you know?”

She nodded at my phone. “Look up the name Soyoung Kim—or, actually, don’t, there’s so many people with that name, the results are all muddied now. Search for ‘Cornell Hobo.’ Or ‘Homeless Heather.’ Read the first news article that comes up, and when you’re done, come have a coffee with me.”

I watched as she refilled her cup. She went to a chair in the lobby and sat. Her pale face was turned towards me, calm, waiting.

Against my better judgment, I followed her. I typed the words Cornell Hobo into my phone, and in that silence punctuated only by the occasional hiss and gurgle from the fish tank, I began to read.
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“I think I’ve heard of this story before,” I said.

“Oh, I don’t doubt it,” the mom said. “It’s turned into a bit of an urban legend in Asian circles. Did you hear about that crazy Korean girl who pretended to go to Cornell? She snuck into the dorms and pretended to go to class. It took the campus police five months to find her and kick her out.”

“So you’re the person from the article? You’re Soyoung Kim?”

“I was Soyoung Kim. Now I’m Sophia Moon.”

She said, “I changed my legal name soon after that, when I became a US citizen. Naturalization is one of the easiest ways to have your name changed, you know. Marriage is the other one. Without that, a lot of states make you jump through hoops. You have to take out an ad in the newspaper to announce that you’re changing your name. Which kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”

I said nothing. Sophia Moon leaned back in her chair.

“Do you want to hear about what happened to me after that story came out?”

After a pause, I said, “Yeah, I guess I do.”

She smiled at me. “Before that, why don’t we get a pizza first? I saw that the place next door is open twenty-four seven.”

Sophia made the call, one large, half mushroom, half pepperoni. She gave her credit card info over the phone. Then she put down her phone, crossed her legs, and looked at me. “You have a question.”

“I have several.”

“Go ahead—ask me anything. We have all night.”

There was a garland dangling from the mantel behind Sophia’s head, and it was dotted with plastic fish-shaped ornaments and tiny twinkling lights. Half of the lights were already dead. But in that moment, I had this feeling that I wasn’t sitting in the lobby of a horrifically decorated motel anymore. I was in Sophia’s home, in her confidence. I really could ask her anything and get a straight response.

The first question that came to mind was “How did you know to find me here?”

“I googled your name. It had been all over Twitter for hours at that point: your full name, where you worked, where you went to school, but it was no use emailing your work or school addresses. I had a hunch you were drowning in hundreds, if not thousands, of disgusting messages. There’s not a chance you would’ve seen anything in your inbox. And I was right, because a week later, you were fired from your internship at the law firm. And possibly expelled from Columbia, if I read it right.”

“They didn’t expel me,” I said. “They just… suggested that my best option was to drop out. There was no point in going anymore.”

Evenly, Sophia said, “You couldn’t become a lawyer after this.”

“I was supposed to go into IP law. When you’re an attorney, you’re an officer of the court. And your reputation has to be…”

She finished the thought for me. “Immaculate.”

Then she said, “I’m really sorry you won’t get to practice law. Having your lifelong dream ripped from you? It’s positively heartbreaking. There’s no other way to put it.”

It was obvious, what she’d said. It was bordering on saccharine.

But it wasn’t wrong.

A lot of people would have been devastated to trade their life in New York City for a hopeless existence in muggy Florida. Not even in Orlando proper, but a little no-nothing town on the outskirts of the Happiest Place on Earth, a miserable sprawl of gimmicky motels and faded billboards and dying palm trees. Orlando was the destination. Kissimmee was the place you passed through to get there. Disney tourists paused here just long enough to fill up the tank, take a dump, maybe lay their head for the night. Whatever we could wring from the wallet in their cargo shorts, we were grateful.

Of course I was one of those people. I was devastated. Yet strangely, I wasn’t disappointed. In a way, I’d even anticipated it, that worst-case scenario. Of course I couldn’t hack it in New York. Of course I’d ended up crawling back to the same place I’d worked at in high school, a pirate ship–themed motel with an enormous animatronic mermaid perched over the entrance, her tail wagging slowly and creakily, the color of her hair just a shade away from triggering a copyright-infringement claim from Disney. Every time my mom came home from one of her shifts, still coughing from the cleaning chemicals, wedging a hot-water bottle between her lower back and the couch cushion, she’d remind me that I had to fight for what I wanted. Fight to make the debate team. Fight for first chair in marching band. Fight for every college scholarship I could get my hands on. So I did: I went into every fight with my chest puffed up, my fists ready. I came out on top every time.

Except my legs never stopped shaking. They never found solid ground.

I said, “You still haven’t said how you found me.”

