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FOR MY FAMILY AND FELLOW BLOBS




CHAPTER ONE

It’s May, freshly turned and drizzling, when I find the blob outside a dive bar. A beige gelatin splotch the size of a dinner plate sits next to a trash can, tucked between glass shards and chewed gum. It reminds me of the slime I made as a kid with my brother: a concoction of Elmer’s glue, baking soda, shaving cream, contact lens solution, food coloring, and water. Before Alex abandoned me for the neighborhood boys with their N64s and X-Men cards, we spent hours sticking it on each other and peeling it off.

“You’re a monster,” we would say.

The blob looks like those times when we made the mixture too liquidy and the whole thing slipped from our hands and disintegrated on the kitchen floor. I bend down to get a closer look and make out a mouth and eyes. Its lips form a downturned crescent moon, an exaggerated frownie face. Two beady black eyes look up at me, no eyelids.

“Shit,” I say. This thing isn’t slime.

I take a picture of the creature on my phone, reverse-search the photo, and an animal called a blobfish appears on my screen. There are some similarities; it’s about twelve inches long, and seems to lack bones and teeth. The problem is, blobfish are native to Australia and live a thousand meters underwater. It shouldn’t be in a landlocked midwestern college town.

I shiver through my thin jacket. The street behind me is empty—it’s too early for Friday revelers. A knotty branch sticks out from the bushes, and I grab it. Without questioning my instinct, I return to the blob and extend the stick. Gently, I poke. The wood meets flesh without any resistance. I push deeper, and the stick glides through the blob. I’ve gone too far, made myself a blob kebab, but when I pull back, there’s no puncture wound. I poke again and see the blob flinching away from the intrusion, forming a tunnel of open space to avoid the stick. I stumble back, regretting my encroachment.

“What are you?” I ask.

I receive no response.

FIFTEEN HOURS EARLIER, I stood behind the front desk of the hotel right off the highway. My job is to answer the phone and say “Start your experience at Hillside Inn and Suites. This is Vi,” using a phone voice that’s half spa receptionist and half sex worker. I like this greeting. It sets low expectations, promising nothing helpful or enlightening from the phone call or subsequent hotel stay. All we can give is an “experience.”

I work the 6:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. shift. Rachel, my front desk co-attendant, doesn’t have to get in until 9:00 a.m. because she started a month before me and has seniority. Both of us are twenty-four-year-old “townies,” born and bred minutes from the college we would end up attending. In the two years since we started this job, Rachel graduated with a degree in acting and I dropped out of a biochemistry program. I instantly forgot everything I ever knew about organic compounds and covalent bonds, but Rachel still takes small acting gigs and talks about moving to LA. She books the annual local theater production—this year it’s Grease—and more than a few quinceañeras.

Rachel walked into work with two coffees from the strip-mall Starbucks across the street.

“Good morning,” she said, and smiled at me with the whitest teeth I’ve ever seen in real life. I’ve debated asking if she uses whitening strips or has invested in veneers, but I don’t want her to know that I look at her so closely.

Rachel and I never met before getting this job. Our high schools were on the opposite sides of town—I went to Westside and she went to Pinewood—and I can say with some degree of certainty that we ran in different crowds.

“Morning,” I said.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“It’s going.”

I grabbed one of the coffees from her without saying thank you or offering to pay. We repeat this interaction every day with minor deviations. According to the Hillside employee handbook, daily rituals are important to maintaining professional workplace friendships.

Before Hillside Inn and Suites, I’d never held a job for more than three months. The summer before college I spent a few weeks in a ten-square-foot parking booth with no air-conditioning. My entire job was taking money and pushing a button to let cars in and out. I got fired for running to the Dunkin’ Donuts to go to the bathroom and trapping an angry zigzag line of cars in the lot. While pursuing my doomed biochemistry studies, I worked in an animal science laboratory, injecting piglets with the common cold. As karma for this violence, the piglets peed and shit constantly, so I spent most of my time cleaning up feces slurries from the lab floors. I only lasted two months before I got too attached to piglet number twelve and protested by refusing to show up for three shifts in a row. By comparison, this job’s not bad. In fact, it almost suits me.

