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Praise for Boring Asian Female

‘Canwen Xu’s Boring Asian Female is a compulsively readable
debut, propelled by sharp writing and pitch-perfect pacing.
Smart, engaging, and thought-provoking, it offers a fresh take on
ambition, envy, and the price of success’

Jean Kwok, New York Times bestselling author of
The Leftover Woman

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

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

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

Isabel Banta, author of Hozey
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PROLOGUE

HE ALWAYS SUSPECTED SHE WOULD die young, She often dreamed
Sof 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
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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

E WOULDN’T STOP STARING AT her legs.

While the rest of the fifty or so potential donors at least
pretended to be enamored by Eunjins 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
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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,
wondered if I was just overthinking it.

Schoenbackler’s assistant had invited Eunjin to perform after
emailing the music departmentat 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 Otrchestra’ 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. '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
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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 7he 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
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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 7he 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 eatly to Columbia and
got in. When the news spread among the eighty or so seniors in
our graduating class that I had gotten into an Ivy League, even
Georgiana Van Aartsen was impressed. I think it was the only time
she ever acknowledged my existence outside of a group project
or the conversational portion of Advanced Placement Spanish
class. ‘I heard you’re moving to New York, she said. “That’s cool.”
I too thought it was cool. I could already picture the glamour —
nights out at clubs with fake IDs, parties in brown-stones under
swanky chandeliers, and, of course, private fundraising events at
art galleries.

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

But then, I stumbled upon some less-than-ideal information.
The salaries for Columbia graduates were okay, but not stellar.
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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 7he 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
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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. Eatlier in the night, I had discovered
that I could judge the importance of each guest by the extent of
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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. 1
would also be someone whom Arnold would have to woo.

At the end of the night, Schoenbacklet’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
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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 gol They’re waiting for us, and Gina gave us an
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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.
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‘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 bo#h of your biological parents
are Asian. I'm not saying you guys don’t have problems — sorry,
yall 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
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South Dakota I was uncool because I was a nerd and wasn’t white.
At Columbia I was uncool because 1 was not rich and was from
South Dakota.

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

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

‘Doesn’ther 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’
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