“Ah, right. Google. I found something on page ten of the results. There was no picture, so I couldn’t be sure it was you, but I had a feeling. It was a website blurb from your old high school from a few years ago, back when you won a writing competition in the tenth grade. Do you remember that?”

I shook my head. Sophia said, “It was a competition for all the high schools in Osceola County. You’d written an essay about what it was like working at the same motel as your mom, you being at the front desk while she was cleaning rooms in the back. The judges loved it. They said it was”—she used air quotes—“ ‘a thoughtful reflection on the immigrant experience through the lenses of language and privilege.’ ”

The competition had taken place at another high school on a Saturday morning. My mom had driven our only car to work, so I’d asked Mrs. Alvarez, our elderly neighbor, to give me a ride. In a classroom with concrete walls, we wrote our essays in thin blue booklets, heads down the entire time, the only sound in the air that of pens scratching on paper. When they announced the following day that I’d won first place, the sole prize was a paper certificate signed by some county official, but Mrs. Alvarez still insisted on taking me to Zaxby’s for celebratory fries and Sprites. The side of my right hand was still smudged with ink residue, and I had looked at the black marks over and over again in the booth, grinning to myself.

I said nothing, and Sophia said, “From that, I gleaned three things. One: You were originally from Kissimmee, Florida. Two: When you lived here, you used to work at the same motel as your mom. And three: You thought you were too good for a place like this.”

She picked up her coffee and took a sip. “Which is why I guessed that this was where you’d end up.”

My face burned.

I was on the verge of telling her to get fucked.

Except that’s when the pizza arrived.

Sophia gave the guy a cash tip. She set the box down on the table and opened it, and I had to admit it smelled fantastic. The grease was practically crawling all over the cardboard. Sophia passed me half of the stack of napkins. “Come on. Dig in. I always get hungriest this time of night.”

I had bitten off half a slice when she said, “I knew that you’d need a moment to crawl into a hole, lick your wounds after what happened on the subway. But I also knew that after that, you’d get back up and go back to work. Asian women like us? We don’t know how to sit at home and do nothing. I figured the easiest point of reentry for you was the motel in Kissimmee—but which one? Lucky for me, it only took about twenty calls. I just had to use the right voice. Call up the front desk and say, Hey, is Shelley working today? She was supposed to give me a ride to school. It was too easy. People were so quick to trust a voice on the phone, something they couldn’t see. That’s how I found out you were working the night shift at the Mermaid Inn.”

She nodded at the slice of melting cheese in her hand. “This is pretty good. Not as good as NYC pizza, obviously, but decent enough. Do you ever miss the pizza?”

“I have bigger things to worry about.”

“Your mom,” she said, “does she still work here, too?”

I got up, taking my cup with me, and walked around the corner to the bathroom, where I dumped the cold coffee in the sink. Then I went back to the coffee maker and poured myself a fresh cup. Sophia had stopped eating and was watching me, her face a little tense. I sat back down across from her.

I said, “I think you’re forgetting something. We’re not here to talk about me. We’re here for you to answer my questions about you.”

She looked at me for a moment, unblinking. Then her face relaxed a little, and she smiled. “Of course. Anything.”

“Why’d you pretend to go to Cornell?”

The question surprised me. But I genuinely wanted to know. “With me, at least it was spur-of-the-moment. But your shit was premeditated. You knew you were on thin ice the whole time. People could find you out at any moment. And you still stuck it out for, like, four months. Why?”

Sophia nodded. She didn’t seem offended.

“I suppose it just snowballed,” she said. “A small lie turned into a bigger lie turned into a bigger lie. At first, I just wanted to get my parents off my back. I didn’t want to go to college, at least not right away. I wanted to take a year off. See the world. Become an artist. But with my parents, that was never an option. It was the Ivy League or Stanford or nothing. I was my parents’ only child. I had the hopes and dreams of my entire family riding on my shoulders.

“I applied to all the Ivies, like they asked. Then it was decision season, and every day I got home from school, there was a flat little envelope in the mail waiting for me. Rejection, rejection, rejection. I hid them in my backpack, but I knew time was running out. So I downloaded a pirated copy of Photoshop and faked an acceptance letter. It was so beautiful, with the right emblems and fonts and colors and everything. Then I thought, Hang on—that was so ridiculously easy, I should just make another one. And I couldn’t stop. It was like this bad joke, or maybe even a performance. I showed them one letter after another, and they were so happy. They had nothing critical to say about me for the first time in my life. There was no Oh, you did a good job on this one thing, but you’re still bad at this other thing. I’d reached a pinnacle. A state of completion.

“I had to operate within the parameters of reason, of course. I wasn’t delusional enough to fake an acceptance from Harvard or Yale—but everything else was fair game. I don’t know why I chose Cornell, in the end. I think there must have been something at the subconscious level drawing me to it. Fate, even.”