As I sipped coffee, Rachel checked tasks off the manager’s to-do list with a militant cheerfulness. She listened to the voicemail and returned a call I’d missed from a mother trying to book a room for her daughter’s college graduation two years in advance. She watered the dying spider plants in the lobby and checked on the indoor pool. She chatted with handyman Rich about the weather as he measured the pool chemicals. She’s too perfect, one of those tall strawberry-blond white girls so overeager and performative, you can’t wait to see them crack. I hadn’t yet seen Rachel stumble. She fake-laughed at Rich as he pretended to fall into the pool. Through the window, she saw me watching. I looked away, turned back to my solitaire match, and found I’d run out of time to make my next move.

I’D FINISHED SOLITAIRE and moved on to online Scrabble when a twentysomething couple approached the desk, the man’s arm wrapped around the woman’s waist like they were competing in a three-legged race. He was built like a swimmer, with gym shorts that rode low on his hips and a Cubs hat on backward. Her high ponytail was secured with a pink scrunchie. They looked wholesome enough to be in a life insurance commercial. I wasn’t surprised when the conjoined creature made its way to Rachel’s register, even though mine was closer.

“We have a block of rooms reserved. Jenkins wedding?” the man said.

Pink Scrunchie squeezed his bicep, and I caught the glitter of a giant diamond on her finger.

“Congratulations,” Rachel said, flashing her perfect teeth as she searched the computer for their rooms. “We’re glad to have you here.… Okay, we’ve got you on the third floor, and I’ll put you a few rooms away from the elevator because they can get pretty noisy.”

The man smiled back at Rachel, and something tightened in my throat. It wasn’t just the smile that reminded me of Luke. It was the tilt of his head, the squareness of his jaw, the easy way he stood with his shoulders back. Rachel was still talking about room selection, so I interrupted—there aren’t any rooms next to the elevator, anyway, just supply closets.

“Do you know someone named Luke Meyer?”

Everyone went silent. The man, presumably Mr. Jenkins, turned to me with surprise.

“No,” he said, slowly.

“I think you two could be related.”

Pink Scrunchie exchanged confused glances with Rachel.

“Because your tooth, the right incisor”—I tried to point it out with my pen, but Mr. Jenkins flinched away—“it’s pointed and has a notch. Identical to someone I know.”

When Luke and I were still together, I used to run my pinkie across the sharp edge, tug at his receding hairline till it stood up on its own. I liked his irregularities; they seemed to contradict Alex’s decree that Luke was “the most generic white man in the world.” Sometimes I messed with the tooth when he slept, half hoping he’d bite down and break skin. He never did.

“It’s like you keep mistaking me for someone else,” Luke said once toward the end, a week before he broke up with me, when every conversation was charged with significance and every question was a metaphor: Were we out of Oreos? Had the milk soured? Who killed the supposedly unkillable African violet? His accusation struck me as ironic. It was clear to me by then that Luke was the one who woke up every morning hoping I’d transformed.

Under the bright lights of the Hillside Inn and Suites front desk, I realized I’d been silent too long. I had just asked an absurd question, and my pen was still hanging, accusatory and flaccid, in the air.

Mr. Jenkins looked me up and down. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Something about the question and the look of annoyance on his face broke the illusion. He wasn’t Luke, not a cousin or a stepbrother of Luke’s, he was just a guy with a pointed tooth. A guest who wanted to put his bags down.

“Nothing. My mistake,” I said.

“Can we just have the keys to our room?” Pink Scrunchie said to Rachel.

“Of course.”

Rachel’s cheeks were red, but her hands were steady as she swiped their room cards and checked them into the online system.