I remembered the beat-up gray CORNELL sweatshirt, the guy quietly rolling three suitcases into the lobby. “Didn’t your husband go to Cornell?”

Sophia smiled. “He did. We met there the first week of orientation.”

There was something about the way she phrased things that irked me. Choosing the school. Going to Cornell. First week of orientation. Sitting here in front of me, all these years later, she still talked about that hot-air existence she had pantomimed like it was real. As if she’d actually gotten accepted. I said, “Does your husband know that you, uh…”

“Oh, he knows.”

Sophia answered without hesitation. Picking up another slice, she said, “My husband and our parents are the only people in the world who know that Sophia Moon used to be Soyoung Kim.”

“And the judge who granted your name change.”

“Well, that’s true. And now you do, too.”

“And he was cool with what you did? I mean, I assume he was a legit student there. Was it weird for him to find out?”

Sophia didn’t answer immediately. She was chewing on her pizza, looking thoughtful.

“He was kind about it,” she said. “But then again, Paul has always been a much better person than I.”

There was something in her expression I couldn’t figure out. But it made me believe her a little more.

I said, “How did you get into the dorms? The article said you didn’t have a student ID, as far as they could tell.”

Sophia made a face. “Oh, that. Social engineering at its simplest.”

“What do you mean?”

“Getting into dorms and libraries was easy. In a place like that, all you need is to be young, Asian, and dress the part. I had a backpack dangling from one shoulder, hoodie, flip-flops, the whole getup, and I’d hang out by the entrance, pretending to be on the phone. Whenever someone swiped their card, I would dawdle over with my phone to my ear and enter after them, like I was barely paying attention. Oh, thanks for getting the door. In four months, no one ever refused to hold the door open for me. All I had to do was act like I belonged.”

I didn’t want to show it, but I was impressed. The woman had… not balls, but what was it, exactly? Gumption. A certain swaggering resourcefulness. I tried to imagine myself sauntering into Columbia Law without having been admitted, slipping into seminars with a laptop, inserting myself into small group discussions. It would’ve taken a quality I didn’t possess.

She was fucking insane.

I said, “So what happened after you got caught by the police? After they kicked you out?”

Sophia looked down at her hands. Then she looked up at me.

“My parents drove all night from Brookline to Ithaca to pick me up. No one said a single word. When we got home, my dad carried my things into the house, and my mom closed the door and drew the curtains. I’ll let you use your imagination as to what happened next.”

All I could think of was “Fuck.”

“Yes,” she said, calm. “But it was a long time ago.

“They locked me in my bedroom for weeks, bringing meals to my door until I had convinced them that I wasn’t crazy in a dangerous way—just a sad way. Then one day, they let me out and put me on a plane. My mom and I traveled to Korea, except we didn’t stay in Seoul. We drove to a little town in the mountains, and there she took me to see a manshin. A Korean shaman woman. They’re said to have healing powers. They serve as bridges between the human world and the world of gods.”

“Did the manshin heal you?”

“What?”

Sophia raised her eyebrows, evidently surprised by the question. Then she laughed, soft and derisive.

“Of course she didn’t heal me! She was a fraud. They all were.”

She leaned forward in her seat, her hands clasped on the table. Her eyes were glistening again, boring into mine.

“No one healed me, not my parents, not the manshin. I healed me, Shelley. Have you ever heard of the Japanese art of kintsugi? When a ceramic jar shatters, they put it back together and trace over the fault lines with gold powder, emphasizing the imperfections. After I shattered, I doused myself in coats of paint and glaze until no one could see that there were cracks to begin with. I changed my name. I reinvented myself. I carved out a new life for myself, a career as an artist, a beautiful family, a home in New York. Don’t you see? I put myself back together. I did that. I made myself whole.”

She waited.

“No, that’s great,” I said. “You look very… very whole.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“It’s not that.”

She cocked her head, a little quizzical, and I said, “I do believe that you are who you say you are. It’s not about that. It’s more—so what? So you fucked up twelve years ago and ruined your reputation. And now you’re living in Hoboken and you have a family and a career. What are you trying to say to me, exactly? That I shouldn’t give up and it’s all going to be okay in the end? Because you didn’t need to drive all the way down from Jersey to deliver that message. You could have just called. Saved yourself a lot of gas.”

“Oh, no,” Sophia said, “that’s not my message at all.”

Her face had grown serious. A little ridge had formed between her brows, and in the dim lighting, there was something deep and eerie about her eyes. They were utterly focused on me. I couldn’t look away.

She said, “I drove all the way down from Jersey to tell you three things. The first one being: You’re not crazy. You were never crazy.”

“Okay.”

“The second thing is that the universe owes you a debt. What happened to you—what is happening to you—doesn’t make sense. There’s something very, very wrong here that needs to be fixed.”

My mouth was dry.

“As for the third thing,” Sophia said, “it’s good news, actually. Because I’m here. And I’m going to help you get what you deserve.”



The biggest lie the New York Gazette published about the worst day of my life, among many others, was that I was arrested by MTA police as a result of The Incident and led from the 6 Train in handcuffs. I was not arrested. On July 7, 1992, responding to a group of activists who challenged New York State’s penal laws as discriminatory and unconstitutional, the New York Court of Appeals ruled that women were—incredibly—now permitted to exist while shirtless in public. In this, I was afforded a basic human right long enjoyed by my grandfather, who, when he was alive, liked to scrunch up his sweat-stained cotton tank tops all the way past his nipples whenever our AC conked out on a sweltering Florida day. I was born exactly one month after the court of appeals’ ruling was issued. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.

Another lie the Gazette peddled (and again, there were many) was that I was fired from my internship for what I’d done. I was not fired. The morning after The Incident, after Twitter had identified me as Shelley Hu, 2L student at Columbia Law and summer associate with the Midtown firm Ingram, Russo & McAllister—after I had silenced my phone and set all of my social media accounts to private—I had sat down at my kitchen table and started writing an email to my boss, Gene Struzik, to ask if I could work remotely for the next few days. But Katharine from HR had beaten me to it.

For one week, I was placed on something called administrative leave while IRM investigated my behavior during The Incident. During this time, the video sprouted legs and ran a marathon around the country. It was just too goddamn good. Too emblematic of the national zeitgeist in the months leading up to the election. A middle-aged, well-dressed white woman on the NYC subway, going head-to-head with a younger, slightly less well-dressed Asian woman, the two of them embroiled in a virulent yet shapeless argument no one could make heads or tails of.

They tried, of course. It earned write-ups in The New York Times and Slate. The Atlantic published a five-thousand-word think piece on the intersection of race, gender, and polarization in modern-day America, as reflected through the microcosm of one powder keg moment on a packed Manhattan subway car. That was the classier coverage I got. Fourteen-year-olds on YouTube dubbed me the New York Subway Naked Lady. The video launched a thousand reaction videos, and the things we said were parodied and auto-tuned. In the comments section of online news articles, people diagnosed me with a spectrum of mental illnesses ranging from schizophrenia to bipolar disorder. And worst of all: Though the original, uncensored video was removed from Twitter, it soon made the rounds on sketchy porn websites, the kind that didn’t have any English and was hosted on servers in faraway countries. The kind that was impervious to takedown notices.

Eight days after The Incident, I tendered my resignation to IRM. By this time, no one from the firm or Columbia was talking to me, not even to send texts laced with false concern (hey girl! just wanted to see how you’re holding up), and I spent my days lying on the couch of my studio apartment, crying, hyperventilating, drinking cheap sour wine, eating tortilla chips, and watching old episodes of Parks and Rec. A week later, I dropped out of Columbia Law.

Six years earlier, as the salutatorian of my high school class, I’d been accepted to five colleges. I ended up going to UF because it was the only place my mom could afford to send me. It was 2010, the height of the financial crisis, and we spent our lives fortifying ourselves against the outside forces that could break us. Staying in-state was real. Studying prelaw was real. Getting a job in UF’s fundraising office, cold-calling alumni for donations, that was real. It was bricks on a house, laying down a steady foundation.

New York wasn’t real.

New York was mirrored skyscrapers and cold faces and steam rising out of manhole covers on the street, swallowing up the pedestrians like stage fog.

The hard yellow-and-orange benches in the subway car. The floor warm and filthy and sticky under my bare skin. Legs and feet, sneakers and sandals and beautiful ballerina flats, all shrinking out of the way as my limbs flailed. My nude-colored bra lying next to a metal pole, facing upright as if someone had posed it all delicate. The scream. The scream. People had their hands covering their ears. People were saying, Stop it, hey, stop it, lady, that’s enough.

It wasn’t until I tasted blood in my throat that I realized the scream had been coming from me.



Once I had made a new pot of coffee, I brought it over to the table and poured it for both of us. Sophia took hers with a lot of cream and sugar. The off-white powder crumbled in her cup like chalk, and she stirred it with one of those little red plastic straws. I had the feeling that this was pond water compared with the coffee she usually drank. It had started to drizzle outside; behind us, I could hear the rain drumming on the window.

I said, “You said you could help me get what I deserve.”

“I did.”