“You’re all set. We have complimentary breakfast from seven to ten a.m.,” she says.

Usually we tell guests about the pool and the business center, the toiletries available upon request, and the twenty-four-hour security, but they were already halfway across the room, no longer physically intertwined, walking with four distinct feet.

“Best wishes for your wedding,” Rachel called out as they slipped through the sliding doors toward the elevator. Pink Scrunchie lifted a hand in acknowledgment.

“What was that?” Rachel asked me.

Even embarrassed, there was a part of her that loved this. Every crisis needs a savior, and no one plays the part better than Rachel.

“Nothing,” I said.

I felt her gaze on my profile, full of pity and moral superiority. I ignored her and played the word JOUST against the Intermediate Computer for 28 points. The phone rang three times, and Rachel answered it. Someone on the fifth floor had requested extra towels.

“Okay, well, I’m here if you need to talk,” Rachel said, clutching the freshly laundered linen to her chest.

As soon as she left, I opened Facebook for the first time in a year. I ignored the fifty-five red notifications that I was sure were inspirational messages from my mother and typed his name in the search bar in all caps: LUKE MEYER. I wanted to see his photos—I’d taken most of the ones on his page. It embarrassed him to be photographed, but I loved looking at him through a camera lens, his face placid and calm like a mountain reflected in a lake. I wanted to remind myself that I would still recognize him if he walked through the door, that he’s specific—not just a conglomeration of every other man. But when I clicked on his name, his page wasn’t visible. Only his profile picture, a shot I took from the grass as he stood over me, just his silhouette against a blue sky. He had unfriended me.

I MET LUKE when he was a freshman and I was a sophomore, still pretending to be a scientist. I poured liquids back and forth between beakers in the lab, and during bathroom breaks I googled things I should’ve learned in high school biology. What’s the role of RNA in DNA transcription? What does the mitochondria do again? I was a fraud, and I couldn’t even blame my misery on parental pressure. My dad is the opposite of any Asian parent stereotype. He’s forgetful and preoccupied, has never once looked at my grades. Before his retirement, he spent his days and nights behind a computer screen developing programs for the university’s admissions office, and now, without work, he spends most days outside with his hands in the dirt, growing award-winning tomatoes. My mom is midwestern white and supportive to a fault. I once called her after failing an exam that I admitted I hadn’t studied for, and she sent an email to the professor railing against the unfairness of exams as measurements of academic success. What innovation has ever come from the blind memorization of the Krebs cycle? she wrote. He caved and bumped me to a C-minus.

I didn’t meet Luke in lab, though. We met in the laundry room of the dorm we both lived in, known for housing the quiet nerdy kids. Not the cool misfits who connected over their shared weirdness, but the truly socially dysfunctional ones. It was a place where we could be partitioned off, left alone to marinate in the darkness of our own difference, instead of being forced into mandatory dorm “team-building” activities like Red Rover or Capture the Flag.

It was Friday night, and I was waiting for my clothes to dry while running my eyes over my chemistry textbook and underlining words at random. Normally I would’ve returned to my newly single room. My sophomore roommate Faith had gotten busted for selling Adderall to the entire fourth floor. The only words she’d ever spoken to me were, “Can you please type softer?” But there’d been rumors of someone stealing clothes from the dryers, specifically undergarments. It’d gotten so bad that one of the RAs posted signs in every bathroom stall warning residents against leaving their underwear unattended: “The Underwear Bandit has taken lacy red thongs and tighty whiteys featuring a cartoon bunny. UB doesn’t discriminate. Do not underestimate UB or YOU! WILL! BE! NEXT!” This was posted next to a sex-positive informational poster that claimed cum could whiten your teeth.

I had given up on the properties of lipids and was watching my laundry spin when Luke walked in. He glanced at my book and smiled, showing me his pointed, notched tooth. “I got a D in organic chemistry.”