“What does that mean? What I deserve?”

“It means that there is a karmic imbalance,” she said, “and I want to help you claim the things you are owed.”

I opened my mouth, but she held up a finger, preempting me. “Let me be up front with you, though. I can’t help you get your old life back. Unless you find a way to turn back time, erase the memories of everyone who saw that video—that life you had in New York five months ago is gone. It’s never coming back.”

There was a stinging sensation at the back of my nose. My vision was foggy. To steady myself, I took a big gulp of coffee and cleared my throat. Then I said, “So if I can’t get my life back, then what… what can I get?”

She smiled at me.

“The right to come back as a new person. To start again.”

“So, what, I should change my name?”

Sophia waved a hand, dismissive. “Changing your name is nothing. A simple legal procedure. What I can do for you—what you are capable of—is so much more than that.”

She was quiet for a moment, tracing the bottom of her cup with a finger. I waited.

Then I heard her say, “I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told anyone, not for a very, very long time. The thing is—I’m Chinese, too.”

My brain short-circuited. Instinctively, my eyes ran back over her face, her eyes, reappraising the way her features fit together. I said, “Didn’t you just say you were Korean, like, five minutes ago?”

She inclined her head. “I am Korean. And I’m Chinese. Is it really so difficult to imagine that someone could straddle multiple identities at once? I would think you of all people would understand.”

That was when it finally clicked. I put down my coffee.

“Hang on,” I said, “so you’re—”

“Chosonjuk. Korean Chinese. My ancestors were forced to move from Korea to northeastern China in the nineteen thirties, when the Japanese invaded. I spent most of my childhood in a small village a few miles outside Yanji with my grandparents.”

“I thought you said you were from Seoul.”

“I said that I moved from Seoul,” Sophia said. “An important semantic distinction.”

She was quiet again, gazing into her coffee. A moment passed before she said, “Do you know what it was like to grow up Korean in China? For me, it all comes back in bits and pieces now. Not a complete story; just fragments. I remember working with my halmeoni in her little brick house, helping her brine cabbage leaves in jars to make kimchi in our cellar. I remember going to school one day and an older student tying a red scarf around my neck, and the teachers saying, Now you’re all brand-new members of the Communist Youth League. There used to be a strange woman in my village who never left her house and spoke to no one. People said that she had escaped from North Korea by swimming across the Yalu River, and that a man from our village had bought her as his bride because she had nowhere else to go. One day she was gone, and we joked that she’d been arrested and sent back to North Korea. Why did we say things like that? We were just children. And already we had an astonishing capacity for cruelty in our bones.”

She smiled at me, and I was struck by how sad her expression was: an ageless sadness I had only seen in the faces of my mom, my grandmother.

“I didn’t have a father, either. He was a drunk, I heard. He’d disappeared by the time I was born. My mother left me with her parents and moved to Korea to find work, the way many Chosonjuk did. The way many still do. South Koreans look down on people like us, as you can imagine. They think we’re Chinese country trash. That our accents are strange. That we deserve only the dirtiest and most thankless jobs. My mother cleaned nursing homes. She nannied other people’s children. She found a job caring for the sick wife of a South Korean businessman, and a month after his wife died, she married him. She was always a highly pragmatic person, my umma. She must have sunk her claws into him well before his wife died—a young, beautiful, healthy body, always eager to cook for him, clean for him, warm his bed in the way his dying wife no longer could. How could he have looked away? A few years after that, she was able to send for me to come live with them in that glittering city. I became a Seoulite. I became a real Korean, you could even say.”

We were both quiet.

“Sounds like your mom made a lot of sacrifices for you,” I said.

“She did, didn’t she? And so did yours.”

Sophia leaned towards me.

“The thing about your mom and my mom—the thing about you and me, Shelley—is that we will never have a stroke of luck in our lives. Just by being born as Asian women, we’ve drawn the short end of the stick. You and I, we have to fight for our places in a world where we will never have anyone to lift us up, never have anything to fall back on. If we succeed, we’re expected to bring up a host of others with us. But if we fail—we get nothing. No forgiveness. No second chances. No unconditional love. We fall back into the abyss, and we don’t get to come back.”

My mouth was dry as I watched her. There was a faint ringing in my ears.

Then I heard her say, “But what if I told you I could bring you back?”

The air in the lobby had become still.

“I can build you back, piece by piece, brick by brick, until you become the person you were always meant to become, just like I did. I can save you from this life and help you create a new one. A life where you can step out of the night and walk freely under the sun, without shame, without humiliation, without the fear of being judged for something you had done in a past life. Can you imagine that? A new beginning. All it takes is a yes.”

Sophia reached across the table then, and she touched my face. She held her left hand against my cheek and cupped it.

“Tell me,” she said. “What really happened in that subway car?”

Her voice was so gentle. But it broke me. I opened my mouth, and in the next moment I was bawling, churning, gasping for air. I could feel her arms close in around me; her pine cone smell was everywhere. She ran her fingers through my hair. “Tell me, darling,” she said. “Tell me how it feels.”

Between the hiccups, I managed to get some words out. They came out as gasps and sputters.

“It was so unfair. It was s-so unfair.”

“I know. I know it was.”

“I know—I know I was being a bitch that day. I was wrong. But she was—she was so mean. I had already had a b-b-bad day and I…”

“You were a bitch,” Sophia said, “and you were wrong.”

Her voice was no longer soothing. It was cold, and I looked up at her, startled, dazed. “What?”

“You were those things, yes. I watched the video many times. This is what happened, as best as I could tell: It was a quarter to eleven on a Thursday morning. You were sitting on the 6 Train, in the seat closest to the door. You had a large purse and a duffel bag taking up the seat next to you; beyond that, there was another empty seat, and there was a man in the seat next to that.

“A white woman got on at some point, before the video started. She asked you to move your things from the seat next to you. You told her she could sit in the free seat between your things and the man. She refused and again asked for the seat next to you. She said, Did you buy two tickets for the subway? Why do you think you’re entitled to take up two seats? and you said, Leave me alone, oh my God, just shut the fuck up and leave me alone. Neither of you would acquiesce to the other. It escalated into a screaming match, which was when a reporter from the New York Gazette named Auggie Flores decided to film the encounter and post it to Twitter. Do I have the facts right?”

The woman had worn burgundy pants.

They were deep and dark, the color of wine, and they fanned out at the bottom, fell elegantly over her open-toed leather heels. As she shouted at me, I had looked down at her pearly pink toenails and imagined bringing my foot down on them. The way her bones would crunch under my heel. The ring of green-and-purple bruising that would form. She’d have to hobble around for weeks.

I said, “She didn’t want to sit next to the homeless guy.”

“The homeless guy?”

“The guy next to the open seat. He was quiet, not bothering anybody. But he reeked. And she didn’t want to sit next to him—that’s why she asked me to move my stuff.”

“Why didn’t you?”

It was the way she had asked. No preamble, no Sorry, do you mind? I had heard her step onto the train, clack clack clack, then her heels coming to a stop. Scanning the seats between me and the homeless guy. The loud, clear, commanding voice. Someone who was used to getting what she wanted. Can you move your stuff?

And she had seen the tears on my face when I looked up, the snot snaking from my nostrils. Had I even said anything to her in response? I remembered shaking my head dumbly, I’m not here, I’m not listening, don’t talk to me.

And then she had raised her voice and asked again.

Can you move your stuff?

“I wanted to make her sit next to the homeless guy,” I said.

“Of course you did,” Sophia said.

Her arms were still around my shoulders. She reached up and nudged back the hair that had gotten wet and clumped across my face. Her touch was like a feather.

She said, “Do you know who that woman was?”

I shook my head.

“Her name is Amy Cloverfield,” she said, “and she’s a vice president at an advertising agency in Chelsea called Meek LeClerc.”

Amy Cloverfield.

I had thought of her every day for the last four months. Sometimes I saw her in passing delusions, those burgundy pants swishing for a millisecond before vanishing into the air. I heard her voice, at first in my head, then in the room all around me, even in the dead of night.

Can you move your stuff?

Hello? Hello? Excuse me. I’m talking to you.

Did you buy two subway tickets? What makes you think you’re entitled to take up two seats?

No, I don’t want that seat. I want this seat.

Do not yell at me. No, excuse me. Excuse me. Do not raise your voice at me. Do not tell me to shut up.

We can stand here all day. Oh, we can absolutely go at this all day. I’m more than happy to oblige.

Jesus, what is your problem? Do you not speak English? What part of “you can’t take up two seats on the subway” do you not understand?

I’m racist? I’m racist? Oh, that is laughable. That’s absurd. I literally traveled around the world to China to adopt my daughter. I’ve been a registered Democrat for thirty-five years. I sit on the board of a charity that helps underfunded inner-city schools. But please, go ahead and call me racist.

Where do you work? I want to know where you work. I want to know your name, I want to know the name of your employer. I think they’d be very interested in hearing about this.

I said, “How did you find out who she was?”

Again, Sophia waved her hand. “It was easy.”

She started typing on her phone. “In the video, she was carrying a branded tote bag. I took a screenshot of the logo and upped the contrast. It was from a professional association called New York Women in PR. I looked at their website, and voilà—she was a former chapter president from 2013 to 2014. Her picture was on the About page.”