“You’re seeing into my future.”

“I’m in mechanical engineering.”

“Biochemical,” I mumbled.

He kept talking even when I reopened my book and flipped through the pages, pretending to read. He was from Gardiner, Montana, a small town outside Bozeman, and his dad was a nuclear engineer for a company that built missiles for government contracts.

“He wants me to go into business with him one day,” he said.

I was confused by him, even then. What was he doing sitting here, this Montana boy with his sandy hair and college sweatshirt? He looked too normal to be in this dorm, and in fact he was. He’d missed the deadline for dorm preferences, so they assigned him one at random, and he never complained. I wondered if part of him liked it, being surrounded by people who were so much weirder than him.

“Is that what you want? To work with your dad?” I asked after a long pause.

“I’m not sure,” he said.

He didn’t ask me anything in return, and we sat in silence as my clothes spun and the fluorescent lights hummed. I became aware of what I was wearing—a used-to-be white sweatshirt, no bra, Alex’s old oversized basketball shorts, and fuzzy blue socks covered in peace signs. I felt hot and embarrassed and tugged at my sleeves as if covering my hands might make me invisible. Usually eleven p.m. on a Friday was the perfect time to do laundry; the partiers were out, and the shut-ins were already tucked in bed. I hadn’t expected to see anyone.

“What are you doing here?” I asked finally.

“I’m Luke. I live on the fourth floor.”

He took the highlighter from my hand and twirled it from his thumb to his pinkie. Across the hall in the computer lab, the first-floor gamer boys yelled obscenities at each other.

“You’re the underwear bandit, aren’t you?” I asked.

“That’s exactly the type of accusation the real underwear bandit would make.”

I laughed in spite of myself.

“And your name is?”

“Vi.”

He handed me back my highlighter.

We talked until my laundry dinged and I escaped back to the safety of my room. I only remember bits and pieces of what we said (which dining hall had the best taco bar, his favorite writer was Hemingway, I’d never been outside the country), but by the end of our conversation I couldn’t walk straight, and my sweatshirt was drenched. In Luke’s presence, I’d gotten a taste of what it felt like to be normal.

RACHEL FOUND ME staring at Luke’s Facebook profile, my cursor blinking pathetically over the “Add Friend” button.

“Who’s Luke Meyer?” she asked.

“No one.”

I exited out of the browser and made my hands busy, pulling Post-it notes off the pad one by one and sticking them to the edges of my computer. Rachel took the pad and set it on the far end of the desk.

“Is that the guy with the pointed tooth?”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to let it go.

“Yes,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow at me. The last thing I wanted was Rachel’s pity, but I’d made her look like an idiot in front of the guests, so I figured I owed her the truth.

“My ex. We broke up eight months ago.”

“Oh,” Rachel said. “I get it.”

But she didn’t, and before I could explain to her just how little she understood, our assistant manager Walter arrived.

“Good morning, ladies,” he called out as he walked over to the front desk, wearing his signature starched, striped button-up with a pink tie.

He’s the saddest creature in our hotel ecosystem—the middle manager who attended weekend webinars on how to “project power” and “radiate confidence.” A week earlier I saw him on Tinder. All of his pictures were overexposed selfies of him in bed from different angles, and his bio read, “Just a normal guy looking for companionship.”

I deleted the app after seeing his white chest peeking out from an equally white duvet. I don’t know why I was on Tinder in the first place. I downloaded it after a bottle of wine, when I was drunk enough not to remember doing it but still conscious enough to list Seinfeld as my favorite television show and carrier pigeon as my preferred mode of communication. The next morning, I had twenty matches.

In my drunken state, I had used a moody black-and-white candid Luke had taken for my profile picture. It was from our trip to Cincinnati for Luke’s friend’s wedding, when he convinced me to leave our Airbnb in the rain and walk across the bridge that connected Ohio and Kentucky. Halfway across the river, Luke got tired of me taking photos of him and grabbed my camera. He knelt down to take a photo of my profile against the gray sky. The wind brought color to my cheeks.

“Your album cover,” he said.

I studied the picture when we got back to the Airbnb and almost didn’t recognize myself. In the photo, I look very sad and very Asian, like I’m being sold as a geisha and will eventually commit suicide to bring honor back to my family. In black and white, I have doll skin—no dry spot on my cheek, no pimples on my chin.

“Is this how I look to you?” I asked Luke then, our cold bodies nestled under a stranger’s covers, but he was already asleep.

“Tuck your shirt in for me, would you, Vi?” Walter said now.

“Sure,” I said without moving.

Walter ran his fingers across the desk as he walked to his office. Per Hillside policy, Walter has a camera in the back room to check for guests who come to the desk when there’s no attendant on duty. Luckily there’s a blind spot where we can pick wedgies and adjust bras without surveillance.

He paused and looked back at me. “Vi, would you come see me for a minute?”

“Just me?”

Rachel stared straight ahead at the computer. I thought I saw a hint of a smirk on her face, but I could’ve imagined it.

“Just you,” he said and held the door open so I had to walk underneath his arm to get through.

Walter’s office is bare and generic—white walls, a faux wood desk, paperwork sorted into manila folders. His placard doesn’t even say his name, just “Assistant Manager” in peeling gold letters.

“How are you doing, Vi?” he asked.

“Can’t complain.”

We sat in unison. Walter crossed his legs and folded his hands, placing them on his knee in a way that couldn’t be comfortable.

“Speaking of complaints, we’ve gotten a few about you in the past few weeks.”

“Really?” I kept my face blank, innocent.

Walter unpretzeled himself and leaned his elbows on the desk.

“On their exit surveys, a few guests noted your curt manner. One mentioned that you gave him the wrong directions to his room.”

“A misunderstanding.”

“Look, I get it. You and me—we’re the same. You’re a Virgo, aren’t you?”

“I was actually born in Dec—”

“We have to accept our limitations, we’re not like the Rachels of this world.”

Walter hadn’t blinked once, and my own eyes watered from meeting his gaze.

“She’s a charmer, an entertainer. She has natural charisma. Not us, we’re not concerned with appearances or flash and glamour. That’s okay, that’s who we are. So, what can we offer guests?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’re consistent, Vi. We show up when we’re supposed to, we get the job done, and we don’t ask questions.”

Walter finally blinked, and a tear caught in the corner of his eye like a pearl. I looked down at my wrinkled, untucked button-up and the salsa stain on my dress pants.

“You can do better. We can do better,” he said.

I said nothing, just nodded. Walter gave me a pamphlet on front desk etiquette, the same one I was given during orientation two years ago, and a map of the three-story hotel.

“These people count on us.”

He dismissed me after pointing out the men’s toilets on each floor. I wanted to rush out of his office but my forearms had fused to the uncomfortable metal and it took a minute to unstick myself.

“Good luck on Tinder, by the way,” Walter said.

I reached for my purse without acknowledging that I heard him.

“Hey,” Rachel said as I returned to my front desk spot. She had one hip popped up against the desk as she scrolled through her Facebook event invitations. She didn’t ask about my Walter meeting.

“Want to go to a drag show with me tonight? It’s at the Back Door. Might cheer you up.”

This wasn’t the first time Rachel had invited me out. I’m the one person at the hotel who doesn’t like her, and my indifference makes me irresistible. Every other time Rachel had asked me to grab a drink, I pretended that I needed to care for my grandma or wash my hair or bake a loaf of bread for the homeless.

“Yes,” I said today without hesitation.


ops/images/logo.jpg





ops/images/9781399731966.jpg
‘Witty and wild’

Harper’s Bazaar

‘Sharp, funny and poignant’
New York Times

‘Uniquely beautiful’
Stylist

A Love Story