She showed me the screen, and I saw the same woman smiling at me from a group photo, her reddish-brown hair cut into a shapely bob. She wore a green piece of jade around her neck, and when she smiled, as she did in the photo, she was vaguely attractive: Her jaw was a little square, her front teeth a little big, but her eyes were pretty. They burned bright. Steady.

Just seeing her face set something off inside me. I felt sick. I turned my head and brushed the phone away. “Okay.”

“How does it feel, seeing her?”

After a pause, I said, “Not good.”

Sophia nodded. She ran her hand over my hair again.

She said, “It’s not fair, is it?”

I looked up at her.

“You’re right about what you said earlier. You were a bitch. You lost your temper at her. You were wrong to take up two seats on the train. But you paid for what you did. You lost your career, your reputation, your future. You were wrong, and you paid the price a hundred times over. But what about her? She saw that you were crying. Distraught. She should have deduced that you were having a bad day. And yet she barked at you, she got in your face, she pushed and pushed and pushed until you snapped. Why did she get to do that?”

Sophia’s eyes had become pools.

“You were humiliated in front of the entire world, Shelley. But have you ever asked yourself why she walked away from this encounter with no consequences, no disastrous Google search results, no shameful memories keeping her up at night? Why did Amy Cloverfield get to simply walk away?”

The last remaining lights on the garland were beginning to dim. I watched one of them struggle to keep the spark going, sputtering a few times, before it finally gave out.

In a small voice, I said, “Yeah, but she didn’t make me take off my shirt.”

“No,” Sophia said, “but your boss did, didn’t he?”

It was a visceral reaction. I jumped in my chair, jerked the whole thing back, and it almost knocked her to the floor. But she held on, and she collected herself. She took the other chair and dragged it over to my side and took a seat, still holding on to my arm.

I couldn’t look at her. I said, “How did you… how did you…”

“New York can be a village sometimes.”

Then she said, “Paul has a colleague who used to work at Ingram. You were interning for Gene Struzik, weren’t you? He has a reputation.”

I couldn’t feel my fingertips. Sophia took one of my hands in both of hers, and she rubbed it, breathing life back into it.

“He has…” I tried to say, and my voice was a rasp. “He has a reputation?”

Sophia nodded, and I closed my eyes. My vision had become blurred by tears.

“Fuck,” I said. “I didn’t… I didn’t know. No one at the firm said anything. No one warned me.”

“Why would they? Most people don’t care. If anything, they were happy to see it happen. There’s something about a bright young woman, someone who’s untarnished by the ugliness of the world. People want to see her tarnished. They want to see her taken down a peg, the uppity bitch.”

“We’d just come back from DC that morning,” I began, and I could hear the tremor in my voice. “It was a—a work trip.”

“Go on,” she said, gentle. “What happened in DC?”

And finally—finally—I told her about Gene.

Gene Struzik. My old boss at Ingram, Russo & McAllister. The IP law juggernaut. The star senior counsel who was slated to make partner in just two more years.

By the second week of my internship in Gene’s practice, I had started feeling uneasy. Like something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. Because Gene and I had gotten along famously. We’d had our getting-to-know-you lunch at an upscale hotel restaurant, and he’d goaded me into ordering a fancy bottle of wine, flashing his company card and saying, Daddy Loic’s buying. (Loic was one of the partners.) I’d gotten comfortable teasing him about his cycling gear, the bright orange helmet and lime-green vest that he wore biking into work each day. We’d hang in his office and shoot the shit over beers, decompressing after a long client meeting. More than once, he made me listen to him strum on his guitar.

But then things started to change.

Gene started bringing up conversation topics that ranged from the debatably innocuous to the decidedly intrusive. Whether I had a boyfriend—or a girlfriend, he wasn’t one to judge—at school. Whether I might find fellow Asians less sexually attractive because they presumably reminded me of my relatives. Whether I thought women truly derived any pleasure from giving blow jobs (asked drunkenly and earnestly just before he’d put me in a taxi home after a work happy hour).

Of course I’d talked to HR. I went and sat in Katharine Browne’s office, head down, hands in my lap, shaking, the qualifications pouring out of me nervously. I could be wrong, of course. I could be reading too much into it. I don’t want him to be fired or punished or anything, obviously. Katharine had promised me they’d look into it. I want you to know we are taking what you’ve shared very seriously, she’d said that day, handing me a tissue across her desk. And I will be sure to keep you updated on next steps.

Three weeks later, walking back to our hotel rooms after a long day of meetings in Arlington, Virginia, Gene had come up behind me and pinned me against my door. It was just like how Sophia had described it: The memories existed only in fragments. I remembered the wetness of his breath, the sour taste of booze, the slippery feeling of his tongue in my mouth. I remembered standing frozen, my back against the door, the peephole digging into the back of my head. I remembered the ugly geometric pattern of the carpet that stretched all the way down the corridor, navy-blue abstract circles on flat beige. When I closed my eyes, they were burned into the back of my skull.

I remembered laughing. Okay, I remembered saying. Okay. Okay.

And Gene saying, Come on, you’re not going to invite me in?

And I had laughed and laughed and laughed like he’d said the funniest thing in the world. Sorry, I had said. Sorry, I actually have a headache. I’m feeling a little bit sick today. I’m so sorry. And I’d kept on apologizing even after the door had closed behind me, even after I’d clicked the lock into place. See you tomorrow, Gene. Have a good night.

On the flight back to New York, Gene had rested his hand on my knee. You know, he’d said, I’m not usually drawn to women with short hair. It’s just not very feminine, in my opinion. But you’re just—look, my wife is Asian, too. I have a weakness, I’ll admit that. And if I did anything that was untoward or made you feel a certain way, you have my apology.

And he’d said, If word of this gets back to the office, it’s going to make things difficult for you in a way that you don’t want it to be. I want you to take some time and really think about that.

I had thought about it, sitting next to Gene on that eighty-six-minute flight.

And three hours after that, I’d boarded the 6 Train.

“I wish I had murdered him back at that hotel,” I said.

“Do you?”

I sighed. “No. No, of course not. It’s just…”

I trailed off, and Sophia squeezed my hand. “No need to explain,” she said. “I get it.”

She took a deep breath, and suddenly, she had become small, fragile. She reminded me of myself.

“I’m so sorry, Shelley,” she said. “That never should have happened. Not to you. Not to anyone. I wish… I wish I could turn back time for you. I wish I could take it all away.”

We were both quiet, listening to the hiss of the fish tank.

“The thing is,” Sophia said, “I know it’s strange that I’m here.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, I mean it. I know how it looks. You must think I’m crazy, driving all the way down here from New Jersey just to talk to you. You must think I’m some kind of lunatic stalker.”

“It’s okay,” I said again, and I meant it. “You know what it’s like.”

She nodded, and a thought occurred to me then, surprising me in how certain, how complete, it was. “You’ve… you’ve done this before, haven’t you? You’ve helped someone else. Someone like me.”

I thought I saw something in her eyes, a fog, a passing haze. She nodded again.

“It was years ago,” she said. “A friend from art school. Her name was Casey—or it had been in the before. She’d moved to San Antonio to be with her partner after graduation; we’d lost touch. And one night, out of the blue, I got a call from her, whispering on the other end. She was sobbing, hysterical, hiding in the bathroom. Could I come and get her? I was on a plane three hours later.

“I set up a private space for her to sleep in our apartment—we lived in the East Village back then. I helped her file a restraining order, change her name, land a job at the same ad agency where I was working as a designer. By the end of the following month, she’d moved into her own place. She was back on her feet, happy, living a new life.”

“How’s she doing now?”

“Good, I think. I haven’t seen her for a long time, not since I had a baby and left the agency to go freelance. When you become a mother, friendships erode. People drift away. But I know she’s in a much better place now.”

I nodded. I felt her hand tighten around mine again; her lips were open, eager, hesitant. I waited for her to speak.

She said, “Can I tell you the truth? The whole truth, and you won’t judge me for it?”

“Yeah.”

Sophia picked up the coffeepot and refilled my cup. She handed it to me, and I took a sip, but I was barely paying attention. I was hanging on to her every word.

“The truth is,” she said, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you after I saw you in that video. Most people watched that video and saw a crazy woman who was having a mental breakdown. But I saw you. I saw the pain that was inside you, and I could feel it. It was the same thing I felt twelve years ago, when I was just as alone and helpless as you are now. It was the same thing I heard in Casey’s voice the night she called me.

“You’ve taken the long and steady road your entire life, haven’t you? You were a first-generation college student, not legacy admissions. You got every job, internship, and interview through applying cold, not knowing anyone on the inside. You never cheated, never called in favors, never screwed someone else over so that you could get ahead. You had one bad day. One. And you lost everything over it. How could that happen? How is that fair?”

My hands were shaking. I pushed the cup away, my eyes still trained on her.

“And you know what’s the worst part? The three people who’d made your life hell—Gene Struzik, Amy Cloverfield, Auggie Flores—will never get what’s coming to them. Haven’t the events of the last month taught you anything, Shelley? There’s no accountability for men. There’s no accountability for people in places of power. There is no justice for people like us.”

Sophia squeezed
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